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“The Real Reason to Give” / Matthew 5:17-20; 23:1-3, 23  

This is the second half of my stewardship sermon.  Last week, we looked at what the OT has to say 
about stewardship.  Let me briefly re-state what we heard last week from the Old Testament:  Scripture 
tells us everything comes from God / everything belongs to God / everything we have is God’s; 
scripture tells us a tenth of everything be given back to God; scripture tells us our tithe should go to our 
local congregation; scripture tells us we are to give joyfully, as if we are at a festival.   

Perhaps you can remember how I closed my comments last week. With the Old Testament, we are 
under the law. Because of Christ, we are now under grace. Under the law, the tithe was required – 
which in and of itself should be enough reason for us to tithe (as if we need a reason.)  Under grace, the 
required tithe becomes a joyous, loving response to that grace.   

This week, we will look to the New Testament, where Jesus actually says very little about tithing.  
Does this mean Jesus was not concerned about tithing?  Were the Old Testament rules not relevant 
anymore?    

Let’s turn to our first reading for today.  We are in the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew chapter 5: 17-
20: "Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to 
fulfill.  18 For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, 
will pass from the law until all is accomplished.  19 Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these 
commandments, and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but 
whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.  20 For I tell you, 
unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom 
of heaven.  

In the verses that follow, Jesus refers to a particular aspect of the law, then he says, “But I say to 
you…”  This means that whatever the law might have to say about something, Jesus was demanding a 
higher level of obedience to the law.  First of all, when Jesus spoke of “the law and the prophets” he 
was referring to what we call Scripture today. Jesus came to fulfill the law – he was the completion, 
the confirmation of the law. What does this mean?   It means that, just because Christ died on the cross 
to forgive our sins, just because of grace, do not mean we no longer have to obey the law. The law is in 
effect at least until heaven and earth pass away.   

Let’s look at it another way – how many of you have seen those “WWJD” bracelets – “What would 
Jesus do?”  Some of you wear these things, telling the world that we really want to do what Jesus 
would have done.  Do you suppose Jesus was a tither?  

My friends, Jesus was born into the most tithe-conscious generation in history! It would have been 
impossible for Jesus to be neutral about tithing.  The entire Jewish economy was based on the tithe! 
If a person purchased fruits or vegetables in the market, it was necessary that a portion of the vendor’s 
products had been tithed. More than once, Jesus was a guest at a Pharisee’s house – he would not have 
been invited if he was not a tither.  We don’t need to be reminded about the constant scrutiny Jesus 
was under – if he had not been a tither, it would have been huge!  If had not tithed, it would have been 
the biggest controversy of his ministry. My friends, what would Jesus do?  Jesus would have tithed – 
and so should we.   
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Let’s continue with our Scripture for this morning: Matthew 23:1-3: Then Jesus said to the crowds and 
to his disciples,  2 "The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat;  3 therefore, do whatever they teach 
you and follow it; but do not do as they do, for they do not practice what they teach.  

Jesus is in the Temple, during what we now call Holy Week.  He has had his triumphant entry, and has 
cleansed the temple. The religious leaders question his authority. He tells some parables about 
authority, obedience, and judgment. This chapter is called the “chapter of woes.”  

In the first few words, Jesus acknowledges the authority of the leaders. The so-called “Moses seat” 
might be the same thing that we today call “Apostolic succession.”  These leaders, these scribes and 
Pharisees, were to be listened to – Jesus respected their position, but he had some disagreement with 
them.    

But what does he say next?  “But do not do as they do, for they do not practice what they teach.” 
Again, remember we are in the Temple, and we can be certain the very folks Jesus is talking about are 
standing right there!  So what was Jesus saying?  The Pharisees taught and observed the tithe, but not 
in the correct way.   

Do you suppose there are some folks today who are the same way?  I write my check each month, and 
I give the ten percent – that’s enough, isn’t it?  Again, a reminder – Jesus is telling NOT telling his 
listeners to stop tithing – he was simply telling them about how they should tithe.   

This is what he means later, in verse 23: "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe 
mint, dill, and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. 
It is these you ought to have practiced without neglecting the others.”   

If you remember from last week, under the law, Jews were required to tithe their corn, oil, and wine 
But in the case of the leaders, their tithing had become ostentatious.  Because of sin, even when we are 
doing what we are required to do by God, we can become ostentatious about things. In a person’s 
garden, the mint, dill and cumin were so insignificant, it didn’t matter if they tithed!  But the religious 
leaders had become so self-centered, they were focusing on what others thought of them, instead of the 
real reason behind the tithe.   

Remember where we ended last week – because of Christ, we are now under grace. Under the Old 
Testament way of doing things, the tithe was required. If a person did not tithe, he would certainly be 
ostracized, and perhaps even shut out of the economy, as in the marketplace example. But under grace, 
our tithe back to God should be motivated by love and joy. Yes, under grace, we will be forgiven for 
not tithing, but that’s not exactly what “being under grace” means.   

Let’s look at one more aspect of Jesus’ view of tithing.  Jesus never commended folks for merely 
tithing – in the three instances that he specifically commends folks, they give more than the tithe!  For 
example, in Mark 12:41-44, we have the account of the widow’s mite; in Mark 14:3-9, there is the 
woman who anointed Jesus with oil – her most valuable possession; finally, in Luke 19:1-10, there is 
the account of Zacchaeus the tax collector – he gave half his goods, and returned back four-fold 
everything he had taken fraudulently.    

Further, how many times does Jesus use the words, “how much more.”?  In the Sermon on the Mount, 
Jesus’ demands are more, not less. If the OT person who never knew the grace of a risen Savior tithed, 
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how much more of those of us who live in the light of the opened and risen tomb?  God is a 
transforming God – our stewardship back to God will transform us!  

OK, let’s get a bit more specific.  I love you all; I want your experience of “life in Christ” to be full 
and wonderful; I want joy to fill your hearts.  On the other hand, Scripture is telling us we need to be 
giving 10% of our income back to God.  This is what Scripture says, and this is what Jesus did. So 
what are we to do?  

Let’s look at things from the other side – what about reasons or excuses NOT to tithe?  Ignorance – 
maybe you didn’t know this was God’s law. That’s OK – God is gracious and forgiving – repent, and 
start your way back.  Disobedience to the Word of God – this is a bit more serious – if we claim to 
know God, but are not willing to obey his commandments, then we are liars!  What about personal 
debt?  Are you not tithing because you are in debt?  Or are you in debt because you have not turned 
your entire life around and decided to tithe?   Trust me, by one way or another, a person is required to 
manage things much more closely when the first 10% goes to God! Too poor?  God is not interested in 
how much we give, but is concerned about our attitude towards giving.  Remember the episode about 
the widow’s mite – the issue was not quantity but quality of the giving.  Maybe you don’t trust our 
leadership – well then, if you don’t trust your leadership, maybe you need to join a different church!   

One other thing – time is important, but it’s no substitute.  This topic has been mentioned to me more 
than once since I have been here.  I read four books last week on stewardship – sorry, it’s not there.  I 
cannot find it in Scripture either – and I challenge anyone here to find it.  Even if you are giving a tenth 
of your time – 17 hours per week, it is no replacement for a tenth of your income.     

So how do you get there?  If God is telling you this morning to start tithing, how do you begin? Start 
tomorrow – under the grace of God, and empowered by the Holy Spirit, move directly to a tithe.  If 
you cannot, do the math, and increase your percent giving by 1% each year, until you reach the tithe.    

And for those of you who are already tithing, don’t forget – the tithe is only the beginning!  If you are 
a tither, should I say “thanks” on behalf of the church? Why should you be thanked for giving back 
what belongs to God anyhow?  If you behave yourself everyday, do you expect a “thanks” from God?  

If you are a tither, do you suppose God is calling you to give more?  Speaking personally, that is 
something I am struggling with right now.  Should I be smug and say “your welcome” to God because 
I am tithing?  Or should I reach higher?  

My friends, the pledge envelopes will be in the mail tomorrow, along with the budget. As I said last 
week, even though we are in our budget discussions, it’s not about the money. There are many 
important ministries and missions this great church wants to support, and we need your help.  But 
again, it’s not about you helping the church – YOU are the church, the Body of Christ, and we need 
you to respond to the grace of Christ.    

This is not about separating you from your money / it is not a referendum on the budget. Nothing 
would please me more if each and everyone of you experienced the joy of tithing, like Caroline and I 
do. God loves us, and wants us to be in FULL COMMUNION AND RELATIONSHIP with him. Did 
Jesus hold anything back?  Can you give back a tenth?  You can keep the 90%.   
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Let’s look at one more verse from Scripture: Malachi 3:7-10: Ever since the days of your ancestors you 
have turned aside from my statutes and have not kept them. Return to me, and I will return to you, says 
the LORD of hosts. But you say, "How shall we return?"  8 Will anyone rob God? Yet you are robbing 
me! But you say, "How are we robbing you?" In your tithes and offerings!  9 You are cursed with a 
curse, for you are robbing me-- the whole nation of you!  10 Bring the full tithe into the storehouse, so 
that there may be food in my house, and thus put me to the test, says the LORD of hosts; see if I will 
not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you an overflowing blessing.   

I recall when I was first married, my father-in-law told me, “I don’t think I would be as successful as I 
am today if I wasn’t a Christian.”  I thought to myself, “Boy, this is for me!”  To be honest, that was 
my view of “Life in Christ.”  Obviously, things have changed a bit since then.    

What is your life in Christ?  Are you living out your faith with one hand behind your back?  Is there an 
asterisk in your life?  

My friends, Jesus did not hold back – our only choice is to respond likewise…  


