A Biblical Pattern of Giving Position Paper

“New Testament Giving: to Display the Manifold Wisdom of God”

For the New Testament Christian, giving should be a way of life. Many Christians equate giving an offering at their local Church with the Old Testament system of tithing. This view is not adequate on several accounts. The tithe was a command under the theocratic rule of Yahweh. It was an integral part of Old Testament Law, as it was built on the Siniatic Covenant in the Pentateuch. This aspect of the Law was an important part of the society and cultic practices of Israel. These features of Old Testament Law have been transformed with the advent of Jesus Christ. For this reason, the tithe is not mentioned in the NT as a requirement for Christians. Of course, giving is a necessary component of the Christian life. The following NT parameters will help carve out the structure of NT giving. 
1. Giving is an act of worship: We must give inwardly and outwardly. Even a cursory reading of the Bible will adequately demonstrate that God is concerned with the interior life. The Bible uses the language of ‘heart’ to refer to the center of our being, the seat of our will and affections. All of our efforts at pleasing God are a mere facade if our hearts are not enamored with His greatness. The outward disciplines of the faith, though at times challenging, should be done from a heart of faith. Christ rebuked the Pharisees for being overly concerned with their outward appearance while neglecting their inner lives. “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead people’s bones and all uncleanness”(Mt 23:27). A time is coming when God will uncover the things that people conceal inwardly. For this reason, it is crucial that those who profess love and faith in Christ truly believe it inwardly. “For nothing is hidden that will not be made manifest, nor is anything secret that will not be known and come to light” (Lk 8:17).

2. We should give to please God, not men. During his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus warned against giving like the Pharisees were giving. They would draw attention to their giving by sounding a trumpet. This teaches us that giving, even while done for a neighbor’s good, should be done to please God and receive His reward. “Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. “Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you”(Mt 6:1-4). Also during the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus explains that we can actually store treasures us for ourselves by investing our money in eternal realities which are not destroyed by moth and rust. “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Mt 6:19-21).

3. Generous Giving is patterned after God. In the context of explaining to the Corinthian Church about how they need to collect funds and give, Paul explains that God is able to make all grace abound to them. This is simply because God is gracious and merciful. “As it is written, ‘He has distributed freely, he has given to the poor; his righteousness endures forever’” (2 Cor 9:9). It is possible regarding this point to miss the proverbial forest for the trees. One might focus so exclusively on texts, that one misses the overall theme of The Text of the Bible. God is a gracious, giving God who, in spite of man’s rebellion, enacts a mission to save humanity which will require God to give the life of His own Son. God is a very giving God.
4. Generous giving stems from the fact that we are not owners of our possessions, but stewards. Jesus tells the Parable of the Talents who goes on a journey and leaves his property under the care of stewards. Some of the stewards were wise and some were foolish. The wise stewards were rewarded and the foolish stewards were punished (Matt 25:14-30). Additionally, Psalm 50 teaches that God owns everything. God says, “For every beast of the forest is mine, I own the cattle on a thousand hills. I know the birds of the hills, and everything that moves in the field is mine” (vv.10-11). Strikingly, this is in the context of Israel offering sacrifices to the Lord. Then the Lord says, “For the world and all its fullness is mine” (v. 12). God was not in need of their sacrifices. He already owns everything. In contrast, we are not owners of the things we have. Certainly, it is convenient to use the language of ownership in the societies in which we live, but God is the owner and we are merely stewards. This must shape the way we spend our money and the way we give our money.
5. Giving should be systematic. There are several important parameters from the Apostle Paul’s letters to the Corinthians. First of all, Paul teaches that giving should be planned and intentional. He writes, “On the first day of every week, each of you is to put something aside and store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be no collecting when I come” (1 Cor 16:2). Very often, Christians give when they have an emotional impulse. While this type of giving is important at times, Paul’s advice to the Corinthian Church is to give intentionally and in a planned manner. Thus, our giving should be systematic, not sporadic and disordered.
6. Giving should be according to each person’s abilities. Also in 16.2, Paul encourages the Corinthians to give as they have prospered. He writes, “On the first day of every week, each of you is to put something aside and store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be no collecting when I come” (1 Cor 16:2). While this idea might lead some to think they do not need to give because they are poor, the passage does not say that. Paul said giving should be according to one’s resources. This does not mean some don’t have to give, but rather it means that some will not be expected to give as much as others. A helpful way of implementing this idea is by using percentages. Thus, each person gives in proportion to their resources. However, Paul also tells the Corinthians that some churches have actually given beyond their means. “For they gave according to their means, as I can testify, and beyond their means, of their own accord, begging us earnestly for the favor of taking part in the relief of the saints” (2 Cor 8:3-4). Thus, there is a sense in which we should give according to what we have been given, but we are invited to give beyond what we think is according to our means.
7. When we give, we reap what we sow. Paul also encourages the Corinthian Church by telling them that their reward will be according to their giving. “The point is this: whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows bountifully will also reap bountifully” (2 Cor 9:6). It would seem, then, that there is a direct connection between our giving and our getting. Of course, this sounds selfish at first, but it must be stressed that this should not be read in the context of the modern, prosperity movement. Rather, we can hope to get more of God and His blessings—not necessarily financial—in one way or another when we give generously. In many respects, this is completely in line with what Jesus said during his Sermon on the Mount when he encouraged his listeners to store treasures up for themselves in heaven, not on earth. He said, “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Mt 6:19-21). 
8. God loves a cheerful giver. The Apostle writes, “Each one must give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every good work” (2 Cor 9:7-8). From this we can infer that giving should be done from a joyful disposition. God loves this kind of giver. This, obviously, stems from the fact that God owns everything, so when we give it should not be from a reluctant heart which feels compelled to give. Rather, NT giving should stem from the fact that the Christian is free to give with joy. He does not need to place his investing strategies over his giving strategies because God owns everything and will provide for our needs according to His wisdom. Moreover, by giving in this manner, we demonstrate where our heart is, as Jesus said in Mt 6. In contrast, reluctant giving demonstrates a heart that is turned away in some respect from the Lord and His purposes.

9. Our giving should primarily be to our local church. There are many charities to which the Christian might give. Some of these charities have very good values and goals. Some do not. Because the Bible teaches that the local church is the primary venue for growth and discipleship for the Christian, giving should be mediated through the local church. Money is a crucial part of life. Without money, the gospel message is hindered. Missionaries need support, natives need Bibles, inner city families need to see the love of Christ—all supported by the efforts of the local church.  Those who labor in preaching and teaching the gospel should be compensated for their efforts. As Paul writes, “Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching. For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer deserves his wages”(1 Tim 5:17-18). The local church is the place by which the Christian participates in the maintenance and expansion of God’s kingdom. This requires money. Some might disagree with the idea that the local church should be the primary venue for Christian giving on the grounds that there are many other gospel driven charities. This objection, however, fails to reckon with the NT’s teaching that the church is God’s appointed means of displaying his manifold wisdom to all of Creation (Eph 3:10).  For these reasons, the local church should have priority in Christian giving.
