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There is a story of a man with substantial monetary means (i.e. he was quite wealthy). He was approached to contribute to a major financial campaign. The urgent need and compelling case were stated, and the call was made for his support. The man responded: “I understand why you think I can give $250 thousand to this campaign. I am a man with my own business and, it is true, it would appear I am a person who has the means to give substantially to your good cause. But there are some things you don’t know. Did you know that my mother is in an expensive nursing home?” Well, no, we didn’t know. “Did you know also that my brother died, and left a family of five and had almost no insurance?” No, we didn’t. “Did you know my son is deeply committed to his causes, has gone into social work, and makes less than the national poverty level to meet the needs of his family?” No, we hadn’t realized. “Well, then, since I don’t give any of them a penny of my money, why do you think I’ll give any to you?”
We are in the last book of the Minor Prophets, Malachi, which is also the last book in the Old Testament. We have been hearing for quite a while, now, about God’s call for social justice and moral uprightness. For over four centuries, the time that the Minor Prophets prophesied, God’s emphasis through the prophets is that it matters how we treat one another. Our relationship with each other – within family, outside of family, across national borders – is a sign about our relationship and reverence for God. Our disrespect for others is disrespect for God who is the creator of all human kind and of all creation, all of which has been entrusted to us as caretakers. When we fall short, the prophets have been there to remind us.

While other prophets have pointed to our disrespect for God through unjust relationships with others, Malachi makes it a little more personal and expounds on our disrespect for God directly. Last week we heard about God’s displeasure with the clergy. They had not held up their end of the bargain to lead the people in respect and reverence for God. This week God turns his attention to the people and brings up the very thing we never want to talk about – tithing, or more specifically, our lack of tithing – our stinginess when it comes to giving back to God.

Malachi puts it in some stark and pejorative terms. He says, when you don’t bring in your full tithe, you are robbing from God. You are stealing from God. I prefer the word embezzlement here. Embezzlement is stealing. It is robbing. But there is the added emphasis that one is stealing, not just arbitrarily, but from one who has entrusted the embezzler to care for that which he is stealing.

All that we have is God’s. We like to claim it as our own by saying things like, “I’ve worked hard for this.” But we forget that all our abilities, all our opportunities are graces from God. So we sing, “We give thee but thine own, what e’er the gift may be. All that we have is thine alone, a trust, O Lord, from thee.” And God says take 90% of it for yourself, but give over 10% for the work of the Lord. But we don’t even seem satisfied with 90%.

Now it is important to understand that tithing does not make you righteous and holy. Being righteous and holy, however, or just plain intentional about trying to be faithful, does lead to tithing, and more. 
There are other implications in this passage. Apart from our church offerings, we can rob God in all sorts of ways, and we do – daily. 
Elizabeth Actemeier talks about robbing God theologically by describing God less than who God really is. By trying to pigeonhole God into our nice, small, neat little box of understanding, we steal from the power and majesty and mystery that is God.

We rob God of being the divine creator and of God’s Lordship when we abuse and neglect God’s created order, and ignore the needs of our neighbors or refuse to offer forgiveness. When we follow our own wills and desires and never follow Christ to the cross. When we try to be autonomous, self-fulfilling individuals and care nothing for God’s guidance of us. When we think of our happiness, our comforts, our goals as all-important, and neglect God’s goal and purposes for our living, we steal from God and make God nothing more than an indifferent object of religion.

And you know, a preacher could preach that kind of stuff every week and the people would nod their heads in agreement. We know. We know that we don’t spend enough time in prayer searching for God’s will. We know we don’t always love in the same selfless ways that Christ loved and taught us to love. We know the sacrifices we make in life can’t begin to compare to the sacrifice God made for us in Christ.
But as soon as a preacher gets as direct and specific as Malachi and talks about stealing from God because we don’t bring in the full tithe, well, then we have gone from preaching to meddling. You know what I mean. When a preacher starts talking about money, we act as if there is a fundamental law concerning the separation of church and my estate. And we all know that preachers talk too much about money. Although, if a preacher were to preach in proportion with what Jesus talked about, we would preach more about money than anything else.

The real issue for Malachi is that he knows that those who won’t commit to God the material parts of their lives are not likely to commit the immaterial part of their life to God either!

Here’s the thing, the Judeans during Malachi’s time are not too different than us. They were fine when Malachi was preaching about the normal things a prophet preaches about – justice, faithfulness, staying true to God’s covenant, the majesty of God – but when he turned the conversation to money and their embezzling from God that which covenantally belongs to God, they began to complain.

These were not easy times for the Judeans. Jim Harnish comments in his book God Isn’t Finished With Us Yet, that at one time the people were excited about their faith. When Yahweh brought them back from exile, they anticipated great things. Certainly the prophetic promises would be fulfilled. They would recover the [glory] days of King David. The land would be miraculously fruitful. All the nations of the earth would come to worship in Jerusalem. The vision, the hope that kept them going through those years of exile would finally be fulfilled.
But that isn’t what happened. Sixty years have passed since the return to Jerusalem. The land seems blighted. The economy is in shambles. Israel is still under the power of the Persian Empire. Worship is lethargic. Offerings are cheap. Priests seem more concerned about themselves than about reverence for God. Deep apathy, weary indifference, and bland skepticism have settled over the people. The optimism has turn to pessimism and cynicism. 
When Malachi calls them on their lack of faithfulness and reverence, the response is basically, “Why should we? What has God done for us?” It is a question that you and I can understand. Sometimes we get so involved with our own concerns and needs that it is hard to see the broader work of God’s graciousness. It is the syndrome of not being able to see the forest for the trees.

“Why should we tithe?” they ask Malachi. “We are suffering here and what is God doing about it?” It is interesting that at the same time they were angry with God for not blessing them they were resistant to giving to God their tithes and offerings. It is a bit ironic that they didn’t like God withholding his blessings but they were withholding their giving to him and didn’t see anything wrong with it.
But here is the crux of the matter. It really is a trust issue, isn’t it? Do we really trust God with our very lives and with our whole lives – from birth through death, in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health? Do we believe God has our back? If not, why not?

There was a church member who was having trouble with the concept of tithing. One day he revealed his doubts to his minister: “Pastor, I just don’t see how I can give 10 percent of my income to the church when I can’t even keep on top of our bills.” The pastor replied, “John, if I promise to make up the difference in your bills if you should fall short, do you think you could try tithing for just one month?” After a moment’s pause, John responded, “Sure, if you promise to make up any shortage, I guess I could try tithing for one month.” “Now, what do you think of that,” mused the pastor. “You say you’d be willing to put your trust in a mere person like myself’ who possesses very little materially, but you are unable to trust God who owns the whole universe with your very life.”
God’s response to the people of Israel through Malachi is, “You complain that I haven’t blessed you. But neither have you trusted me. Put me to the test. Bring the full tithes into the storehouse and see if I will not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you an overflowing of blessing.”
We need to be a bit careful here, because it sounds like a tit-for-tat religion that too many people assume. That is, if we are nice to God, God will be nice to us, as if we are the ones who have to make the first move. Go to church, believe the doctrines, bring your offerings, serve your neighbors, and God will bless you with material good.
That is not the intention of this passage in Malachi. God has always provided for the Judeans in his prevenient grace. God says at the very beginning of Malachi, “I have loved you.” And the whole history of Israel could be recounted in support of that statement – God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt, his guidance through the wilderness, his provision for the Davidic rulers, his constant rescue of them from their enemies, and his abiding love and attention and forgiveness.

That is our story too, is it not? Especially the love and forgiveness that we have received through Jesus Christ. So what God calls for from the Judeans in Malachi’s time, and always from us, is love in response to God’s love, trust on the basis of all that God has done, obedience out of gratitude for God’s constant, merciful and forgiving presence with us.

We give of ourselves in service and love, and in bring in the full tithe, not with the hope that God will then give to us, but because God has already given to us all the blessing we need. Our tithes and our very lives are a grateful acknowledgment of God’s abiding love and the fact that we will place our trust in none other than the living God.

I pray that will be true in your life and in mind. Amen.
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