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1 Reading Malachi 3:8-12
8 Can a person rob God? You indeed are robbing me, but you
say, ’How are we robbing you?’ In tithes and contributions!
9 You are bound for judgment because you are robbing me -
this whole nation is guilty.
10 ”Bring the entire tithe into the storehouse so that there
may be food in my temple. Test me in this matter,” says the
LORD who rules over all, ”to see if I will not open for you
the windows of heaven and pour out for you a blessing until
there is no room for it all. 11 Then I will stop the plague from
ruining your crops, and the vine will not lose its fruit before
harvest,” says the LORD who rules over all. 12 ”All nations
will call you happy, for you indeed will live in a delightful
land,” says the LORD who rules over all.1

2 Message
When we read this passage, we see the question: “Can a person rob
God”, and the second question: “How do we rob God?” There are several
questions to ask about while we look into this such as: “What are tithes?”,
and “How is God vulnerable to robbery in the first place”, but before I
get into that I will tell you my current opinion. We rob God when we fail

1The New English Translation. Biblical Studies Press LLC, 1996. url: http://net.bible.
org/bible.php, Malachi 3:8-12.
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to look after God’s personal image – humanity. God loves us – and if we
love God, we love and help one another. I believe we can not only rob
God because we are greedy, but simply because we have the wrong focus.

I have been thinking about this passage on and off for somewhat over
a decade. I heard a sermon on this which was basically: “Guess what,
you are robbing God, and things are not going to get better for you until
you pay your tithe and stop it.” You know, a basic fund raising sermon
which uses guilt to raise money, creating a law which is given Biblical
power. A slight of hand that suggests that if there are financial problems
at a non-profit, it is because of the people who give – not the people
who manage the funds. As you can tell, I was angry, because something
seemed wrong.

I’m not sure what struck me at the time. I don’t know whether it
was the fact that I could not see how a tax on crop yields applied to
the church, or if it was because the Quaker writers I had recently read
were against the tithing system – and I heard a call to re-implement it,
or even if the system I heard suggested seemed harsh to the poor, while
letting those who had more get off too easy. Perhaps it was because I
remembered that Malachi had God saying that God wanted them to turn
off the lights and lock the doors of the temple for good.2 Likely it was
something else, perhaps it was something in my past?

I love the Friends Church. My father’s family has a long history with
Friends, and Friends in Kansas taught me to take my faith seriously. The
concept of the present Christ, and the concept of being a community that
seeks God’s will together has shaped me. I was, as a child, between the
Christian world of the Friends church, and the Christian world of what
we call the religious right. I was between a world that looked to live out
God’s will, and a world that used religion as a tool. My experience with
Friends showed me a life of faith and listening.

I quickly fell in love with the core of Quakerism – and I became active
in Friend’s business, even though I was only a teenager. Some people
thought it odd that I’d rather sit through budget reports than do fun
things with the other kids – but, I knew that just like worship, we expected
God to be present. I know that we were praying and discerning the future,
and I wanted to be part of that. Unfortunately, I became convinced as a
Friend (instead of only related to Friends) at a time of crisis for my Yearly

2Ibid., Malachi 1:10.
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meeting, really a crisis for several yearly meetings though I just learned
this.

The first year I was at Yearly Meeting, the trustees complained that
there was some irregularities, and threatened to resign if it was not
straightened out. The following year, the superintendent resigned – he
had invested Yearly meeting money hoping for good returns, and the
investments proved not to be sound. He also shared his opportunity
with many of our churches, some of which lost tens or even hundreds
of thousands of dollars. Another year passed, and we were seeking a
new health insurance company for Yearly meeting employees, and church
pastors. The company the Yearly meeting had used in the past went
bankrupt, because the CEO embezzled, and just stopped paying claims.

In spite of these deep problems and setbacks, my Yearly meeting
was able to re-organize and find ways of moving forward. We paid our
obligations, because there were so many members who valued the wider
community and gave generously to keep everything from falling apart.
I’ve heard stories of compassion for the widows and the sick whom were
left without support when they lost their health insurance or retirement.
The church pulled together to meet obligations and to care for our own,
but the loss was painful. I came from a community that knows what it
means to be robbed!

I guess I was angry, because I had seen what it is like to give, see
your work destroyed, and then to give again. I was angry because those
who did the work were blamed instead of those who were tearing down
the work. I was angry because I knew that someone HAD robbed the
treasury, and here was some jerk passing the blame back to the people
who supplied the treasury in the first place. I felt, unless “they” were
willing to take responsibility, that this was indeed a slap in the face. This
passing of the blame failed to recognize “Who robbed God?”

The thing that I only recently learned, as I had gone back and studied
scripture, trying to decide what to share with you is that the Jews at the
time of this passage had a very similar problem. Nehemiah 13 speaks of
a priest named Eliashib who embezzled the temple storehouse. Tithes
were in food-stuff, and were distributed to the Levites who worked for the
good of society, and also to widows, orphans, aliens, and others unable
to feed themselves. Because the priest cleaned out the storehouse, there
was nothing left for those it was collected for. The Levites had to leave
their duties, or become embezzlers themselves. Those one the margins of
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society just had to starve. Those in charge of the temple robbed God, so
it is not a surprise that God suggested that they just lock the doors and
close the temple.

The problem is, I’m concerned that we who are leaders fail to consider
the implication that come if people entrust us with God’s work and God’s
money. The examples we see are people with bad intentions, but even
with good intentions a faulty view of God can cause us to rob God. If
we are going to ask the question: “How can a person rob God”, we have
to consider not only the implications that the greedy who refuse to give
might be robbing God, but that those of us entrusted with God’s money
will be held accountable. If we are going to answer the question – we
need to consider “How can a man rob God”. In order to consider this,
we need to consider what things God claims which we can touch.

The thing is that we can’t rob God by taking God’s stuff. God just is
not vulnerable that way. Psalm 50:8–12 reads:

8 I am not condemning you because of your sacrifices, or
because of your burnt sacrifices that you continually offer me.
9 I do not need to take a bull from your household or goats
from your sheepfolds. 10 For every wild animal in the forest
belongs to me, as well as the cattle that graze on a thousand
hills. 11 I keep track of every bird in the hills, and the insects
of the field are mine. 12 Even if I were hungry, I would not
tell you, for the world and all it contains belong to me.3

Not only that – but there is a dynamic tension throughout the Old
Testament. There is the idea that the Temple honors God, and it is a great
symbol, but there is also the idea that God does not truly live there it is
only a symbol of God’s presence. What we spend to maintain organized
religion, buildings, power structures is not really what God is looking for.
If all we are doing is trying to keep the positions filled, the bills paid,
and the doors open – we might as well turn off the lights, lock the doors
and go home to something useful. Yes, we represent God to humanity,
but God does not need our buildings or our church governments for
representation.

Instead of considering the symbols humanity sees, we should consider
the symbol that God names for God-self. From the beginning we see

3Ibid., Psalm 50:8–12.
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that humanity is created in God’s image. In the New Testament, we see
that God identifies specifically with the poor, and those who are in need.
John Calvin tells us that this is the part of the Old Testament tithe we are
supposed to keep! Calvin’s conclusion of Malachi 3 is that if we neglect
or mistreat the poor, we rob God.4

In Malachi God suggested that the priests might as well shut the temple
doors. Though people made something to represent God’s presence, they
failed to recognize it themselves. I love my institution, I want to see it
succeed – and I want people to better know Truth through the work of
the Society of Friends, yet I also recognize that just like the corrupt priests
in the time after the temple was rebuilt, we can become so focused on
saving the institution that we might as well turn off the lights and lock
the doors for the last time. If we must emotionally manipulate people
who are in the image of God to save a house built by human hands, it is
past time to lock those doors – it should not be necessary to rob God in
order to serve God.

One problem I have is that I cannot tell you the way forward. I can
tell you the challenges I have seen, or repeat what I have read in the
past – unfortunately the problem of the best way to live and minister is
ongoing, if the answers were simple I would not be here talking about
this problem. Over half of you are currently serving as pastors, all of you
are here as people called to leadership. Each of you has your own calling,
your own ministry, and each of you must find answers for yourself, so as
I am unable to offer you answers. I will leave you with questions.

3 Queries
How do we honor God’s image in humanity?
How does our institution serve God and God’s image?
How can we challenge our institutions to better honor God?

4John Calvin. Commentaries on the Twelve Minor Prophets: Zechariah and Malachi. Trans.
by John Owen. Vol. 5. Eerdmans, 1950, pp. 586–590.
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