WHY FIRSTFRUITS?

Of the many methods people use to honor God with their money, firstfruits provides the best motivation
for a life-time of giving. Other methods such as pledging, assessing members, asking a certain amount
per member, tithing, even the relaxed method of hoping people’s charitable nature surfaces, do not come
close. In fact, it is tough to make a biblical case for any of them. Some argue that a 10 percent gift of
one’s income to the local church is biblical, pointing to the fact that Jesus affirmed the tithe in Matthew
23:23. That tithe, however, was much more than 10 percent of one’s income, net or gross.

In the Mathew passage, Jesus criticized the Pharisees for congratulating themselves about their fastidious
record of tithing—even tithing their spices—as if this made them more spiritual. Jesus said the real test
of spirituality is whether one is an agent of God’s mercy. Tithing is good, but without mercy it is
meaningless. Many North American Christians never think of giving from nonmonetary resources. If
Jesus criticized those who tithed but showed no mercy, what would he say to those who do neither?

The Old Testament tithe, which the Pharisees practiced, was originally intended to be an exercise in
worship, a recognition of God’s gift of the land and the tenant status of God’s people. North American
tithing is usually from income only, and with the majority of us living in inner city, urban, and suburban
areas, our firstfruits seldom connect to the land and the harvest of grain, produce, and meat. Sometimes
we think our giving is a business transaction. But this creates problems when we confuse business
transactions with acts of worship.

The Old Testament tithe was rooted in a covenant of law. We now live in a covenant of grace. Under the
new covenant we move away from the duty of tithing and into a love response that makes all of life holy
to God. Under the new covenant we move from “ought to” to “want to.”

People often ask, “How much does it amount to—this giving of the first and best to God?” Resist
answering! Farmers, business owners, laborers, stay-at-home spouses, sales representatives, customer
service personnel, and the self-employed receive their income in different ways. They will have different
ways to determine and give the first and best of their incomes, property, relationships, goods, talents, and
time. It is not important for the church to have uniformity in giving style, but uniformity in seeking God.
Instead of inadvertently steering people toward a specific amount, spiritual leaders are far better off
asking whether they honestly sought God’s direction to determine the first and best. No one should
dictate amounts in an age of grace. Rather, leaders should recommend people to the source of all grace in
order to find grace to give. Does this mean we discard a 10 percent gift through the local church? By no
means! Those who commit themselves to firstfruits giving find this standard a wonderful place to start!

(from Teaching a Christian View of Money, p. 88-89 by Mark L. Vincent)
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