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     Epiphany 3
Four habits of highly effective Christians:
3) giving
Introduction

One of my post-graduate degrees is in the field of applied linguistics –

that fascinating study of how humans acquire…and use languages.

How you and I use a language is actually quite revealing.
We can glean information about each other 
simply by analyzing the language we use.
For example, we can learn from where we come.

Most of us say this a /pen/.
But if we call it a /pin/,


we reveal that we come from a region 
encompassed by an imaginary line 

that begins in central Indiana and includes several southern states.

To most of us, this is a /house/.
However, if we call it a /hoose/,


we divulge that we grew up in the eastern and central provinces of Canada.
We can even discover what others are like by analyzing the language they use.

If you use the noun “rock” as a stative verb


-- as in “I rock”, “you rock” “he, she or it rocks” --



you reveal that either you are a teen-ager…or you live with one.

The language that God uses is also very revealing.
In his word to us, he mentions the verb “believe” 272 times.
What does this tell us?

that God – obviously – wants us to trust him.
God includes the word “love” 714 times as he talks to us through the Bible.
What does that reveal?

that he must be a loving God.
Do you know, though, which is one of the most frequent words in God’s vocabulary?

It’s the verb “give”; 
it occurs 2,162 in his word to us.

God reveals that he is a giving God.

In the Bible, he tells us that he gave us his Son in the past,

he gives us all we have today,

he will give us all we need in the future.
This month, we’re talking about habits…


not Steven Covey’s seven habits, but God’s four habits –



the four habits that God says 

enable his people to become all that he designed them to be…

the four habits that enable people like us to become like him.

It doesn’t surprise me, then 

– and it shouldn’t surprise you either --
 

that God, who is a habitual giver,



wants us to form the habit of giving.

“On the first day of every week…”


sure sounds like a habit, doesn’t it?.

 “On the first day of every week,” he tells us,


“set aside some of what you have earned and give it as an offering.”


[1 Corinthians 16:2 LB]
This morning, we’re going to explore that habit of giving: 

giving to a giving God
We’re going to look at a lot of the language that God uses

to learn the why, how and what of this habit.

Giving to a giving God

1) Why?
We begin by asking why?

God has designed us to grow and become like him – not a god, but god-like.

Giving is a habit that helps us achieve that goal

Let me explain.

God – as his autobiography (the Bible) reveals – is a giver.
He is such a giver, though, because he – first of all – is such a lover;

he is, in fact, this world’s greatest lover!

God so loved the world that he gave his only Son. [John 3:16]
If God didn’t love…and didn’t give, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.

We couldn’t – we wouldn’t – be his children.

But God did…and we are.
All of us who have accepted what God has done for us have become his children --

children to whom he says, “Love…as I have loved you.” [John 15:12]
How, though, can we become like God…and love as he loves?
A pastor named Paul tells us:

I want you to be leaders also in the spirit of cheerful giving.  This is one way to prove that your love is real. [2 Corinthians 8:7-8 LB]

It has been said that we can give without loving,


but that we cannot love – as God loves us – without giving.
Giving helps us be more like God
The Chinese like to say: “yam seui si yuhn” –


“when you drink water, remember the source”.

God likes to say: “when you enjoy the good life, remember the source”
A man named Moses put it this way:

Remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth [Deuteronomy 8:18]
How can we remember that…

that God is the source of all that you and I have?
Make like a king – that king named David –


who gave to a giving God…and said 

“We have given you only what comes from your hand” [1 Chronicles 29:14]
Giving reminds us that all we have comes from God
You and I live in what many call a very materialistic culture.
But what is materialism?

It’s getting, isn’t it? 

“Get all you can, can all you get, then sit on the can”.
What’s the antidote to such materialism?
Look at – listen to – what God says:

Command those who are rich… 

That’s you and me, folks…that’s anyone who lives in these United States. 

Command those who are rich…not to put their hope in wealth…but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment
Did you catch that?  We can enjoy what God gives.  We don’t have to feel guilty.
But God goes on to say:

Command them to…be generous and willing to share.


-- In other words, give. --


In this way,…they take hold of the life that is truly life. [1 Timothy 6:17-19]
We may a living by what we get;

but we make a life – for ourselves and for our family – by what we give.

Richard Foster, who wrote Celebration of Discipline, said:

“Just the act of letting go…of some treasure does something within us.  It destroys the demon called ‘greed’”.

Giving counteracts materialism in our lives
Let me ask you this:

have you ever seen a hearse with a U-Haul trailer in tow?

Of course not!

We all know that “you can’t take it with you”, right?

But did you also know that we can send it on ahead?

We do this by giving…by investing in people whom we want to go to heaven.

God reminds us:

Always be ready to share whatever God has given you.  By doing this, you will be storing up real treasure for yourself in heaven – it is the only safe investment for eternity. [1 Timothy 6:18-19 LB]

Giving enables us to invest in eternity
Giving enables us to invest for eternity,


but it also produces dividends now.

Did you know that there are more promises associated with giving 
than with any other command of God?
This is just one of them:

Honor the Lord with your wealth, and the first-fruits of all your crops; then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine. [Proverbs 3:9]
God even seems to suggest 

that what we receive as a dividend is related to how much we give.

His Son Jesus tells us:

Give and it will be given to you … For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you [Luke 6:38]
Giving produces dividends now
One of those dividends may be mental health.
Carl Menninger, a psychiatrist, wrote this:


“Giving is a criterion of mental health.  Generous people are rarely mentally ill.”
Jesus put it this way:


 “You’re far happier giving than getting” [Acts 20:35 MSG]
Giving produces happiness
2) How?
In his word, the God who is a giver 

not only explains why we are to give,



he also reveals how.
He even provides specific “guidelines for giving”.
For example, God reveals when we are to give:

On the first day of every week, set aside some of what you have earned and give it as an offering  [1 Corinthians 16:2 LB]
I work out three times a week.
I do it where I live in Hudson;



I do it when I’m on holiday in Hong Kong;
it’s a habit.

That, says God, is what giving is to be in your life and mine – a habit!

Don’t do it now and then.

On the first day of every week,…give…an offering.

In other words,
Give regularly
God also reveals how much we are to give
On the first day of every week, set aside some of what you have earned and give it as an offering.  The amount depends on how much the Lord has helped you earn. 

[1 Corinthians 16:2 LB]
When we give an offering, we usually think of “dollars and cents”.

But God doesn’t; he thinks of “percent”.

The Giver evaluates our giving


by looking at the percentage that we give to him --



the percentage of what he has helped us earn.

If you want to see what Lord sees when you give,


look at the chart on the on the back of the outline for this message.

The point that God wants to make is this:
Give proportionately (give a percentage)
God even identifies which emotions we are to feel when we give.

Have you ever listened to a preacher – at church, over the radio, on TV –


and felt pressured to give?

If you have, don’t give.

You can even say that your pastor has told you to refuse.

Why?

Because God doesn’t want us to feel any pressure when we give.

He wants us to sit down – ideally as a family – 


plan what we will give



then give according to our plan.


This is what the Giver tells us:

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

Give willingly…cheerfully
Many of us often feel that we can’t afford to give.
I wonder, though, if any of us can afford not to give.

Why do I say that?
Because of what God says.

God reveals that there is a relationship 
between what we give to him and what he gives to us.

Listen…

Remember this: whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will reap generously. [2 Corinthians 9:6]
This is more than a principle;


it’s a promise.
We can never outgive God:

whoever sows generously will reap generously.

So, finally, God tells us:
Give expectantly
If we want to explore fully this habit of highly effective Christians,

we not only need to examine the how and why

– what business might call the “cost and benefits” – 

of giving to a giving God…


we also need to address another issue:



the what of giving.

3) What?

What is the “what”?

It’s the “tithe”.

When God gave his laws to his people, he said this:


A tithe of everything…belongs to the Lord; it is holy to the Lord. [Leviticus 27:30]
A tithe of everything – God tells his people:

10% of everything you have – 10% of everything I gave you – belongs to me.

Some Christians – many of them Lutheran – 

claim that tithing is an Old Testament law…
limited to Jews before the coming of Christ.
It’s true that 
neither Jesus nor his apostles repeated the command to tithe in the New Testament. 

It is interesting to note, though,

that God’s people tithed even before God gave them his law.

For people such as Abraham – the father of believers – 

tithing seemed to be a life principle.

What does that mean for you and me today?

How about this?

If tithing is not an actual mandate for us,


it is – at the very least – a model.

As a result, I want to share with you three points…
three points that God himself makes about the value of tithing.
God says:


The purpose of tithing is to teach you to always put God first in your life.
[Deuteronomy 14:23 LB]

In the past – those “good old days” –


God’s people learned this lesson of tithing.
They did not first set aside 90% of all they earned for themselves…

and then give God the “leftover” 10%.

They wanted to show that God was the priority in their lives.

So they gave God the tithe first…


and then used the remaining 90% for themselves.

There are still Christians who do that.
They, in a sense, “pay” God first…

they take the first 10% of all they earn – hourly, on salary or by commission – 



and give it to God.

That is the value of tithing. 

Tithing demonstrates God’s place in our lives

Unfortunately, some bad things happened in those “good old days”.
As time passed, God’s people “passed” on tithing.

In other words, they gave God less than 10%.

God viewed this as worse than “biting the hand that feeds you”.

He saw it as a crime – armed robbery.

Listen to what he says:

“Will a man rob God? Yet you rob me.  But you ask, ‘How do we rob you?’  In tithes and offering… Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse”. [Malachi 3:8-10]
I wonder if God’s people from the past ever learned…

learned that…

Tithing prevents us from “robbing God”
That, I submit, is a “negative value” of tithing.

There is a “positive value” as well.

Listen to what God goes on to tell his people:

“Bring your whole tithe into my storehouse… Test me in this,” says the Lord almighty.

In the Bible, God often says that he will test us;

but this is the only time that God asks us to test him.
He challenges his people 

to give him the opportunity to prove that he exists…and that he is good.

When do his people give God this chance to prove himself?

Whenever they tithe.

This is what he promises:

“Bring your whole tithe into my storehouse… Test me in this and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you won’t have room enough for it.  I will prevent pests from devouring your crops and vines in your fields will be protected from plagues.”  [Malachi 3:10]
Test me with the tithe, says God.
Why? Because…

Tithing provides God with an opportunity to bless us
Conclusion

It’s time for a story – my story.

Throughout my career as a pastor, 

I have never known 

how much any individual gives to God…

how much any individual steals from God.

There is, you know, a benefit that comes with this “blissful ignorance”.

I can never treat anyone on the basis of how much or little they give.

There, however, is also a downside to being “dumb”.

Whenever I want someone to give a testimony about giving,


I don’t know who to ask.

As a result, I can only give my own testimony.

It was my final year of full-time study at the seminary.
I had a part-time job sweeping floors at a local elementary school

My wife did not work…

could not work because we had a new-born child.

As you might expect, we regularly had more month than money left over.

I excused myself from giving much to God.

I rationalized that I didn’t have to give much.

After all, I was preparing for “full-time service in the kingdom of God”.

I could have used other common excuses.
I could have said I have to raise my family first, buy a home, or save for retirement.

But I thought my excuse was “holier than those”.

Then one day, about this time of the year, 

as my classmates and I studied the Old Testament book of Malachi,



God seemed to speak to me directly.

I can still recall the words or thoughts:


“You’re robbing me, Gary.  You’re robbing me.


Why don’t you try tithing…and see what I can do?”

It took a few days…and some discussion with my wife,


but – with more fear than faith – we started to tithe.

One of the results of deciding to give 10% to God

is deciding what to do with the rest.

In other words, we began to budget.

But that was the only thing we did.

God did the rest.

For the remainder of that year, we never got sick…


and never had to pay any medical bills.

The old car that was always breaking down just kept running.
And, for the first time in all my years of study for the ministry,

churches suddenly discovered me…



and occasional sent checks to support my studies.

That happened 35 years ago.

Ever since that time,


whether I have earned a lot or a little,



I have given the first 10% to God.

But God has been even more faithful.

For 35 years, he has kept the “floodgates of heaven” open 
and “poured out so much blessing”.

I have problems maintaining some habits of highly effective Christians,


but not this one.
If you ask me, the habit of giving is the easiest to begin

and the quickest to see the results.

That’s my line.

Now here’s one from God:

Just as you excel in everything else…in faith…in your love…see that you also excel in the grace of giving. [2 Corinthians 8:7]
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