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This week, as we conclude our series on stewardship, I’m talking about tithing. As Nicky-Sue
said last week… OUCH! Reading for this sermon, and I’ve done quite a lot, has had an impact
on me too. Nicky-Sue talked about our wallet and our time, and asked what the most
important call on each is. That’s a pretty tough question spiritually as we Christians are called
to seek FIRST God’s kingdom.
But our giving, particularly financially, is a really important issue as money can have such a
subtle pull and influence in our lives. Jesus used the Aramaic word ‘mammon’ when he talked
about it: ‘mammon’ has more connotations than just meaning physical coins (or notes, or
credit cards).
The meaning of ‘mammon’ includes an element of active power, something that can capture
our attention and our lives, even very subtly, to redirect our devotion for God onto other
things. Mammon is much more than a neutral thing and we should never treat it as such. If it
was merely a neutral matter, why would discussion of it cause such offence or be so difficult?
How can the lack of it, or the storing of ENOUGH of it, create such anxiety and activity within
us? And how does it figure in our search to put the Kingdom of God first?
So let’s start, as we always should, with Biblical principles. First, from the Old Testament.
Today we believe our response to wealth is a purely individual matter, but this isn’t a biblical
approach. The OT Israelites, of whatever financial standing, were all to be stewards of God’s
good gifts, using them for the benefit of the whole community rather than hoarding for
themselves. This isn’t communism; it wasn’t considered wrong to be rich. Jeremy Corbyn, eat
your heart out - it was much more radical than you!
The root of the matter is that “All things come from YOU, O Lord, and of your own do we give
you1!” “The earth is the Lord’s, and the fullness thereof2”! In other words, all things belong to
God and we are merely stewards to see the effective use of God’s resources. The tithe was an
effective way to ensure people didn’t forget this, to keep their focus on God, and
simultaneously provide for the needy among them too.
The initial level of giving was 1/10 as a tithe, ie the equivalent of 10% of the gross gain on your
income. There were ‘offerings’ as well, potentially meaning 35-40% of income was given
away. But the key principle to get is to realise everything is a gift from God, who has promised
to give us our daily bread.
Grasping this will decrease greatly our anxiety levels about money. It also helps reduce that
‘grip of mammon’ I talked about earlier. And perhaps if we adhered to merely some of those
so-called outdated Old Testament principles we could abolish poverty and hunger in our
modern age as well as increase justice, mercy and faithfulness!
Let’s move on to the New Testament – PHEW! The Old Testament covenant is superseded
and no limit was mandated for our giving – we can get away without the 10%! But the
principles weren’t abrogated, as Jesus said in our Gospel. He said the tenth should still be
tithed, but not in such a legalistic manner that weightier matters of the law were disregarded
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– justice, mercy and faithfulness – three absolutely key Old Testament principles for social
justice.
These three principles provide an great context for our giving and should certainly be part of
our seeking first God’s kingdom. Thus I think the New Testament witness is that we should
give away freely the 10%, as Jesus said, and then see what extra you can do to fund issues that
will promote justice, mercy and faithfulness, giving with the right hand but so that the left
hand doesn’t know it.3
After all, didn’t St Paul say “Each of you should give what you have decided in your heart to
give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver?”4 The point is our
giving is NOT to be bound by legalistic limits but rather a response of love and generosity to
the God who is so generous to us, the God who says, “Give and it will be given to you…
pressed down and running over; for with the measure you use will it be measured to you5.
This is not to make anyone here feel bad, after all we raised several thousand pounds for the
Garden of Remembrance, and I’ve had to re-evaluate my own giving in light of what I’ve
learned preparing this sermon. But it is to say that I wonder if our giving really does reflect
that joyful biblical abandonment in giving back to God what is his anyway; there is joy and
liberation in such a perspective as well as a deal of responsibility and accountability.
Our Nehemiah reading is about a feast held after the people had had the Covenant read to
them. The feast would have used the tithes brought by the people so that everyone could
feast together equally, in celebration of God’s covenant with his people.
The key is verse 10: The JOY of the Lord is your strength! This joy and liberation comes
because we know that God is all powerful and has covenanted to look after us. Thus we don’t
need to worry and be anxious – don’t store up treasure for yourselves on earth6 at the
expense of the poor: the widow, the alien and the orphan, as the Bible puts it.
There’s a common phrase: “You can’t take it with you when you die”. But you might say we
can use our current wealth to store up treasure in heaven – by using it now for the good of
those without economic power, those who can’t afford food or shelter or protection from
oppressive regimes. That’s what pleases our Father in heaven.
I must talk briefly about our church finances before I finish. In order to budget properly and
responsibly it would be good to increase our reliable regular income, through the plate
offerings. The handout shows we’ve made a really good start on that, but it’s still less than
40% of our regular income. Also the £137,000 we need each year only covers current running
costs – there’s no budget for growth and we know this church is too good not to grow.
We don’t tithe either: I’d like to see us as a church giving regularly to charities much as I’ve
talked about today: the money from Charity Sunday’s doesn’t come through our books so it’s
not ours to give away. If you’re after a guide, the Church of England recommends that you
give 5% to your local church and 5% to other charities: this would certainly transform our own
finances here at St Mary’s.
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I mentioned the impact of my research on myself. I’ve adjusted my giving pattern to 10% of
my gross income, directly from my bank account so it comes out on 1st of month and I don’t
have to worry about it. I can budget quite happily on the remaining 90% and anything else I
want to give to is a further opportunity to bless God and others as a freewill offering. I’m still
learning that attitude is not “How much of my income can I afford to give to God?” but “How
much of God’s money can I retain to live on myself?” but it does feel liberating!
To sum up. The Bible is concerned that nothing gets in the way of our relationship with God.
Our attitude to money, mammon, is one key thing that can: recall St Paul’s words that the
love of money is the root of all evil7.
But our use of money is also one of the ways that can deepen our relationship with God; as
Nicky-Sue said, “it’s all about love!” and our response to God’s generosity rather than
legalistic limits. That’s primarily why I commend to you the practice of regular tithing, and
offerings.
As we learn to give away God’s money (remember it’s not ours in the first place!) freely and
joyfully, we reduce its power over our lives and we reduce the anxieties from trying to hoard
it. We increase our joy in the God who gives us all that is needful to live, and our love for him
will deepen as our dependence on things decreases. For, as Nehemiah says, “The joy of the
Lord is our strength”. AMEN
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