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Robbing God? 

Why do we need a topical sermon on giving? As one pastor says,  

It almost seems that people in ministry today either rarely talk about money or rarely 
talk about anything else! The former are afraid of sounding greedy and manipulative, 
while the latter consider wealth a spiritual birthright of all Christians. For the one, 
money is an enemy; for the other, an entitlement.1  

If I’m honest, I fall into the former category. We don’t talk much about money here. And I think 
I’m most comfortable with that. But because money is such a huge part of our lives, I think we need 
to talk about it more than we do. And so this year, we will have three sermons that deal with money. 
This morning, we will look at the topic of tithing.  

Is tithing a New Testament command? Tithing means giving 10% of your income. Most Christians I 
know would say that tithing is a New Testament command, or at least that’s what they’ve been 
taught.  

But if that’s the case, there’s a big problem in the church. Did you know that only about 6% of 
Christians tithe their income to the church? Not only that; about 17% of Christians give nothing to 
their local church.2 On average, Christians give about 3% of their income to the church.3 

According to Malachi, to not tithe is to rob God (Mal. 3:8-10). So the question stands. Are 
Christians required to tithe? And if they fail to tithe, are they robbing God of what’s due to him?4 

To answer this question, I’d like to start by looking at what the Old Testament says about tithing. 
Then we’ll look to the New Testament and consider whether or not the commands in the Old 
Testament still stand for today.  

Most of my research on this topic comes from two articles by Andreas Koestenberger and David 
Croteau.5  

OLD TESTAMENT TEACHING 

Let’s start with the Old Testament teaching. There are a number of passages that deal with tithing. 
We don’t have time to consider all of them. So I want to focus our attention on three central texts.  

Please stand for the reading of God’s Word. 

                                                      
1 Storms, Sam “Are Christians Obligated to Tithe?” in Tough Topics: Biblical Answers to 25 Challenging Questions. Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 

2013, 325.  
2 Köstenberger, Andreas J. and David A. Croteau. “Reconstructing a Biblical Model of Giving: A Discussion of Relevant Systematic 

Issues and New Testament Principles.” Bulletin for Biblical Research (2006), n. 127, 24. 
3 Blomberg, Craig. 1 Corinthians. NIV application commentary. Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 1994, 328. 
4 Köstenberger, Andreas J. and David A. Croteau. “‘Will a Man Rob God?’ (Malachi 3:8): A Study of Tithing in the Old and New 

Testaments” Bulletin for Biblical Research (2006). 
5 Köestenberger and Croteau, “Reconstructing a Biblical Model of Giving” and “Will a Man Rob God?” 

http://www.biblicalfoundations.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/33-Tithing2.pdf
http://www.biblicalfoundations.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/33-Tithing2.pdf
http://www.biblicalfoundations.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/32-Tithing1.pdf
http://www.biblicalfoundations.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/32-Tithing1.pdf
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Leviticus 27:30-326 
30Every tithe of the land, whether of the seed of the land or of the fruit of the trees, is the LORD’s; it is holy to the 
LORD. 31If a man wishes to redeem some of his tithe, he shall add a fifth to it. 32And every tithe of herds and flocks, 
every tenth animal of all that pass under the herdsman’s staff, shall be holy to the LORD. 

Numbers 18:21 
21To the Levites I have given every tithe in Israel for an inheritance, in return for their service that they do, their service 
in the tent of meeting. 

Deuteronomy 14:22-29 
22You shall tithe all the yield of your seed that comes from the field year by year. 23And before the LORD your God, 
in the place that he will choose, to make his name dwell there, you shall eat the tithe of your grain, of your wine, and of 
your oil, and the firstborn of your herd and flock, that you may learn to fear the LORD your God always. 24And if 
the way is too long for you, so that you are not able to carry the tithe, when the LORD your God blesses you, because 
the place is too far from you, which the LORD your God chooses, to set his name there, 25then you shall turn it into 
money and bind up the money in your hand and go to the place that the LORD your God chooses 26and spend the 
money for whatever you desire—oxen or sheep or wine or strong drink, whatever your appetite craves. And you shall 
eat there before the LORD your God and rejoice you and your household. 27And you shall not neglect the Levite who 
is within your towns, for he has no portion or inheritance with you.  

28At the end of every three years you shall bring out all the tithe of your produce in the same year and lay it up within 
your towns. 29And the Levite, because he has no portion or inheritance with you, and the sojourner, the fatherless, and 
the widow, who are within your towns, shall come and eat and be filled, that the LORD your God may bless you in 
all the work of your hands that you do.  

This is the Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.  

One of the most interesting aspects of my study of tithing in the Old Testament was learning how 
many tithes the Israelites were commanded to give. I’ve always thought there was only one tithe. 
And some people argue that’s the case. But I’ve become persuaded that the Israelites were 
commanded to give three tithes.7  

The tithe for the Levites’ income 

The first tithe is the one mentioned in Leviticus and Numbers. It was the tithe for the Levites’ 
income (Num. 18:21). It was an annual tithe given to the Levites in return for their service in the 
temple. The Israelites gave 10% of their livestock and produce. If they wanted, they could keep their 
livestock and produce, but they would have to add 20% of its value and bring that in cash to the 
Levites.  

This was not optional. This was a command. It was compulsory giving. 

The tithe for the annual feasts 

The second tithe is found in the first part of the Deuteronomy passage. It was the tithe for the three 
annual feasts in Jerusalem (Deut. 14:22-27). The reason I believe this is a different tithe is that the 

                                                      
6 Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® unless otherwise noted. 
7 In addition to the observations below, it’s important to note that, around the time of Christ, Jews understood the Old Testament to 

teach three tithes. We see this in Tobit, Josephus, and the Mishnah. Köestenberger and Croteau, “Will a Man Rob God?”12. Cf. 
Blomberg, Craig. Neither Poverty nor Riches: A Biblical Theology of Material Possessions. Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 2001, 46-
49. 
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giver ate this tithe himself. When they came to Jerusalem they were commanded to eat the tithe of 
their grain, of their wine, of their oil, and of the firstborn of their herd and flock. If they didn’t want 
to travel with all of that livestock and produce, they could sell it and then buy the things they wanted 
when they got to the feast.  

They were also commanded to share what they had with the Levites and the poor. According to 
John MacArthur this was the like the first church potluck.8 

This tithe was not optional either. It was also a command. 

The tithe for the poor 

The third tithe is found in the second part of the Deuteronomy passage. It was the tithe for the 
poor. It went to the sojourner, the orphan, and the widows. It was only given at the end of every 
third year (Deut. 14:28-29). That’s why I believe it is a separate tithe from the Levite tithe and the 
festival tithe.  

Summary Conclusions 

So those are the three tithes the Israelites were commanded to make. I’d like to draw a few 
summarizing conclusions before we consider whether or not we’re still called to tithe as Christians 
under the new covenant.9  

1. The tithe was commanded. It wasn’t optional. To not pay the tithe was tantamount to not 
paying your taxes. But if you didn’t pay your tithe, you weren’t ripping off the IRS. You were 
robbing God, as Malachi says. 

2. The tithe was more than 10%. It was 20% annually and 30% every third year. So on 
average the Israelites were commanded to give over 23%.  

3. The tithe was given to the Levites. One of the tithes went to the Levites’ income. The 
other two paid for the feast and the poor. But the Levites participated in all three tithes. And 
they collected all three tithes.  

4. The tithe shows a deep concern for the poor. Even though only one tithe was expressly 
for the poor, the tithe for the Levites also showed a concern for the poor. The Levites didn’t 
have an inheritance of land. They didn’t have a way to make a living. So the tithe paid their 
way too.  

I don’t know about you, but this study has led me to conclude that either our giving in the church is 
way off the mark or the New Testament has significantly changed the way the tithe works. I don’t 
know many who would say we should give up to 30% of our income. And I don’t know many who 
would like to let their pastors collect their tithes from them, like the Levites did (Cf. Neh. 13:13).10  

So, we return to our original question. Is the tithe a New Testament command?  

NEW TESTAMENT TEACHING 

Let’s turn our attention there now.  

                                                      
8 Quoted in Köestenberger and Croteau “Will a Man Rob God?” 
9 These come directly from Köestenberger and Croteau, “Will a Man Rob God?” 11-13. 
10 Köestenberger and Croteau, “Will a Man Rob God?” 15. 



4 
 

Continuity or Discontinuity? 

The key factor in determining whether or not the tithe is still binding on Christians today is how you 
see the relationship between the old and the new covenants. Do the laws in the Old Testament still 
apply today? Do they continue? Are they the same? Or do they not apply today? Are they 
discontinued?  

In Matthew 5:17, Jesus says, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I 
have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.”  

What does this mean? Well one the one hand, Jesus has fulfilled everything in the Old Testament. 
Obviously this applies to the entire sacrificial system; the priesthood, the feasts, and all that’s 
wrapped up with the sacrificial system—including the tithe. Jesus has fulfilled all of this. So, it’s no 
surprise that we’re no longer called to offer sacrifices. And we’re not commanded once in the New 
Testament to tithe, or give 10% of our income.11  

But there’s another sense in which the laws in the Old Testament still apply. It’s just that they’ve 
been transformed. Jesus has not only fulfilled all of the Old Testament laws; he’s also reinterpreted 
them.12  

You see this clearly in the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus says things like,“You have heard that it 
was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.’ 
But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment…” (Matt. 
5:21). Or, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that 
everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his 
heart” (Matt. 5:27-28).  

I think, when it comes to tithing, something like this is going on. The command to give 10% has 
been fulfilled in Christ. It’s no longer binding. But giving is still commanded. And through Christ, 
giving has been reinterpreted. In fact, I think the New Testament presents a higher standard for 
giving than the Old Testament.13  

Many have said that if we stop teaching that giving 10% is required for Christians, then giving will 
go down in the church. People will feel that they’re off the hook. But I don’t know that this 
pragmatic argument holds water. The churches that teach tithing as a New Testament command 
average about 3% in giving just the same as the churches who don’t.  

I think the better thing would be teach what the New Testament actually says about giving, instead 
of imposing an Old Testament law on people that isn’t even there!  

So what does the New Testament say about giving? And how does it reinterpret what the Old 
Testament says? Where’s there consistency between the Old Testament tithe and the New 
Testament teaching? And where are the differences?  

I’d like to briefly consider three passages from 1 and 2 Corinthians. In these passages we’ll find 
seven principles about New Testament giving. Two of these principles have to do with what we 

                                                      
11 Köestenberger and Croteau, “Will a Man Rob God?” 19. 
12 Köestenberger and Croteau, “Reconstructing a Biblical Model of Giving,” 2-5. 
13 Köestenberger and Croteau, “Reconstructing a Biblical Model of Giving,” 9. 



5 
 

should give to. Four of them have to do with how we should give. And the last one tells us why we 
should give.  

What should we give to? 

Let’s turn to our first passage. It’s 1 Corinthians 9:9-14.  

1 Corinthians 9:9-14 
9For it is written in the Law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain.” Is it for oxen that 
God is concerned? 10Does he not certainly speak for our sake? It was written for our sake, because the plowman 
should plow in hope and the thresher thresh in hope of sharing in the crop. 11If we have sown spiritual things among 
you, is it too much if we reap material things from you? 12If others share this rightful claim on you, do not we even 
more?  

Nevertheless, we have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather than put an obstacle in the way of the 
gospel of Christ. 13Do you not know that those who are employed in the temple service get their food from the temple, 
and those who serve at the altar share in the sacrificial offerings? 14In the same way, the Lord commanded that those 
who proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel.  

Here we get our first principle. And it tells what we should give to.  

1. We should pay our pastors and teachers. 

The argument in this passage is pretty simple. The ox who treads the grain should be able to eat 
some of the grain. The plowman who plows should eat some of the crop. The Levites who served at 
the temple got their food from the temple. In the same way, those who preach the gospel should 
make their living by the gospel.  

Paul had forfeited his right to be paid. But the right was still there.  

We see the same thing in 1 Timothy 5:17-18. “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.’” And 
again, in Galatians 6:6, “Let the one who is taught the word share all good things with the one who 
teaches.”  

The point is simple. Vocational pastors and missionaries, especially those who labor at teaching and 
preaching, should get a pay check for their service. So, although the Levitical system has been 
fulfilled in Christ, there is still a principle that stands.  

The second passage is 1 Corinthians 16:1-4. Please turn there.  

1 Corinthians 16:1-4 
1Now concerning the collection for the saints: as I directed the churches of Galatia, so you also are to do. 2On 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. 3And when I arrive, I will send those whom you accredit by letter to carry your gift to 
Jerusalem. 4If it seems advisable that I should go also, they will accompany me.  

We see a few principles in this passage.  
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2. We should take care of the poor. 

We know from Acts 24:17 that the collection being taken up here was a collection for the poor in 
Jerusalem. There was a famine in Jerusalem and the people there were hungry. Paul is collecting 
money to supply their needs. We see this principle throughout the New Testament. As early as Acts 
2, we see the church selling what it had in order to share with those who had need (Acts 2:45). So 
even though the tithe for the poor was fulfilled in Christ, the principle is the same for new covenant 
Christians. There’s still a call to take care of the poor, especially other believers (cf. Gal. 6:10).  

Later this week, on the church blog, I’ll post some ways we can give to the poor. 

We’ve seen two groups of people we’re called to give to, our pastors and teachers and the poor. But 
this is not to say that Christians shouldn’t give to things other than these. There are a number of 
other ways to financially support the mission of the church. But these are the main things.  

How should we give? 

Let’s now look at four principles about how we should give. The first two are found here in 1 
Corinthians 16.  

3. We should give regularly. 

Notice in verse 2 that the giving was weekly. “On the first day of every week, each of you is to put 
something aside and store it up…” I don’t think this means we have to give weekly. But as one 
author says, it’s easier to give small amounts frequently than large amounts infrequently.14 I think 
this is generally true, depending on how a person is paid. And it seems to be a solid principle.  

4. We should give proportionately. 

Notice in verse 2, it also says that Paul calls the Corinthians to give as a person may prosper. Notice 
he doesn’t prescribe a set amount for giving. He doesn’t prescribe a certain percentage. He simply 
says to give as a person may prosper. I think that means that the more you have the more you 
should give.  

Do you see the difference between this and the tithe? There’s not a set law. And yet, there is 
consistency with the tithe. The Israelites gave 10%. We’re called to give proportionately. 

Let’s turn now to our third passage. It’s 2 Corinthians 8 and 9.  

2 Corinthians 8:1-9 
1We want you to know, brothers, about the grace of God that has been given among the churches of Macedonia, 2for in 
a severe test of affliction, their abundance of joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on 
their part. 3For they gave according to their means, as I can testify, and beyond their means, of their own accord, 
4begging us earnestly for the favor of taking part in the relief of the saints—5and this, not as we expected, but they gave 
themselves first to the Lord and then by the will of God to us. 6Accordingly, we urged Titus that as he had started, so 
he should complete among you this act of grace. 7But as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in 
all earnestness, and in our love for you—see that you excel in this act of grace also.  

                                                      
14 Köestenberger and Croteau, “Reconstructing a Biblical Model of Giving,” 18. 
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8I say this not as a command, but to prove by the earnestness of others that your love also is genuine. 9For you know 
the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his 
poverty might become rich. 

2 Corinthians 9:6-8 
6The point is this: whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows bountifully will also reap 
bountifully. 7Each one must give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a 
cheerful giver. 8And 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.  

It’s important to note that the context of these verses is also the collection for the poor in Jerusalem. 
It’s not primarily about giving to the local church. But again, there are some principles in these 
verses that apply to all kinds of giving.  

5. We should give voluntarily and cheerfully. 

We see this in 2 Corinthians 9. Paul didn’t want the Corinthians giving reluctantly or under 
compulsion. Instead he wanted them to give what they decided in their heart to give. He wanted 
them to be cheerful in their giving.  

This may be the biggest difference from the old to the new covenant. There’s not a set amount. And 
giving is not compulsory, like it was in the tithe.  

Let’s look at the next principle. 

6. We should give sacrificially.  

This principle is found in 2 Corinthians 8. Paul uses the Macedonians as an example for how the 
Corinthians should give. The Macedonians gave out of their poverty. They gave proportionately to 
their income and even beyond. The principle is their giving cost them something.  

I like the way that George Davis put it, “Sacrificial giving is measured, not by what is given, but by 
what remains.”15 Or the way Don Carson puts it. Instead of quibbling over percentages, Carson says 
we should ask, “How can I manage my affairs so that I can give more?”16 Our giving should be 
sacrificial. 

Now, we shouldn’t sacrifice to the point where we suffer. Look at verse 13. “For I do not mean that 
others should be eased and you burdened, but that as a matter of fairness.”  Paul doesn’t want there 
to be a collection for the Corinthians some day!17 But giving should hurt a little.  

And when we give sacrificially, we can trust that God will provide for our needs. We see this in 
2 Corinthians 9:6, 8. “Whoever sows bountifully will also reap bountifully…God is able to make all 
grace abound to you…” It’s not that if we give a lot we’ll get a lot. It’s simply to say that when we 
give sacrificially, we can trust that God will provide for us.  

                                                      
15 Quoted in Köestenberger and Croteau, “Reconstructing a Biblical Model of Giving,” 19. Cf. Davis, George B. “Are Christians 

Supposed to Tithe?” Criswell Theological Review 2.1 (1987) 85-97. 
16 Carson, D.A. “Are Christians Required to Tithe?” Christianity Today, (November 15, 1999) 94. 
17 Köestenberger and Croteau, “Reconstructing a Biblical Model of Giving,” 19. 

http://faculty.gordon.edu/hu/bi/ted_hildebrandt/ntesources/ntarticles/ctr-nt/davis-tithe-ctr.pdf
http://faculty.gordon.edu/hu/bi/ted_hildebrandt/ntesources/ntarticles/ctr-nt/davis-tithe-ctr.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/tgc-documents/carson/1999_are_Christians_required_to_tithe.pdf
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Why should we give? 

So we’ve seen two principles related to who we give to. And four related to how we should give. 
Let’s look now at our last principle. Why should we give?  

The answer is found in 2 Corinthians 8:9. And it’s the foundational principle for New Testament 
giving. “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake 
he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich.” 

7. We should give because of the gospel.  

Our giving that takes care of our ministers and the poor, our regular, proportionate, voluntary, 
cheerful, and sacrificial giving has been modelled for us in Christ. He freely gave up his life for us. 
He gave all that he had. He gave sacrificially. And through his sacrifice we can now have a 
relationship with God. Those who were poor spiritually have been made rich. 

It’s interesting. Paul refers to giving in 2 Corinthians as a grace. Those who have received grace now 
extend grace through giving. It’s out of our relationship with God through Christ that we give.  

This is the motivation for giving. We don’t give in order to get something from God. We don’t give 
in order to earn God’s favor. We give because we have God’s favor in Christ. We’ve been blessed. 
Therefore, we’re called to bless others.  

Like the Macedonians, we need to give ourselves first to God, then to giving to others. 

Is the tithe a New Testament command? 

To conclude, let’s return to our original question. 

Is giving 10% of your income a New Testament command? I don’t believe that it is. And I don’t 
believe that we should teach that the tithe is an obligation of a new covenant Christian. But I also 
don’t believe that if we don’t teach the tithe that giving will suffer in the church.  

Why? Because I believe the New Testament gives us a higher standard for giving than the Old. Not 
necessarily a higher percentage. It may be more. It may be less. But it’s a higher calling. We’re still 
called to take care of our ministers and to the poor. We’re still called to give regularly and 
proportionately. But it’s no longer compulsory. We’re called to give cheerfully and sacrificially 
because of what Christ has done for us. These are the principles we see in the New Testament for 
giving.  

Now some would rather have a percentage given to them. Some would rather have a real clear 
pathway for how to give. In fact, some of you may be frustrated that I haven’t given more specific 
applications in this sermon. But I think there’s a danger in it. A percentage can often become a 
checkbox for people.18 For some the percentage will make them feel guilty. For others it will make 
them feel righteous. That’s what laws do!  

But we are not under the law. We are under grace. Each one must give what they have decided in 
their heart to give. Everything belongs to God, not just 10%. And God has given us everything in 
Christ. Let us give generously out of the abundance we have in him.  

                                                      
18 Carson 


