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My Prayer for You


I don’t know your name, I don’t know what little or burdensome financial baggage you are bringing into this book, and I don’t know the financial fears or desires that you have. I wish I could meet you in person and pray over you and your family. Thankfully, we serve a God who knows you by name and knows everything that you are walking through.


Please know that I am interceding for you as you grapple with the content of this book. I’m praying that you feel challenged and emboldened in your faith so that you join the next generation of Christians who will deeply impact the world for Christ.


This is my prayer for you:


Dear Father,


I come to you on bent knees to lift up this fellow family member in Christ. I pray that you strengthen this reader and empower them through your Spirit and help them to be rooted and grounded in love and compassion for others. Honor their commitment to becoming better stewards with what you have endowed them in this life. We want to learn how to better manage our finances not for our glory and comfort but for Your Glory to spread among our neighbors and nations. I pray that after reading this book, they are reminded of your provision to them and your history of provision for your people, that you eliminate any fears or ungodly desires that lie within them. I pray that you will help them be rooted in your love and comprehend the depths of your love that surpasses knowledge.


May your grace be with them. In Jesus’ name, Amen.










INTRODUCTION The Giving Crisis





Before the judgment seat of Christ my service will be judged not by how much I have done but how much I could have done.


~ A.W. TOZER





One of my unbelieving finance professors in college once challenged me, saying, “Are you really a Christian if you’re as greedy as everyone else?” What do you think? It’s a harsh question but one that I think is worth asking. I don’t believe that being a good Christian will make you wealthy. I’m not selling a Prosperity Gospel. But there is some truth to the idea that, if you see your finances like God does, you will always live from an overflow of gratitude.


Most contemporary Christians, on the other hand, mismanage their money.


Based on the hundreds of clients I have served at Swan Capital, and based on the statistics supporting our findings, the probability that your life and your finances are out of balance is very high, just like other Americans. Christians are not exempt from life’s problems, and the Bible never promises that you will find financial success or never experience setbacks. What I want to show you in the pages of this book is how God can transform our finances, the same way He transforms the rest of our lives.


That is, if we let Him.


The way I believe God does this is by challenging us in our giving. Sadly, most Christians right now are failing the test.


As a church we’re not tithing much at all.1 The numbers are telling:




	Some 247 million US citizens identify themselves as Christians, yet only 1.5 million tithe.


	The average weekly giver contributes less than $1,000 a year.


	Of those who attend church, only 5 percent tithe.


	Eighty percent of contributors only give 2 percent of their income.


	Only 1 percent of households making over $75,000 per year contribute at least 10 percent of their income to their church.


	Seventeen percent of American households currently give less than they once did to local churches. For 7 percent of regular churchgoers, the amounts donated dropped by 20 percent.





You might be thinking this is because Americans are struggling right now for a variety of reasons. You’re probably even thinking about how tough it’s been for you financially. Americans are doing better than they’ve ever done before. We are the richest generation in human history. And yet more prosperity has not made us more generous.


One report indicated that North American churchgoers gave more during the Great Depression (3.3 percent of per capita income in 1933 than they do now.)2


In almost every measurement possible—wage growth, disposable income, income to debt ratio, total household income, and unemployment rate—Americans are thriving financially but languishing in generosity. We tithe less than we did during the Great Depression, during which we had almost 50 percent unemployment.


And that has produced a crisis within the church.


The Giving Crisis


The inability—or unwillingness—of Christians to give financially is hurting our churches and our communities as a whole. Maybe you serve on your church’s board or on a leadership team. You’ve been in those financial meetings. You’ve had to make those tough calls: what programs to cut, what services to prioritize.


When our leaders present what’s happening, they call it a “financial crisis.” We don’t have enough money to sustain our programs. We don’t have money for outreach.


We are not in a financial crisis. We are in a giving crisis.


Percentage of U.S. Adults who Report Donating 10 Percent or More of Income (“Tithing”), by Generation






	 


	% Millenials


	% Gen-Xers


	% Boomers


	% Elders







	To a church


	1


	2


	3


	7







	To a nonprofit


	3


	4


	5


	8







	Did not tithe to a church or nonprofit


	95


	93


	92


	85








Collectively, we have plenty of funds to go around. If every Christian tithed, faith organizations would have an extra $139 billion each year.3 The total income of American churchgoers is estimated to be $5 trillion. Imagine if the church actually received 10 percent of Christians’ income. That would be $500 billion annually in church revenue. Imagine what we could accomplish for God with that many resources. We can hardly wrap our minds around what the impact would be if God’s people were faithful in their giving.


We are in a crisis because we have neglected the heart of the problem: tithing.


Our witness is suffering for it. We speak Christianity with our lips but our financial accounts say differently. One of my pastor friends once said, “Be sure to only quote dead pastors.” So here is one from a deceased pastor, Charles Spurgeon:




I believe that one reason why the church of God at this present time has so little influence over the world is because the world has so much influence over the church.… The more the Church is distinct from the world in her acts and in her maxims, the more true is her testimony for Christ, and the more potent is her witness against sin.4





The church is not standing out against the selfishness and greed of the world around it, and that is a problem. The Lord did not leave this open to interpretation. As recorded in 1 John 2:15–17 (NKJV), John said:




Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world. And the world is passing away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides forever.





As Christians, we should be little Christs.5 We should not blend in. The gospel will not always make sense with the wisdom of the world. In fact, we know by Jesus’ words that the gospel will be divisive.


Jesus says, “I am here to bring a sword, not peace.”6


Of course, the Gospel is relevant to our modern lives. There is a difference between staying relevant and accommodating to the point of compromise and, ultimately, becoming the same as the world around us. When I see the trends in Christian tithing practices, I worry about compromise. There is no motivation for people to join a church that promises nothing different than what the world offers. On our current path, the church will become more marginalized.


We’re not living up to the standard of faithfulness demonstrated by the early church. If you were to compare the bank statements and credit card statements between believers and nonbelievers today, you would be hard-pressed to see the difference. Look deeper than the account balances and into the behaviors surrounding our spending habits and sadly, you wouldn’t find much difference with the rest of the world. This should not be and cannot be. We must no longer look, sound, or act like those who are lost—and that can begin with our finances.


Our situation today reminds me of a church described in the book of Revelation, the church of Laodicea.7 The Laodicean church had one foot in each camp: in the way of the world and in the way of God. They wanted the pleasures of the world and the fruit of righteousness.


Christ gave us a choice: God’s way or the way of the world. There is no in-between. We’re either hanging on to our possessions or hanging on to Christ. The world has one way of looking at money; God has another.


God and Money


God has a lot to say about personal finances, but most of us are actively avoiding the conversation. It is my experience that, in church, we hardly ever touch the topic of money. Discussing finances is as taboo in the house of God as it is at the dinner table. We can talk about fasting, about sexual purity, and even about politics—but we steer clear of biblical stewardship.


Are we afraid of offending people? Afraid of coming off as greedy for money for our church? Of preaching a gospel that asks too much?


If you’re a regular churchgoer, think about the last time you heard your pastor talk about money. Was it months ago? Years? When it happened, how did it feel for you? Did you squirm a little in your seat? Roll your eyes about another sermon on tithing? Maybe even slip out early?


If you’re a pastor, how often are you talking with your congregation about money? Is it just the one time of year when the church is behind budget? Is this a teaching topic you’re covering on a regular basis, because you know how the financial health of believers is ultimately a heart issue that can affect their spiritual health?


Without consistent preaching and teaching on money, my fear is we will accidentally lead people into a false religion: a religion which is soley a “get-out-of-hell-free” card and not one which actually changes our lives. A religion which bears no fruit.


Some Christians hold the mistaken belief that the Bible is silent on giving. Nothing could be further from the truth. One count tallies 2,350 verses about money.8 One-fifth of Jesus’ parables involve money. According to Forbes, money and material possessions is the second most referenced topic in the Bible, appearing more than 800 times.9 Money—collecting it, giving it, paying the government, and the dangers of money—is quite present in the Bible.


What about tithing, specifically?


Some dismiss tithing as an outdated Levitical law—but is that the case? It’s amazing how many people become overnight biblical researchers when defending their current spending habits.


Tithing has a broader foundation than Levitical code. We can trace tithing all the way back to the first book of the Bible: Genesis. In Genesis we encounter the story of Abraham, called by God as the Father of many nations. Abraham’s story is the beginning of the story of the people of God, the Jews. Chapter 14 describes his quest to rescue his nephew, Lot, from his captors. When he returns successfully, he gives 10 percent of his spoils to the priest-king Melchizedek. The author of Hebrews, a book in the New Testament, affirms Abraham’s tithe.10


Later in Genesis, Jacob, grandson of Abraham, vows to give 10 percent of everything to God.11


You might be asking, “What about grace?” It’s true. We must remember that because of the New Covenant, we Christians are now covered with a layer of grace that wasn’t known in the Old Testament. Grace never lowers the bar for living godly lives.


In fact, we learn from the Sermon on the Mount that grace raises the bar. The Law was only the beginning. It was a starting point. It set the standard for us to follow. The Law reveals to us our own reluctance to give; it reveals our selfishness. As New Testament Christians, we are challenged to give even more. As we grow in spiritual maturity, the tithe becomes something we feel eager to give, not a check we feel obligated to write. The 10 percent required by Law becomes a baseline for our giving—not the maximum amount.


There is one New Testament passage, in particular, that Christians point to in an effort to release themselves from tithing. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians:




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. And God is able to bless you abundantly, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work (2 Corinthians 9:7–8 NIV).





I have heard pastors use this Scripture to say that tithing is not necessary because Paul didn’t require it of the Corinthians. “Tithing is not a command,” they say. When Scripture becomes difficult to swallow, we are tempted to soften it.


As much as this passage talks about giving what you can, Paul goes on to teach that we should give abundantly. Our response to God’s generosity should be our own generosity. How can we be filled with grace but have no gratitude? How can we give Jesus our eternity but not our earnings? How can we go to church but not give to the church? Paul’s admonition to the Corinthians is a challenge to give more, not a permission slip to give less.


The Bible speaks loud and clear on money. We can’t ignore it.


Why People Don’t Tithe


Beyond excuses about personal finances and priorities—and simply plain procrastination—there are a few common reasons people cite as to why they don’t put money in the offering plate (or, more recently, give online). By definition, tithing is giving a tenth to the church, while giving is over and above the 10 percent to ministries and charities. Let’s go over some of these common excuses why people don’t tithe or give.



“I must take care of my family first.”


When Natasha and I started dating, I brought her roses every week. I would come into her work every Friday with half a dozen or so roses. She would smile ear to ear and say, “Andrew, you are my Romeo.” I had trouble back then fitting my big head out the door when she called me “Romeo.”


One night Natasha came to visit me at my office for the first time. I gave her the office tour, which ended in showing her our lobby. At the front receptionist’s desk, she saw a vase full of roses. She asked, “Andrew, what are these for?”


“Oh, we give every client that visits with us a rose,” I replied. “It’s a reminder that it’s only money after all, and to smell the roses.”


She gave me a squinted, uneasy glare, and that’s when I realized I was in trouble. The flowers looked familiar to her. She asked hesitantly, “Are these the roses that you give me every week?”


I responded timidly “Yes, I always give you the ones we have left over at the end of the week. She replied, “Andrew, it’s really sweet that you bring me these roses, but these were meant for someone else first. These aren’t my roses, these are your clients’ roses.”


That evening I learned a valuable lesson: that order matters. Yes, we should prioritize water, electricity, food, and shelter. Proverbs 3:9–10 says, “Honor the LORD with your possessions, and with the firstfruits of all your increase; so your barns will be filled with plenty, and your vats will overflow with new wine” (NKJV). He doesn’t say second fruits or last fruits. He gives us the priority list for our funds. Natasha always wondered why the roses were a little wilted. What does our offering look like to God at the end of the week?



“We give in different ways.”


I have met with families who have told me, “Andrew we give to a lot of organizations, but we don’t give to a church. We give in different ways other than money. We give our time and other resources.”


Those gifts are important. However, that mindset is in opposition with scripture in Malachi where God accuses his people of robbing Him because they neglected to prioritize God’s house. God’s house is your local church.


“I don’t know where the money is going.”


If this is your excuse, I’d like to ask, “Do you know exactly where all of your money is going in your personal life?” Many families don’t have a budget (let alone a budget committee) they have to answer to. I’ll address later in this book why I think traditional budgets are mostly ineffective for individuals and families. For now, my question here is this: have you taken a look at your own financial management practices before critiquing your church?


Most churches have a group of responsible people trying to do the best with the church’s finances in service of the gospel. If your church doesn’t have this—and if you’re already managing your own money well—maybe it’s a service you can offer.


Sadly, there will always be churches that get it wrong. There are leaders and pastors who steal and shame the rest of the body of Christ. Before we judge the church, we should attend those budget committees and look in the mirror of our own money-management practices.


“I think my pastor is already overpaid.”


I doubt your pastor is living as high on the hog as you think. Many pastors are dual-career staff members and do not have enough support from their church to be a full-time pastor. Some pastors rely on a spouse’s income or take a second job.


Is there church leadership in place which publishes the pastor’s salary? If not, you don’t know what your pastor gets paid and you don’t have intimate details of his finances. Before you jump to conclusions, step back and ask if this is merely an elaborate way for you to avoid doing what you know God has called you to do.


More importantly, should your pastor’s salary determine whether or not you are obedient to God in your giving practice? It is your responsibility to give. It is the committee’s responsibility to determine how the funds are allocated.


Finally, if you’re genuinely concerned that your pastor gets paid “too much” (because there are definitely overpaid pastors in our country), be reminded that you do not have to stay at the church where you are currently attending. You can find a smaller, more community-oriented church if that’s what you prefer.


“God will provide for the church, so I don’t have to.”


God will surely provide, and God doesn’t need your money. As the psalmist writes, “For every beast of the forest is Mine, And the cattle on a thousand hills.”12 He does not need sacrifice (of animals, of money, of anything else). The purpose of tithing is transformation and witness, not God’s need or ability to provide.


Sometimes the most “religious” people are those who resist giving the most. If we are not careful, we will approach Jesus just like the Rich Young Ruler (RYR) did—as someone who lived the letter of the law but did not want to give from his heart.


Jesus’ conversation with the RYR sounds a lot like a conversation He had with a group of lawyers, which was recorded in the Gospel of Luke. Both the RYR and the lawyers came to Jesus with the same question: “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?”


Jesus answered with the same reply: “Do you know the commandments and have you followed them?”


Both arrogantly agreed that they knew the commandments and even followed them to a T. They were religious, observant, proud people—and they thought they had aced the test.


But Jesus knew the inquisitors’ hearts—and He cared enough not to brush them off or let them go. With the lawyers, He challenged them with the story of the Good Samaritan. With the Rich Young Ruler, He challenged him to give up his possessions. Each had to choose: would they let go of their possessions to help those who were “different” from them?


Like the RYR and the lawyers, we also find ourselves wanting the good life—and an eternal one. Which do you want more?


A Better Way


In this book, I hope to show you God’s way of giving. As you will discover, I had to learn the hard way. When you learn God’s plan for your giving, you will become more content, more fulfilled, and more joyful. You will also join what I call the Giving Generation—a generation of Christians who are going to systematically minister to those who are suffering, get rid of any greed within the church, and finally answer the Great Commission to reach the unreached people groups in the world. A movement of Christians who get to participate in God’s eternal kingdom. A segment of believers who will be remembered as starting a revival of radical generosity within the church.


In order to become part of this movement, we’re going to have to go deeper with our finances than we’ve ever gone before. We’re going to have to ask the tough questions. We’re going to have to challenge ourselves to take uncomfortable new steps forward.


Do you get more riled up about a college football game than you do about tithing? If so, you’re not crazy. You are certainly not alone; you are missing out on the abundant life that God promises, and you are missing out on the contribution to the world that you could be making.


Our life preaches to the world what we prize. If our life only reflects our consumption and our striving for success, we haven’t even begun to experience the abundance God has for us. Giving is a living testimony to where we put our faith. Therefore, give not for the glory of others but instead give to reflect God’s glory and to shine a light that will encourage other believers to give too.


If we are not careful, Christ will come back, and He will not be welcomed in our churches. Instead, He will find Himself knocking on the door, waiting to be let inside. Christ will see the cross on the door, but He won’t be recognized, honored, respected, followed, or heard. Not to mention, He won’t recognize us.


A revival is necessary. A Giving Crisis can only be remedied by a Giving Generation. I believe we have everything we need to become that generation—to learn the upside-down world of Christ, to become the most generous generation in human history, in addition to being the wealthiest. It won’t come without sacrifice.


In the pages of this book, I hope to show you how you can become part of the Giving Generation and how you can inspire those around you to do the same. Imagine what would be possible if we gave from the wealth of what we’ve been given. You may not have to imagine it much longer. Those who you do life with, lead, and disciple pay attention to how you steward your finances. What better way to disciple than by living out and practicing radical generosity? I know you want this, and I’m confident you can do it—so keep on reading!










CHAPTER 1 The Worry-Free Money Formula





The measure of a life, after all, is not its duration, but its donation.


~ CORRIE TEN BOOM





I wish you could have been there in my room. Picture me—a pretty regular teenager—screaming into my pillow and punching my mattress as hard as I could. I felt like I was completely out of hope, completely missing direction in my life.


I was only nineteen, but I’d already been on a long journey.


For me, it started with a book: Rich Dad, Poor Dad. I read it in high school, at a time in my life when I was neither rich nor poor. My dad was a government worker, and we were solidly middle-class. However, my parents valued education, so they enrolled me in a local Christian private school. There I met friends whose parents were wealthy business owners, investors, and entrepreneurs. I was a middle-class kid in an upper-class world, and I felt the difference. Rich Dad, Poor Dad gave me the financial wisdom that many “rich kids” hope to receive.


I have to be honest. The book challenged me and absolutely ignited a fire in me to become something my parents didn’t have the opportunity to be: rich, young, and powerful.


I learned about investing money. I learned about income-generating assets. I fell in love with the idea that you could make money in your sleep. I was hungry for all the information I could get my hands on, so I asked my parents to teach me more. Feeling ill-equipped to teach me about the financial world when they themselves weren’t knowledgeable about it, they decided to schedule a trial internship for me with a financial advisor, who happened to be a lifelong friend of the family.


Looking back on it now, I see that this was a God-ordained meeting. I’ve met thousands of advisors in my thirty years of life, and none of them have made the impact on my life that my first mentor did. In my opinion, he was one of the smartest people in finance: he knew his stuff.


There I was, a fourteen-year-young boy working for zero dollars an hour. The financial advisor had me doing everything from taking out trash to filling out financial models. I was building financial plans—and nothing had ever been as exciting.


Soon enough, I realized that most of the people coming into the office weren’t millionaires. In fact, even when they were, they were frugal, disciplined people who lived on a budget. As for me, I was thirsty for more. I didn’t want to be like them. I wanted to be rich.


So I picked up another job—one that actually paid.


When I told my friends I couldn’t hang out on the weekends anymore, they protested, “You have to join us this weekend! There’s going to be the best house party!”


“No,” I told them, “I can’t go out. I have to start saving for retirement.”


My friends laughed, “What do you mean, save money for retirement? You’re fourteen years old!”


They couldn’t shake my determination. I couldn’t even drive, so I had my parents drop me off for my shifts as I waited tables at Denny’s. I saved everything I could. I tracked everything. I became Dave Ramsey on steroids. I budgeted down to the last penny and saved everything possible. I worked every weekend, every holiday, and any spare moment I had. In less than two years, I had saved $62,000. I was a sixteen-year-old swimming in cash.


Still it wasn’t enough for me. So I made new goals: I wanted to retire at forty. That’s when I turned to the stock market.


It was 2008, the beginning of a great recession. For most people, it was a terrible time in the market. I watched as people lost their life savings. I watched 401(k)s get cut in half, and yet I also knew the most basic principle of investing: buy low, sell high. So for me, this was a great time in the market; the perfect time to invest. With diversified investments, my savings grew quickly. Soon I had $147,000.


I found myself addicted to earning money. If you’ve ever been addicted to anything—from Netflix to Instagram to drugs—you can predict the end of this story before I even tell you. Things started to spin out of control. I began to believe I had the Midas touch: anything I touched would turn gold.


But I was in deep trouble and didn’t yet know it. I was nineteen years old with over a hundred grand saved, but I was never satisfied. The bar kept rising higher, and the life I was working for still felt far away.


And it was about to get even farther away.


The Hard Worker’s High


These three adjectives described the life I was after: rich, young, and powerful. I wanted to make enough money so that while I was still young, I could enjoy it. I wanted to retire early. I wanted to be seen as an influential person, sought after for my connections and influence. I wanted to make it to the top. I wanted “the good life.” I wanted to make waves.


I set my sights high, and I enjoyed the challenge. I liked getting up early. I even liked staying late at work. I didn’t mind missing the weekends out with my friends. Too many movies and books portray “the hustle” as painful. I never felt that way. Instead, I experienced what I call the “hard worker’s high.” Like a runner’s high, it’s a new well of energy, a second wind with a sense of euphoria. Many other successful people agree: when you put your head down and start making progress, the work itself becomes its own reward.


I took “workaholic” to the next level. In college, I was still working a full-time job in the finance industry while also waiting tables. I finished my degree in three years—diploma in hand, a six-figure income, and a kind of overachiever’s PTSD to prove it.


By all accounts, I had met my goals: I was already a millionaire. I was only 23. I felt powerful because I spoke in front of large crowds and had built a business with the title “CEO” on my business card. I had made it; I was rich, young, and powerful.


I thought I had everything I wanted.


Why did I still feel empty?


If you’re anything like I was (and still am), you’re ambitious, and you dream big. You want good things for yourself. You want a better life for your family. You want to feel alive—rested and energized. You’re doing well, but you look forward to a day when you can slow down and enjoy your hard work. Ideally, you’d like to retire early, and pass the good life on to your kids and grandkids. In the end, you’d like to have made some kind of contribution to the world. You want a life you can be proud of.


If that’s you, then perhaps you’ll relate when I confess that never once did I feel satisfied with my net worth. Despite my money, I always felt like something was missing. There was always something in me pushing for more. Whenever I crossed a threshold, the finish line jumped farther ahead. While people around me applauded my accomplishments, the silent voice in my head said, “Oh, you think you succeeded? You could do so much better. You could be so much bigger.”


I competed with the worst opponent: myself. My own voice egged me on, saying, “You think a million dollars a year is impressive? You can make $10 million a year.” That voice, however, is never satisfied. It never rests or feels fulfilled. It says, “You were never that successful. Not really.”


When you live with this voice, you’re always looking for what’s next. Though your experience says otherwise, you still believe the next level will make you happy. You work as hard as you can. Except your highs are never as high as your lows are low. You’re going full speed toward a finish line that keeps outpacing you.


Are your thoughts on what God might have in store for you or what God might have to say about your life? You left those considerations way back at the first mile marker.


My point is this: too many of us—Christians especially—work and hustle until one day we realize we’re on a treadmill. As much as we crank up the pace, we’re still running in place. What are we honestly striving for?


Maybe you read this story and think I sound like an immature boy (it’s okay, I was). My guess is that there’s some part of you that also resonates with my approach to life and money in those days. You have a drive you can’t explain. You want to achieve something remarkable. You push yourself and work hard to provide for yourself and your family. At the end of the day, whatever you accomplish or earn never feels like quite enough. You’re always looking for more.
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