A Biblical Foundation for Tithing

Question:  Isn’t tithing under the Old Testament law?

Answer:  No.  While tithing one’s income was a practice for God’s people, tithing was practiced by the patriarchs 400 years before the law was even around (Genesis 14:20; 28:22)!  Abraham “tithed” to the Lord through the priest Melchizedek as a lifestyle principle, not a ritual.  According to Deuteronomy 14:22, 23, tithing was to be a practice of prioritizing God in life and of recognizing that He is the source of our income.

Question:  How do we know that “tithe” means 10%?

Answer:  Tithing is directly mentioned 39 times in the Bible and in each case means “a tenth part.”  Hebrews 7:2-4 tells us that Abraham’s tithing in Genesis 14 was 10%.  Numbers 18:26 speaks of the Levites “tithing off of the tithe” by giving 10% to the Lord from their income.

Question:  What if I go broke giving up that much income?

Answer:  This is a natural objection, given that the person still operates off the world’s rationale.  In God’s economy, however, the more a person sows, the more he reaps (Galatians 6:7).  Jesus taught, “Give and it shall be given unto you” (Luke 6:38).  Repeatedly God promises to provide in abundance when we give sacrificially to advance His kingdom.  

Paul affirms the Philippians when they financially gave to the Lord’s work.  He then states in 4:19, “and my God shall meet all your needs according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus.”  To be sure, some “prosperity preachers” have distorted this sowing/reaping principle – but we need to not push the pendulum so far the other direction that we are untrue to the Scriptures.   God has promised to pour our His blessing when we give to Him our tithes.  The classic text illustrating this is Malachi 3:8-12 where God instructs His people to bring their tithes into His storehouse in order to prove His generosity.

Question:  Does Jesus or the New Testament teach “tithing?”
Answer:  Many people make the mistake of spiritualizing the biblical teaching on tithing, claiming that it is Old Testament truth and no longer valid today.  The Pharisees preferred to spiritualize the issue in Matthew 15:4-6 and Jesus responded to them very directly.   He clearly taught in Matthew 23:23 and Luke 11:42 that tithing was not obsolete but a starting place for us to even demonstrate greater generosity in our giving to God.  Tithing is also referred to in Hebrews 7:5-9 where the writer discusses Melchizedek’s receiving a tithe from Abraham.  The age of grace in which we live is not an excuse to eliminate a biblical practice like tithing; if anything, we should be responding with even more generosity in view of what Christ has done for us!

Question:  Where should my tithe go?
Answer:  In the Old Testament, tithes were received at the place of worship, which, today could be interpreted as the local church.  This practice continued even into the New Testament.  Malachi 3:10 instructs us to “bring the tithe into the storehouse,” (from which the term storehouse giving was coined).  The storehouse represents God’s designated place of (corporate) worship; the place where His people are spiritually fed and nurtured.  

Throughout the New Testament we see believers giving to their local churches so that funds could then be distributed from the church body to other places of need (2 Corinthians 8, 9; Philippians 4:15). The Apostle Paul states that financial giving to the local church enables the elders (pastors) to be supported, again implying that we should tithe to the body of believers where we are taught (1 Corinthians 9:14; 1 Timothy 5:17, 18).  Such a practice draws us nearer to our church family for, as Jesus taught, “Where your treasure is, there’s where your heart will be.”

Question:  But what if I’m not able to tithe?
Answer:   Obviously, God calls us to give what we can, not what we can’t.  If someone is unemployed, in school, or under the financial care of someone else, there may be no income to tithe.  But the challenge God gives us is to give to Him our best, the “first” fruits of our labors (Proverbs 3:10).  Hence, tithing becomes less an issue of the wallet and more an issue of trust.   Will I trust God to meet my needs, as I put Him first with my finances?   As we give our 10%, God is able to bless the 90% in ways we can’t even imagine.

Question:  But what if I can’t give “cheerfully?”

Answer:   It is true, 2 Corinthians 9:7 calls us to give our offerings that we have purposed to give; not grudgingly, but with a cheerful heart.  However, note two truths:  The context of this chapter refers to a special offering for an outside need, not to tithing.  Tithing is the starting place; special offerings are what we “offer” to God over and above the tithe.  The second truth we should remember is that if we cannot tithe with a cheerful heart, our goal ought to be to change our heart, not our tithing amount.  Our decision regarding obedience to the Lord should not be based upon how we feel but upon a determined act of our wills. 

Question:  Doesn’t all of this seem pretty legalistic?

Answer:  In regard to legalism, let’s consider what the legal obligation of an Old Testament Jew was.  He was first required to give one tenth to God.  Then at harvest time, the farmer must give the first fruits to God, which consisted of one sixth of his increase.  Every three years a second tenth was give to the poor – social security tax.  In addition, there were special offerings of cleansing and consecration.  That means that his total contribution would be nearer to a fifth of his income, not a tenth – and that did not include voluntary support to the local synagogue.


If we object that the Jews were under the law and we Christians are under grace, that begs another question:  Will a Christian who is experiencing intimacy with his Lord wish to take advantage of grace so that he can give less to God’s work than the less privileged Jew who knew nothing of Calvary’s sacrifice and the wonderful blessings it has brought? 


As previously mentioned, tithing was practiced by the patriarchs 400 years before  the law was given.  Consecrated tithing was practiced by the Romans, Greeks, Arabians, as well as the Jews; it was an ancient principle, not simply special Hebrew legislation.  Jesus gave tithes and offerings – is the servant greater than his Lord?

           It is a misconception of the meaning of “grace” to think that believers should do less than a devout Jew would have done.  If the true spirit of grace has gripped my heart, I will not be calculating the minimum I have to give but the maximum I can give to my Lord.  The New Testament standard is not lower than the Old.

          
Jesus said in Matthew 23:23,  "You give a tenth of your spices— mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law— justice, mercy and faithfulness.  These are the things you should have done without neglecting the others.”  What did Jesus mean by that?

It would appear that though there is no legal obligation on a believer to give a tenth, in view of Christ’s matchless grace, how can we give any less to the One Who gave so much for us?

