Firstfruits Giving
Introduction

There is, and there will continue to be, an increasing dialogue in the church of Jesus about whether or not tithing can legitimately be regarded as normative New Testament church practice.  There have always been pockets of people who have rightly observed that the practice of giving ten percent of one's income to the local assembly is not expressly taught or regularly observed by the church of the New Testament.  Granted, many of these persons have made the observation simply because they wanted to justify the fact that they were not in the practice of regular or generous giving to the church, but many others have honestly questioned the vested argument that the practice of an obligatory tithe of income into the storehouse of the local church is the correct pattern of giving for Christians.  

Is there a correct pattern or fitting principle that will serve the believer to give of his or her resources in a way that will most honour the Lord?  Let me suggest that there is another Old Testament concept that translates much better than tithing into the New Testament ideal and pattern of giving.  It is a practice that makes giving more of a matter of the heart and supersedes the practice of an obligatory tithe.  This would be the practice of “firstfruits” giving.

Firstfruits

The NIV Bible Dictionary says, “In acknowledgment of the fact that all the products of the land came from God, and to show thankfulness for his goodness, Israelites brought as an offering a portion of the fruits that ripened first. These were looked on as a pledge of the coming harvest.”  The firstfruits offering was not limited to grains and fruits but included livestock and even the firstborn of every family (which was to be “redeemed;” see Exodus 13:2, 11-13).  The concept is best expressed in the familiar passage from the book of Proverbs: Honour the Lord with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your crops; then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine (3:9-10).  The key concept is that of honouring the Lord.  The idea is that as you honour the Lord by giving in gratitude and faith the first and best of your increase to him, he in turn honours you by an continued increase in blessing (see 2 Corinthians 9:10-11).  

Cain and Abel

In the famous faith chapter of Hebrews 4, it says, By faith Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did. By faith he was commended as a righteous man, when God spoke well of his offerings (v4).  Why was Abel's offering better than Cain's?  Because it was an offering of the first and the best from Abel's flocks.  Cain brought an offering as well, but it was not a firstfruits offering, and thus did not result in the same favour that Abel received.  As the story goes: Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor (Genesis 4:2-5).  The only real difference between the two offerings in the eyes of the Lord was that Abel's was a firstfruits offering and Cain's was not.  Cain offered a portion of his crops but Abel gave of the first and best of his livestock.  Because Cain's offering was not received by the Lord and Abel's was, Cain became indignant towards God and jealous toward Abel and, as a result, became the first murderer in history.

The story of Cain and Abel shows how a firstfruits offering can be a clear indication of the acceptable heart of the giver.  The Lord knows the heart and he knows when people are giving to him out of a sense of gratitude and worship or out of a sense of obligation.  Obviously, there was something wrong with Cain's heart.  The Lord knew that Abel's motivation was much better and that Abel couldn't wait to give.  Abel would not offer the Lord any leftovers from his flocks but only the first and the best.  Those who want to honour the Lord will always give to him first and trust him to supply all their needs with what is to come.

Giving and Tithing

The New Testament has a lot to say about giving but very little about tithing.  It can correctly be said that the New Testament teaches giving but it does not teach tithing.  It can also correctly be said that it does not teach “firstfruits” giving, but, of course, I am contending that firstfruits giving better exemplifies the New Testament ideal of voluntary and cheerful giving than the tithe which, by nature, is more akin to obligatory payment than to voluntary giving.  

The standard and proper teaching about the tithe is that you don't give your tithe, you pay your tithe.  If ten-percent belongs to the Lord then when you tithe you are not giving it because it does not belong to you.  You are paying it back to him because it belongs to him and he requires it of you.  It is like the taxes you owe to the government.  You may have the money right now, but that money does not really belong to you—it belongs to the government, and when you write that cheque for the taxes you owe, you are not giving your taxes, you are paying your taxes.

The different tithes that Yahweh required of his people were, in a real sense, the Lord's way of taxing his people in order to provide for the indigent, the widows, the orphans, the refugees/aliens and the Levitical priesthood.  It was an inspired welfare system which made provision for all of the people of the land.  For example, once every three years farmers were required to give ten percent of their crops.  These were put in storage for the needy.  While we can see examples in the Old Testament where the people joyfully came and gave their tithe as unto the Lord (see 2 Chronicles 35:1-10) the tithe was really an obligation to be fulfilled rather than an offering to be made.

One reason that is given to argue that tithing is not normative for the New Testament church is, “We are no longer under the law.”   Those who advocate for tithing counter that argument by saying that the practice of tithing was not expunged with the coming of the New Covenant because tithing preceded the giving of the Law.  So, the fact that we are “no longer under the law” has no relevance in this case.  Those who make that argument should consider that firstfruits giving precedes not only the giving of the law but tithing as well.  In addition, Jacob’s pre-Law promise to tithe was more of a deal in the making than an expression of faith (see Genesis 28:20-22).  It was Jacob’s promise that if the Lord was good to him he would show his gratitude by giving back a tenth.  Since Jacob’s giving would be after the fact, it cannot be considered firstfruits giving.  And, regarding Abraham’s tithe, his gift to Melchizedek was a one-time gift of plunder of war that was never repeated.  Even though Melchizedek was an embodiment of the pre-incarnate Christ, according to Hebrews 7, Abraham’s tenth represented an Old Covenant tithe to the Levites and it is a theological stretch to argue that this represents us giving our tithe to Christ.

To translate the practice of tithing to the New Testament pattern of voluntary giving has always been problematic because of the obligatory nature of the tithe.  Perhaps the strongest argument of those who teach tithing is the idea that according to Malachi 3:8-10, if you do not tithe you are robbing God and come under a curse as a result.  Those who teach tithing usually distinguish tithes from offerings—and rightly so.  The idea is that you pay your tithe to avoid the curse and then you give your offerings voluntarily as unto the Lord.  But the curse of Malachi 3 is not just for those who withhold the tithe.  It is for those who withhold offerings as well.  The tithe is not distinguished from the offering when it comes to robbing God—when you withhold either you are under a curse according to the word of the Lord in Malachi.  To withhold from the Lord, in any case, would put you under a curse.  To give because you want to avoid a curse is not bad, but neither is it the best motivation for giving.  It is fear-based at best and totally misses the joy that is meant to come with giving.

Giving in the New Testament

When you look at the pattern of giving in the New Testament and the teaching of Jesus and the apostles on the subject, it is starkly obvious that giving in the New Testament church was never meant to be a legislated obligation but a free and cheerful choice.  Consider the following scriptures:

· All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.... All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had... much grace was upon them all. There were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales and put it at the apostles' feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need (Acts 2:44-45; 4:32-35).

· Each one should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver (2 Corinthians 9:7).

· For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints.  And they did not do as we expected, but they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God's will (2 Corinthians 8:3-5).

· For if the willingness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has, not according to what he does not have. Our desire is not that others might be relieved while you are hard pressed, but that there might be equality.  At the present time your plenty will supply what they need, so that in turn their plenty will supply what you need (1 Corinthians 8:12-14).

· Now he who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness. You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and through us your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God (2 Corinthians 9:10-11).

· He also saw a poor widow put in two very small copper coins. "I tell you the truth," he said, "this poor widow has put in more than all the others. All these people gave their gifts out of their wealth; but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on" (Luke 21:2-4).

· Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously (2 Corinthians 9:6).

· Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you" (Luke 6:38).

Giving is to be a matter of the heart.  Each one should give what he or she has decided in the heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion.  Why?  Because God loves a cheerful giver.  We are told in Proverbs 23:6 not to eat the food of a stingy man.  Why?  Because he says to you, "Eat and drink"...but his heart is not with you.  Who wants to receive a gift from someone whose heart is not really in the giving?

The Pharisees were careful to tithe on everything they received (which Jesus affirmed as right) but they neglected the more important matters of justice, mercy and faithfulness (see Matthew 23:23).  It cannot be said that the Pharisees as a group were generous—they were legalistic (to the finest detail) and their giving would in no way have approximated the generosity of the Jerusalem saints.  Do you imagine that the Pharisees would give one penny more than they were required to by the Law?  Of course not.  This is the tenor of obligatory giving.  You give only what you are obliged to give, no more and no less—like paying your taxes.

Ananias and Sapphira were not required to give anything.  Their sin was not that they withheld some money from the sale of their land, it was that they lied about it—wanting to receive commendation for their generosity (see Acts 5:1-11).  Jesus made it clear that giving (as well as any other act of righteousness) is never to be done with fanfare with the goal to be noticed and honoured by men.  Otherwise we lose our reward from God (see Matthew 6:1-4).  

I believe that one of the reasons that the pattern of giving changed with the changing of the covenants is that the Lord wanted us to be totally free to follow our hearts and the leading of the Spirit in our giving.  This is the essence of what it means when Paul says, You are not under law, but under grace (Romans 6:14).  Grace is not a “free ride’ from God which absolves you from your responsibility to give of your resources, it is his enabling power to do so.  That why it is call the grace of giving (2 Corinthians 8:7).  Conversely, for many people, the practice of tithing absolves them as well—from seeking the Lord regarding their giving.  If the tithe is the standard practice, once the tithe is paid there is really nothing else to think about.  The duty is done and the requirement is fulfilled.  There can be little doubt that the Rich Young Ruler of Mark 10 was faithful to tithe—but the Lord required much more than that of him.  
In 1 Corinthians 9, Paul talks about a greater reward for things that are done voluntarily.  Another reason that I believe the pattern of giving changed in the church age is that the Lord desires to reward and bless us for our giving.  If something is done voluntarily there is a greater reward involved than if it is done as an obligation.  Of course, it is commendable when anyone does their duty.  Paul did not see his call to preach the gospel as a take-it-or-leave-it proposition—he was discharging a trust that was committed to him (v17). When it comes to fulfilling the call of service that is ours in the Lord we should say, "We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty" (Luke 17:10).  But when it comes to giving, the Lord loves a cheerful giver (2 Corinthians 9:7) and we are not to give reluctantly or under compulsion.  

In addition to the clear sense that giving is voluntary and never under compulsion we also see the very clear relationship between giving generously and receiving generously.  I know that there is a “prosperity gospel” that is out of balance in its persistent emphasis on sowing and reaping but the kingdom principle of sowing and reaping is foundational for the New Testament believer:  Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously (2 Corinthians 9:6).  Give and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you (Luke 6:38).


There were many cases in the Old Testament where the people of God gave freely, joyfully and generously (i.e., 1 Chronicles 29).  New Testament giving is always like that.  The saints in Jerusalem, Macedonia, Antioch, Philippi and Corinth gave voluntarily, freely and generously.  This is the pattern for New Testament giving.

"But Tithing Works"

The testimony of hundreds of thousands of contemporary followers of Jesus is that "tithing works."  These persons found that when they began to give ten percent of their income to the local church, their financial means became providentially more effective and they experienced a marked decrease in money pressures and debt load.  This has been my experience as well and there is no question in my mind that the Lord blessed my finances as I began to practice tithing early in my Christian walk.  As I have reflected on this reality I have become convinced that it has been more the practice of firstfruits giving than the practice of tithing that the Lord was honouring.  For most of us who have practiced tithing it really has been a cheerful, voluntary purposeful, putting-God-first kind of giving—more in line with the attitude of giving we see in the early disciples.  I believe that the principle of giving yourself to the Lord first is the real key to receiving his blessing (see 2 Corinthians 8:5).  I would contend that those who try to scrape together their ten percent at the end of the month are not at all receiving the same blessing from the Lord as those to whom their tithe is the very first priority and who make sure that they give to the work of the Lord before they do anything else with their income.  The Lord does not want to be lesser priority in any area of your life and he does not want your leftovers, whether it is your money or your time or the exercise of your talents.

It has been argued that if all of God's people were taught to tithe the church would be much better off than it is since the average church-goer in North America gives about two percent of his or her income (it goes up to five percent in Evangelical and Pentecostal/Charismatic churches).  Granted, but to do so would be selling the church far short of the kind of giving we see exemplified in the New Testament.  It is like saying that we should eat macaroni and cheese because it is better than dog food when all the while the Lord has a banquet prepared for us.

Leftovers

To continue with food metaphors, imagine that you are having special guests for dinner.  Let’s say it’s your boss.  Do you serve leftovers from the night before?  Of course not.  And when you serve the dinner do you serve yourself first or does your special guest get the first serving?  We would serve our boss the first and the best of what we have.  If this is the way we would treat our earthly boss why would we do any less for the Lord of Heaven?  But so often, in fact, we are serving the Lord our leftovers—our leftover time, our leftover efforts and our leftover money.  I believe the Lord is saying to the church, “I am tired of your leftovers.”

It may have to be that your job will get the bulk of your time and your talents—but the Lord deserves the first and the best of that which originates from him.  It may be that your family gets the lion’s share of your paycheque.  But, again, the Lord is saying that he wants the first and the best—not your leftovers.  The experience of most people who make a “faith promise” to give to the Lord if they have anything leftover is that they usually never do—and end up giving the Lord nothing.  Serving the Lord our leftovers comes from a poverty mentality that always fears lack.  But giving the first and the best is an act of faith that the Lord’s provision will not only be sufficient but abundant.

Firstfruits of Everything

Recently, I was contemplating why we, in our church, always begin our services with worship and whether this should be our regular practice, I sensed the Lord’s pleasure in starting with worship with the understanding that he sees it as a firstfruits offering to him.  We take the first and best of our energies and devote it to him in worship before we think about doing anything else as we gather.  This is honouring to the Lord.

Firstfruits does not apply to your financial income alone.  It applies to your time, your abilities and anything else that is yours from the hand of the Lord.  Your boss may be asking for the most of your time but the Lord is asking for the first and the best.  To make the provision and sacrifice to devote the very first of your day to commune with him honours him and engenders a blessing on the rest of your day.  To make it a priority to devote the best of your talents to the work of the Lord honours him and engenders a blessing on your creative abilities.  The prophet Haggai chided the people of God because they were living in their own panelled houses while the house of the Lord remained in ruins.  To honour the Lord means that we give him the first and best of everything.  Jesus said, “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness and all of these things will be added to you as well” (Matthew 6:33).

Practical Questions

People want to know specifically and practically how to give firstfruits.  They want to know where, when and how much to give of their time, talent and treasure.  My wife and I have our own personal convictions and practices but you must search your heart and seek the mind of Christ for how to honour the Lord with the first and best of what you would give to him.  We all have to be careful because it is possible for firstfruits giving to become legalistic, obligatory and formulated.  

How Much?: For financial giving, I see a tenth only as a starting place.  As we grow in the grace of giving, we should not be limited to percentages but follow our hearts and the leading of the Spirit as to where, when and how much to give. 

Where?: As a pastor, I am tempted to say that firstfruits should be given to the local church—but it cannot be said that this is necessarily the New Testament pattern.  Money was laid at the apostles’ feet but most of the giving we see in the New Testament was to help the poor and meet personal needs.  Also, there is a current teaching in the body of Christ that firstfruits offering should be given personally to the man or woman of God—but such a teaching seems an aberration to me.  

When?: The answer is simple: “Before anything else.”  This is easier to apply to your time and income than your talents—but it is always a matter of priority.  Giving to God your first and best will put the exercising of your talents in the service of the Lord at the top of your priority list whether or not it comes first on your weekly calendar.

Conclusion

Firstfruits giving approximates the pattern of giving in the New Testament Church in spirit and generosity much better than the paying of an obligatory tithe.  The pattern of firstfruits is not the full expression of the grace of giving that the Lord has for his church but it will serve us well as we seek to honour the Lord by giving to him the first and the best of our time, talents and treasure.  

Let me challenge you to always make your giving a matter of the heart.  Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart (1 Samuel 16:7).  The poor widow in Luke 21 gave from her heart.  You know what it is to give from the heart.  Your heart is generous.  Your heart does not withhold.  A good mother or father does not have it in their heart to withhold from their children.  A good friend wants to give what he or she can to fill a need.  And if it honours the Lord to give him the first and best of what you have received from his bounty then do it with a thankful, believing and cheerful heart.
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