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Tithing – the practice of giving 10% of your income to God.  Along with issues 
like homosexuality and women in the pulpit tithing has been a major bone of 
contention for the church over the last several decades.

Of the people I have spoken to who have left Christianity behind the majority of 
them cite the church’s money hungry tendencies among their list of complaints.

On the other side, for the devoutly dedicated, almost no other teaching has led to 
a greater sense of self-righteousness.  People who tithe often look down their 
noses at those around them who are obviously less committed to Christ than 
they are.

This morning we are continuing our series through the book of Malachi.  If you 
have been with us over the last several weeks you know by now that the prophet 
Malachi didn’t mince his words.  He spoke what he received from God without 
concern for how the people would feel as they received it.  And my desire 
throughout this series has been to be faithful to that word regardless of whether 
that makes me or us comfortable or not.

And this morning we find ourselves in chapter 3 verses 7-12.  Please turn there 
with me now.
…
I warned you two weeks ago that this topic was coming this Sunday, but as we 
bow to pray I’m going to give you one more chance to escape.  If you really aren’t 
interested in hearing what the Bible has to say about giving then sneak out while 
we pray.  I promise not to peak.

Let’s pray.

[Pray]

You are still here!  Well let’s get into this.
…
Malachi chapter 3 is the Bible’s biggest and most direct passage on tithing.  
While tithing appears in several other places, and we will look at them today, this 
is the text most pastors come to when they preach on this subject.  The problem 
is that this section of text has been hugely misused over the last several decades
to promote something that is actually not biblical.  So I am going to start with a 
bold statement today and then work to unpack it from this text and several others 
across both the Old and New Testament. 
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Are you ready then for the big idea today?  Here it is: Tithing, as it appears in 
Malachi, (and as it is most often taught in the church today) does not apply to 
New Testament Christians.

Now perhaps this surprises you.  It surprised me when I began doing research on 
this topic a while back.  I was taught to tithe as a child and I tithed religiously, 
down to the penny.  I tithed through my university years when I had no money 
and I tithed right up until about a year ago when I began actually looking at this 
idea in the Bible and I found that what I had been taught didn’t line up with what 
the Bible says.  

And I found that the Bible says that tithing, as it appears in Malachi, does not 
apply to New Testament Christians.

To prove this to you I want to do three things today.  First I want to look at what 
tithing meant to Malachi and the Jews of the Old Testament.  Second I want to 
answer the question “Why doesn’t the New Testament teach the principle of 
tithing?”  And finally I want to look at what the New Testament alternative to 
tithing looks like.

So first, what did tithing mean to Malachi and the Jews of the Old Testament?

Look with me at Malachi chapter 3 verses 7 through 10

[Read Malachi 3:7-10a]

God says the people were robbing Him by not bringing their tithes and offerings 
into His storehouse!  That is an incredibly serious accusation.  So what weren’t 
the people doing?

Well first of all it is important to know that the word “tithe” means one tenth, and it
referred to the crops and herds that God required from the people.  But you will 
notice that in verse 8 the word “tithe” is plural - it says “tithes”.  And that is 
because there were actually three tithes of 10% that the people had to pay.

The first tithe went to the Levites.  Now the Levites were one of the 12 tribes in 
Israel, but they were special because they were set apart to be the priests, they 
didn’t own any land, and so this tithe was collected once a year to support them.  
Numbers tells us:

Then the LORD said to Aaron, “I myself have put you in charge of 
the offerings presented to me; …. I give to the Levites all the 
tithes in Israel as their inheritance in return for the work they do 
while serving at the tent of meeting.” (Numbers 18:8;21)
  

So 10% of Israel’s crops and herds went to the Levites as their compensation for 
not owning any land and instead being a family of priests.
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Now there was a second tithe that was used for festival celebrations.  This tithe
was also collected every year.  Deuteronomy tells us:

Be sure to set aside a tenth of all that your fields produce each 
year. Eat the tithe of your grain, new wine and olive oil… in the 
presence of the LORD your God at the place He will choose… But 
if that place is too distant… then exchange your tithe for silver, 
and…use the silver to buy whatever you like: cattle, sheep, wine 
or other fermented drink, or anything you wish. Then you and 
your household shall eat there in the presence of the LORD your
God and rejoice. (Deuteronomy 14:22-26)

Now this tithe is radically different from anything we do today.  This tithe wasn’t 
given to other people, it was consumed by the family who gave it and used to
remind them that God is good.  This would be like money set aside to celebrate
Christmas or thanksgiving.  

But just because it was consumed by the family who brought it didn’t mean it was 
optional.  This was a command of God. 

And so Israel gathered about 10 times a year to celebrate the goodness of God
and each of these celebrations would range from between two and nine days1

during which they would feast and drink and celebrate God’s rich provision.  And 
in order to pay for these celebrations God commanded they set aside 10% of 
their income. That was the second tithe.

Finally there was a third tithe of 10% that was taken every three years, so 3.3% 
per year that went to supporting widows and orphans and other poor people who 
couldn’t provide for themselves.  Moses tells us about this tithe where he says:

At the end of every three years, bring all the tithes of that year’s 
produce and store it in your towns, so that the Levites (who 
have no allotment or inheritance of their own) and the 
foreigners, the fatherless and the widows who live in your towns 
may come and eat and be satisfied, and so that the LORD your 
God may bless you in all the work of your hands. (Deuteronomy 
14:28-29)

And so these three things together totaling 23% per year was what tithing meant 
to Malachi and the Old Testament Jews.  Now verse 8 mentions the people were 
robbing God in both tithes and offerings. 
On top of the 23% the people were supposed to give as needs arose like helping 
to build the temple or taking care of poor family members.  On top of that if you 

                                           
1 Information taken from 
http://www.tabletmag.com/holidays?gclid=COzu8OTN9bcCFcR_QgodX1IA7A (accessed June 
21, 2013)
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were a farmer you were supposed to harvest your crop in a circle leaving the 
corners of the field so that the poor could glean there.  And if a bail of hay fell off 
your cart you were supposed to leave that behind too.  This was called gleaning 
and you will remember that this is what Ruth was doing when she met Boaz.2

So in the end when you talk about tithes and offerings in the Old Testament first 
of all you are talking about three different tithes and then on top of that a non-
specific amount of offerings.  So probably at least 25% of the average Israelite’s 
income went to temple related things.  

You can probably guess that on average people don’t come close to giving that 
much today.  Maclean’s Magazine wrote an article in 2010 that noted that while 
the average American gives 1.38% of their total income to charity Canadians on 
average give only .73% of their income away to any charitable source.3  That 
means if you are the average family in BC making $69 thousand a year4 your 
total charitable giving is around $503.70 per year.  

So while Canadians are known as being friendly, on average we aren’t very 
generous.
…
But generosity or the lack there of is not the main problem with developing a 
theology of tithing from Malachi chapter 3.  The problem comes from the fact that 
the command to tithe is one of 613 Laws in the Old Testament appearing right 
along side commands like:

"You are to make tassels on the corners of your garments, with 
a blue cord on each tassel" (Numbers 15:38).

Or

Do not plant your field with two kinds of seed.  

Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds of material…. 

Do not cut the hair at the sides of your head or clip off the edges 
of your beard. (Leviticus 19:19;27)

I see a lot of shaven law breakers out here today.  And James says:
Whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking 
all of it. (James 2:10)

                                           
2 Ruth 2:2
3 http://www2.macleans.ca/2010/12/20/u-s-is-more-charitable-than-canada-report/ (Accessed 
June 20, 2013)
4 Stat is taken from 2010 census information http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-
som/l01/cst01/famil108a-eng.htm (Accessed June 20,2013)
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Luckily, while these laws applied to Israel in the Old Testament they are no 
longer binding for Christians because Jesus has fulfilled the Law.  Paul tells us:

Before the coming of this faith, we were held in custody under 
the law, locked up until the faith that was to come would be 
revealed. So the law was our guardian until Christ came that we 
might be justified by faith. Now that this faith has come, we are 
no longer under a guardian. (Galatians 3:23-25)

Jesus’ fulfillment of the law means that salvation is not dependent on keeping 
these 613 laws, but instead is dependent on faith working itself out in love.  And 
this is why Jesus could sum up the entire Old Testament Law with His new 
commandments:

‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your mind.’…  And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’
(Matthew 22:37-39)

This is the only law that Christians are under.  And that is the problem with using 
Malachi chapter 3 to support a New Testament theology of tithing.  The reality is 
that tithing is not taught in the New Testament and so no longer applies to us 
today.
…
Now wait a minute you say, I can think of some New Testament verses about 
tithing.  You are right; of the dozens of verses in the New Testament that talk 
about money there are 7 that mention tithing.  But here’s the problem, three of 
those verses are Jesus criticizing the Pharisees for their self-righteous legalism
like the Pharisee who prayed:

‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, 
evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice 
a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ (Luke 18:11-12)

Now that is hardly a verse that supports tithing.5  And the other 4 are all found in 
one section in Hebrews where they are used not as a command for us to follow, 
but as an example for why Jesus makes a better High Priest than the Levites.6  

Tithing is not taught in the New Testament….  So we come to our second 
question: Why doesn’t the New Testament teach the principle of tithing?

To answer this please turn with me to 2 Corinthians chapter 8 and 9.  In these 
chapters Paul talks to the Corinthians church about giving.  And most of what he 
says comes out of the context of the churches in Macedonia that Paul planted 
that were incredibly generous.   

                                           
5 See also Matthew 23:23 and Luke 11:42 (While Jesus tells the Pharisees in this story they 
should tithe, it is not His main point at all, and thus this is poor scriptural support in favor of 
tithing).
6 Hebrews 7:5-9
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So look with me at 2 Corinthians 8 verse 1 and following.

[Read 2 Corinthians 8:1-4]

These are incredible churches!  In the midst of suffering extreme poverty they 
beg Paul for the opportunity to give.  They had just enough to get by, they were 
on fixed incomes, they were in the midst of a housing crunch, their stock markets 
had tanked.  And yet because of the overflowing joy that verse 2 mentions they 
plead with Paul to let them give.

And Paul uses this example to encourage the Corinthians.  Look at verse 7.

[Read 2 Corinthians 8:7]

The Corinthians had missed the boat on the purpose of giving.  They were doing 
well in other things, in faith, in speech, in knowledge, but they didn’t see why 
giving was important.  
…
Now here was the opportunity for Paul to tell the Corinthians “Hey tithing is a 
command, you don’t have to like it, you just need to be obedient.”  But he doesn’t
say that.  In fact he goes completely the other way.  Look at what verse 8 says:

[Read 2 Corinthians 8:8-9]

First Paul emphasizes that giving to God isn’t a command.  This means how 
much we give to God is not a matter of law.  I want you to hear this straight from 
the horse’s mouth “I don’t believe that the Bible teaches that Christians have to 
give 10% of their income to God.  I just don’t see that anywhere in the New 
Testament.”

So why not?  Well the reason Paul gives for not commanding this is that what we 
give is a test of the sincerity of our love.  If a certain amount was commanded it 
wouldn’t be evidence of our love it we gave it.  But because there is no command
if we love lots, and have lots, we will give lots.  It has nothing to do with 10% 
which as we have already seen wasn’t what tithing meant in the Old Testament 
anyway.  So where does this love that motivates us to give come from?  Paul 
says it comes from understanding how much Jesus gave.

Jesus was rich in Heaven!  That’s a no-brainer.  But He gave that up, He gave all 
of that up to be born in a barn, live the life of a carpenter’s son, to live without so 
much as a roof over His head and ultimately to suffer a humiliating and 
excruciatingly painful death on the cross for us.  Friends Jesus loves you that 
much!
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And Paul says when we get that, when we understand how much Jesus gave up 
to love us, then we are going to image that extreme generosity to those around 
us because we have Christ’s love within us.

And that’s the reason that tithing, as it appears in Malachi does not apply to 
New Testament Christians.  Because how much we give is not controlled by 
law, it is controlled by love.  The evidence that Jesus’ love and provision for us
has impacted us is measurable by how much we give.
…
How does that sit with you?  I have to admit this is a little messy.  When you are 
under law you have to endure guilt when you fall short, but you also get a great 
sense of self-righteousness when you hit your target, right?  And a 10% rule 
works like that.  Those of us who are rich enough to tithe comfortably can feel 
pretty good about ourselves.  I know because I’ve been there.  

But love doesn’t work like that.  It has no guilt for us when we aren’t able to give 
a certain amount, and it has no sense of self-righteousness for us when we are.  
And this makes the New Testament a lot messier than the Old!

And this leads us to our final question “What does the New Testament alternative 
to tithing look like?”

There is a lot to learn in these two chapters when it comes to giving, but I want to 
just draw three things from these chapters that speak about what New Testament 
giving should look like.

First, New Testament giving should be proportionate to what we have.  Look at 
chapter 8 verse 12.

[Read 2 Corinthians 8:12-13)

This is good news.  If you are poor then you aren’t required to give the same 
amount or the same percentage as someone who has more.  If you are bringing 
in a hundred thousand dollars a year, and you claim that Jesus is your biggest 
priority then you need to ask yourself whether 10 thousand dollars says that or 
whether you could give more.  On the other hand if you live in Canada and make 
twelve thousand a year, twelve hundred is an absolutely insane and oppressive 
amount to feel you have to give.  And so it is good news this isn’t a command.

Paul says our gifts are acceptable according to what we have not what we don’t 
have and they aren’t supposed to make us hard pressed while others are 
relieved.  And that only happens when our giving is proportionate to what we 
have.  
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The second thing I want to draw out holds the first in context. And that is that 
New Testament giving should be sacrificial.  Chapter 8 verse 3 says that the 
Macedonians gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability.  

This means they weren’t asking how much do I have to give (that’s the wrong 
attitude), they were asking how much can I possibly give?  Do you see the 
difference?  They looked at their income and their expenses and said, well this is 
how much I need to live on, which means I can give this much away! And Paul 
says they gave even beyond their means!

This means their giving hurt.  It meant they didn’t satisfy all their wildest desires 
before they gave anything away.  Instead they were excited to give stuff up in 
order to give away.  New Testament giving is not only proportionate to what we 
have, but it is sacrificial.

Finally, New Testament giving should be intentional.  Look with me at chapter 9 
verse 6 and 7:

[Read 2 Corinthians 9:6-7]

The picture here is of a farmer planting his field.  He knows that how much he will
harvest is proportionate to how much he plants so he decides in the fall how 
much seed to set aside cheerfully expecting next year’s harvest.

This means don’t give reactionally.  When someone calls you on the phone and 
asks “Is Mr. Sanderson there, and you say “I’m Mr. Hoffman.”  And he says, “no 
problem, let me tell you about this really worthy need.  Don’t allow yourself to be 
guilted into giving.  That kind of giving doesn’t get you any merit with God.

Likewise if the pastor gets up and rants about how you should all give more don’t 
give in to the pressure to give.  That kind of giving doesn’t get you any merit with 
God.  

Instead follow Paul’s advice and decide before hand how much you can joyfully 
give and then give that amount.

As I was studying this week I came across a preacher who had a really good 
idea for how to do this.  He said “sit down and with your family if you have one 
and discuss together how much money you could give to God in the rest of the 
year.  

And once you come up with a number divide it by the next six months and give it.  

And come up with this number by yourself.  Don’t let anyone give you a sense of 
how much you need to give, and don’t allow someone in the moment to pressure 
you into giving.  Also don’t “not give” waiting for someone to pressure you.



9

So giving in the New Testament has nothing to do with a specific amount like a 
tithe (which was actually 23%), and everything to do with a heart that has been 
impacted by Christ’s generosity.  And so this morning your pastor is telling you 
God doesn’t care that you tithe, so stop tithing!

Instead let your giving attest to the sincerity of your love for Jesus.  Feel either 
the freedom or the responsibility of giving in proportion to how much you have 
been given.  If you are a middle class Canadian give lots.  If you are rich give 
tones.  If you are poor give little.  But let your giving attest to the sincerity of your 
love for Jesus.  

Second, since Jesus sacrificed everything to make you rich in Him, cheerfully 
allow your giving to be sacrificial.  Give up something to give to God.

And finally be intentional about what you give, plan ahead what that will be rather 
than waiting for guilt to motivate you.  

Our text in Malachi 3 ends with these words:
“Test me in this” says the LORD Almighty, “and see if I will not throw open 
the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not 
have room enough for it.”  (Malachi 3:10)

While tithing as it appears in Malachi does not apply to New Testament 
Christians it is true that we can’t out give God.  But we can give out what God 
has given.  Let’s be a people who, because of what Christ has done for us, are 
exceedingly generous with what we have been given.

Let’s pray.


