The Bible is full of conundrums. Here’s one.

The Bible makes it very clear

that God doesn’t need us to give him anything,

and yet it talks a lot about how we should give to him.
How are we to square these two things?

The answer is that God doesn’t speak to us about giving
because of what he needs, but what we need;

not for his sake, but for our sake.

Today we’ll look at three examples of this:

what God says to Israel

about giving the first fruits of their crops;

what he says to them about giving the tithe;

and what Jesus says about giving to a man who is rich.

Giving of the first fruits of their crops. Look with me atv. 2.

God tells the Israelites that they are

to take some of the firstfruits of all that they produce
from the soil of the land

that the Lord their God has given them,

and bring them to God as an offering.

As they make their offering

they are to recite the story of all that God has given them
in bringing them out of slavery in Egypt

and into a rich and fertile land of their own,

finishing with the words in vw.9 and 10:

‘He brought us to this place and gave us this land,

a land flowing with milk and honey;

and now | bring the firstfruits of the soil that you, Lord,
have given me.

The gift and its offering each year

was to be a way of reminding the Israelites of reality:
that everything they have has been given them by God;
that God is the Giver, not them - the Giver of all things.

The gift and its offering each year

was intended by God

to keep them from pride and arrogance and independence,
so that they might continue to enjoy

not only the gifts of God

but the relationship with the Giver of the gifts

for which they were created.

Look at how God’s instruction about the offering of this gift
endsinv.11:

‘Then you and the Levites

and the foreigners residing among you

shall rejoice in all the good things the Lord your God

has given to you and your household’

The call to give this gift to God is actually God'’s gift to them.
The call to give our gifts to God is actually God’s gift to us —
it’s the way to a rejoicing life,

a life of joyful relationship with the God

who gives us all things,

rather than a make-believe life about ourselves,

a life of proud, God-forgetting, independence.



Then, secondly, the giving of the tithe:

first mentioned by Jacob in his promise to give God
a tenth of all he had;

later established by God as an annual requirement
for all his people.

But when we look more closely,

we see that the tithe of all their crops and fruit
was to be given not to God but to the Levites,
one of the twelve tribes of Israel.

The Levites were responsible for everything to do with
the tabernacle and later the Temple;

they were responsible for the worshipping life of Israel,
and for teaching the faith to the other eleven tribes

and to those from other nations

who were drawn to Israel’s God.

This meant that they wouldn’t have time to cultivate land
and produce crops of their own,

and so the other eleven tribes were to provide for them.

In this way, all twelve of the tribes shared together
in enabling the ministry and the mission God had given them
to flourish.

And so it remains to this day:

God'’s call to his people to give

is his invitation to share with him

in his great purposes for the world -

to draw people from every nation to himself,

to help people to discover for themselves who this God is,
and to enable them to experience for themselves

the joy of relationship with him for which they were created.

God is calling us to the joy of sharing in this work with him
here, in the part of his world known as the Upper Wylye Valley
And, just as the work of the Levites required resourcing,
so does this same work today:

buildings need caring for,

clergy, youth workers, mission partners

need paying and training,

outreach needs resourcing,

new believers need teaching,

the poor, the sick, the disadvantaged need supporting,
justice needs promoting.

God'’s call to us to give to make all this possible

is his invitation to us to know the joy of sharing with him
in bringing to completion the great project

to which he is committed

of bringing his blessing to his world.

God’s call to give is his gift to us.

But there is a great danger in giving —

the danger of believing that by giving

we are making ourselves more acceptable to God,
that if we give enough, if we do enough,

we can merit God’s favour,

and a place in God’s heaven.



This was the danger many in Israel fell into,

especially the Pharisees;

it was the danger that a rich man who spoke to Jesus one day
had fallen into:

“Good teacher, he asked,

‘what must | do to inherit eternal life?”

At first sight, Jesus’ answer seems only to corroborate
this approach to giving,

that the more we give, the more sure we can be

of a place in heaven:

‘Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor,

and you will have treasure in heaven!

But this is not Jesus’ intention at all;
in fact, what Jesus is doing is the very opposite.

There was another occasion when a man asked him,
‘Teacher, what must | do to inherit eternal life?’

On that occasion Jesus agreed with the man

that the answer was to ‘Love the Lord your God

with all your heart and with all your soul

and with all your strength and with all your mind.

What Jesus is showing the rich man

is that the giving that God calls us to

is giving that flows from a heart that loves God
more than it loves anything else.

At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad,

because he had great wealth.

Jesus looked round and said to his disciples,

‘How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God.’

Jesus’ disciples react to this

in the way that any honest person surely must do:
‘Who then can be saved?’

To which Jesus replies,

‘With man this is impossible, but not with God;
all things are possible with God.

The heart that truly experiences the joy

God intends us to experience in our giving

is not a heart that seeks to accrue merit by its giving;
rather it is a heart that knows it can give nothing

in the way that it should,

with allits heart, soul, mind and strength,

and that therefore it deserves to be given nothing,
but yet has come to see that God delights

to give it everything.

Such a heart comes to God in repentance every day
for its failure to love him as it should.

Such a heart receives the joy of forgiveness every day,
the forgiveness that it cost God

the life of his one and only Son to be able to give us.
Such a heart, seeing that it deserves nothing

and yet has been given everything,

delights to give what it can in return,

so that others might discover its joy for themselves.



Precisely how much it gives is of little interest to God;
the freedom and honesty and joy with which it gives
is all that matters to God,
because itis only the free and honest and joyful heart
that can truly honour God
as the great Giver of all things that he is.

When we see this, then we will see that

in firstfruits, in tithe, in whatever we choose to give,
God’s call to us to give to him is, in fact,

his beautiful gift to us.



