Theology and Practice of Christian Giving

- Rev. Sudhakar Mondithoka

Introduction: In the life and ministry of every Christian and Church, ‘giving’ is a very important discipline. Money (and of course other resources) and the Mission of the Church are inseparably connected. From this perspective, giving and stewardship are also intertwined. However, very few Christians have a proper, balanced biblical-theological understanding of giving and so not many give. Therefore, in this article we will focus on 1) the theology of giving and 2) a few principles and practical suggestions regarding the discipline of Christian giving.
 

Theology of Christian Giving: In this section, we will look just at the Johannine and Pauline theology of giving
 with reference to both God and His spiritual children. What we find here is a reflection and representative of what we find in the whole Bible.

1) The God of the Bible is a loving-giving God: We are linking loving and giving, because biblically speaking, true love is always giving and that is what God is. In fact, we cannot define the divine love (Gk. Agape) without the concept of giving. Agape, means “‘self-less and sacrificial self-giving’ for the sake of the ‘other’ without expecting anything in return.” The Bible says that God is love (1 John 4: 8 and 16) and that love comes from God (v. 7). Therefore, the God of the Bible is intrinsically, in His very nature, loving and that means He is a giving God. He gives, because He loves, if we may separate loving and giving because of our human experience where loving and giving can be separated without any inconsistency. This is why we are exhorted to love not just in words, but also in actions and in truth (3: 18). This means that our ‘words of love’ can be empty and devoid of love. So also, our actions, which appear to be loving actions, can be totally without love (1 Cor. 13: 3). Hence, we have to grow in this area and learn to ensure that our words are confirmed by our actions and our actions are in line with our inner feelings, motives, and thoughts. However, with God who is perfect in all his attributes, this disjunction is not at all possible. 

The God of the Bible is the Holy Trinity, a community of three equal and eternally coexisting divine persons that share the same divine essence or nature. The three persons within the Trinity are eternally loving-giving one towards the other in their relationship. That is why we find Jesus Christ, the God-incarnate, saying in His high-priestly prayer, “May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. Father, I want those you have given me, to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world. . . . I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be in them . . . ” (John 17: 23-26). This short passage makes it clear that 1) the eternal God is eternally loving-giving, 2) this eternal love within the Godhead is expressed towards humanity in the act of the Father sending the Son, and 3) Jesus desires that the same divine love of His Father for him might be in his disciples. We see the truth about God being loving-giving in John 3: 16 also. It says that God loved humanity much and hence gave His only begotten Son.
 Paul also says that God demonstrated His love towards humanity by the death of Christ on the cross (Romans 5: 8). John says that God showed or demonstrated His love for us by sending His Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins (1 John 4: 7-12). Jesus also talked about this truth, when He said, “A good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (John 10: 11, 14-15, and 17). This perhaps is why the cross, the symbol of the greatest act of sacrificial loving-giving on God’s part has come to be the ‘symbol’ of Christianity. What should our response be to God’s love, which is so great – very wide, long, high, deep, and surpasses knowledge, to put it in Paul’s language (Ephe. 3: 17b-19)?

2. Our Reasonable Response to God’s Love: For this great love of God towards us, our response should be ‘being filled with an attitude of gratitude’ and expressing it firstly by, ‘giving ourselves to the Lord totally’ or ‘living our lives completely for the sake of the one who died for our sake’. This is what Paul says in Romans 12: 1 and 2 Cor. 5: 14-15. He says in Romans, “I beseech you in view of God’s mercy, to offer you bodies or selves as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual or reasonable act of worship.” Anything other than this total giving of ourselves to the Lord (whole life worship)
 is not reasonable and acceptable. In 2 Corinthians he says, “And he died for all, that those who live should live no longer for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.” This is why we see Paul appreciating, praising, and presenting as examples to others, the Christians in the Macedonian churches. He talks about their voluntary, joyous, sacrificial, and generous giving towards the needs of other Christians, and then says in verse 5 that they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God’s will (2 Cor. 8: 1-7). When the Lord really has us, He will have our time, talents, and treasurers (money) as well, because as His servants and managers or stewards of what He has given us, we will manage all our resources in a God-honoring manner and give to God for His work on a priority basis. 


We express our attitude of gratitude to God, secondly, by loving one another. This is what John says in 1 John 4: 11: “Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.” God lavished His great love on us and has made us His children (3: 1-2). One of the surest proofs that we have passed from death to life and are not the children of the devil, but the children of God is that we love our brothers (3: 10 and 14). This love is not just some vague and indefinable feelings. It is rather expressed concretely in the giving or sharing of material possessions to/with those that are in need. If there is no concrete expression of love in this fashion, then it means that the love of God is not in us (3: 16-24). In sum, what all this means is that ‘all true children of the loving-giving God of the Bible would be loving-giving like their Father’. If we are the children of this God and are not loving-giving, then there is something terribly wrong somewhere. If we claim to know and love God and do not love our brothers and sisters, then we are liars (see 1 John 4: 19-21). In fact, it is the quality of our love that we show one to another that helps the world to know that we are the disciples of Jesus Christ (John 13: 34-35). The standard for us is the love of Christ.
 Critical self-examination and correction in the light of the foregone analysis will do the cause of the gospel and us a great deal of good. 

Our love for God and the giving that flows out it is directed not only towards God and fellow-believers, but also towards those that are needy and outside the body of Christ. So, thirdly and finally, we express our love for God or the attitude of gratitude to God by loving the unsaved people. This love for the lost and perishing people too, like our love for God and fellow-believers, is expressed concretely in the investment of our resources (time, energy, talents, treasures) in their lives. Although the primary focus should be on meeting their spiritual needs, we should not forget that Christ expects us to be like the Good Samaritan (Luke 10: 25-37) and not be like the Jewish priest and Levite. The essence of Jesus’ teaching is that anybody that is in need is our neighbour and we are good Christian neighbors, if we meet the needs of such, like the Good Samaritan, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. We are not saved by good works, but are saved in Christ to do good works (Ephe. 2: 8-10). Paul says that we should not become weary in doing good, and that as we have opportunity, we have to do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers (Gal. 6: 9-10).

Some Principles and Practical Suggestions for Christian-Biblical Giving: What is biblical is Christian and vice versa, for the Bible is the ultimate authority for Christians in all matters of faith/belief and conduct/behaviour. We will first look at some principles and then move to practical suggestions, all based on the Bible.
 

1. Some Principles of Christian-Biblical Giving: Firstly, since all good things belong to and come from God, we are simply stewards of what He allows us to have and use. As stewards, we are not owners and are accountable for the wise use of what has been entrusted to us, including the money (Psalm 24: 1; 50: 10-11; Hag. 2: 8; James 1: 16-18; Matt. 25: 14-30; Luke 19: 11-27). God is just as interested in how we manage what we keep as in what we give directly for His work. Therefore, ‘every spending decision is a spiritual decision’.
 As faithful stewards, we should a) not try to get rich as a motivation (Pro. 23: 4-5; 1 Tim. 6: 9-10), b) learn to use money wisely (Luke 16: 1-12), c) not hoard money or create unnecessary reserves, but should save and invest in reasonable amounts (Luke 12: 13-21; 19: 23; James 5: 1-3), d) not covet or try to match the lifestyle of friends and neighbors (Exo. 20: 17), and e) focus on spiritual things as a priority instead of material things (Matt. 6: 33). If we are truly seeking after the things of God and His Kingdom work, then it will be reflected in our giving. It is better to be rich towards God than rich in the things of the world (Luke 12: 21). However, if God has blessed you financially, use your riches for God’s purposes (1 Tim. 6: 17-19).

Secondly, spiritual maturity is reflected in giving, because giving money is really a by-product or result of first giving ourselves to the Lord (2 Cor. 8: 1-5). Mature Christians understand that according to the NT, every Christian is a participating member of the church and gives a portion of his/her financial resources on a regular basis to carry out the ministry (1 Cor. 16: 1-2). They also understand that ‘to make disciples, God’s people must give money (1 Cor. 9: 7-14; 1 Tim. 5: 17-18) and that those who invest themselves – their time, energy, talents, gifts, intelligence, etc., in the ministry of the gospel have a right to live by it or get their livelihood from it. Paul argues very strongly in favor of this truth (1 Cor. 9: 1-18; 1 Tim. 5: 17-18) with many analogies or illustrations and concluded in these words: “In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel” (v. 14). This means that the other Christians
 have the responsibility of giving for the support of the people who are totally dedicated to the service of God, because their calling is to be in the ‘ministry’. 

Thirdly, and lastly, it is not the amount that we give, but the proportion between what we give and what we keep and the attitude with which we give that matter, in Christian giving (2 Cor. 8: 1-15). Often the question of how Christian giving relates to the OT tithe is raised. In answering this question, several key biblical ideas should be kept in mind: 1) the concept of the tithe (giving the first tenth or 10%) is a pre-law practice (Gen. 14: 17-24; 28: 20-22; Heb. 7: 1-10), 2) the tithe was an integral part of the Mosaic law and could amount to about 30% for the Jews, if all the required tithes were met (Lev. 27: 30-32; Num. 18: 26-29; Mal. 3: 8-12), and 3) Jesus never abolished the tithe, but only taught that people should stop violating the concept of the tithe through misunderstanding, legalism, and abuse (Luke 11: 42 and 18: 9-14). So what should we conclude? There is nothing wrong in Christians giving a tenth or ‘tithe’ to the Lord, if that is the appropriate amount for them. But we should not be legalistic about it. However, each Christian or Christian family should decide both what percent to give to God and how to biblically manage and use the rest. The percent given to the Lord can all go to the local church or in appropriate situations be used for that and other ministry purposes. There will be greater clarity emerging on these principles as we move to the practical suggestions.

2. Some Practical Suggestions on Christian-Biblical Giving: We have to remember the ‘law of sowing and reaping’ and realize that finances are not an exception – “who ever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously” (2 Cor. 9: 6). Keeping this at the back of our minds, let us now look at some practical suggestion drawn mainly from Paul’s teaching (2 Cor. 8-9; Matt. 6: 1-4; 1 Cor. 16: 1-2). We should all learn or discipline ourselves to give, 

· In proportion to our income or how the Lord has prospered us, 

· Regularly, willingly, joyfully/cheerfully, and without compulsion,

· Sacrificially, gratefully, generously, and purposefully,

· For God’s approval and not for men’s applause – our giving should be in secret.

If we really want to give biblically, then we have to work hard with the help of the Holy Spirit and overcome the following hindrances to biblical giving (Matt. 6: 24-34; Mark 4 19; Luke 12: 13-21; 16: 13-15; 1 Tim. 6: 3-10 and 19-19; Heb. 13: 5).

· Selfishness and Deceitfulness of wealth,

· Fear of not having enough left and lack of trust in God,

· Love of money and lack of love for God,

· Secular or this-worldly mindset and desire for other things,

· Unwise financial decisions and management and too much debt,

· Extravagant lifestyle (often a result of trying to match with others).

Conclusion: To be loving-giving is to be like God who is loving-giving. To be made more Christ/God-like in every area of life (including giving) is the essence of sanctification (Romans 8: 29; 1 John 2: 6; 2 Cor. 3: 18). Therefore, if we are growing Christians, then there has to be a corresponding growth in our giving of time, talents and treasures to God and for His work. May the Lord help us all to excel in the grace of giving (2 Cor. 8: 7) and thus become more like Him. If we are biblical in our thinking about life, we know that we take nothing with us when we die and leave this world. This knowledge should make us wiser to use all our resources to further God’s purposes and to meet our family’s reasonable needs (Luke 12: 20-21; Job 1: 20-21; Eccl. 5: 15). In fact, how we use what God has entrusted to us demonstrates where our heart really is or what we value most. Money and material things are neutral - it is our attitude towards and use of them that reflects our true spiritual condition. May God enable us (you and me) to be more biblically spiritual in our attitude towards and use of all our resources, particularly money and material things. 
� A shorter version of this article was published in Vidyarthi Jwala (a monthly magazine of Christian Students and Graduates/Professionals, published by UESI Publication Trust for UESI-AP), November 2007. To get the fullest possible benefit out of this article, you should spend time in reading all the Scripture references given, thinking, and thus studying further. 


� This whole section is based purely on my personal study and reflection over the years and hence you will not find any quotations or citations. I would have undoubtedly imbibed some ideas, insights, and principles from others that I have heard, seen, and read over the years in a natural and unconscious manner and I am grateful for all these inputs.


� In His relationship to humanity, God was, is, and will be always loving. Right at the beginning of human history, we see God as a giving God (Gen. 1: 29-30) and we see the same truth in the history of God-Human relationship that followed. 


� This ‘whole-life worship’ is reflected in the transformed thinking and living, which is counter-cultural thinking and living (Romans 12: 2-21). This should help us to understand the truth that worship is not just about the words and songs (the fruit of our lips) we offer to God in the Church building on a Sunday or in our homes in prayer meetings, but more importantly about the way we live (the fruit of our lives) from Monday to Saturday in our homes, neighborhoods, workplaces, and everywhere else. 


� In fact, the newness in Jesus’ command is this standard of the way Jesus loved us. Minus this standard, this command is already there in the OT (Lev. 19: 18).


� While working on this section, I have drawn some ideas and at times words and phrases also from Dennis J. Mock, Church Ministry, Administration and Education, A Course Manual (Atlanta: Bible Training Center For Pastors and Church Leaders, 1989), 58-64.


� My wife Santhi and I understood this truth and agreed upon during the initial stages of our life together. We have been trying our best to be biblically spiritual in using our resources, particularly money. Even now, we are still learning to be more faithful to the commitment we made many years ago. 


� These Christians are also serving the Lord as His servants in their respective places of service like a corporate office, hospital, university, college, school, some industry, business establishment, etc. Their calling is to be there in those secular settings as witnesses. However, the difference is that they get their living from their work. In the end, all of are getting our resources from the same source, that is God, the giver of all good gifts and we all with all that we have belong to Him.
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