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Have you ever heard of people “putting out a fleece”? Or, maybe, have you ever “put out a fleece”? Maybe you wanted God to show you where to go, or what to do … so you design this “test” to get direction from God. The idea goes back to an old dead guy named Gideon, back in the Old Testament book of Judges, chapter 6. You see, God told Gideon to raise an army to defend Israel from some marauders. Well, that was kind of a scary ask, so Gideon wanted to make sure it really was what God wanted him to do. So he took a fleece – some wool from a sheep – he laid it on the ground, and told God, “In the morning, if the fleece is wet, but the ground around it is dry, I’ll know it’s you and I’ll do what you want.” Well, in the morning, the fleece was wet and the ground was dry. That should have done it, right? Well, Gideon wanted even more corroboration. So he tells God, “This time, if the fleece is dry but the ground is wet, I’ll know it’s you and I’ll do what you want.” And, in the morning the fleece was dry and the ground was wet. … Bottom line, why God put up with Gideon’s tests, I have no idea.

Fast forward 1100 years or so, to the time of Jesus. And some guys ask Jesus something I suspect some of you have asked. It’s a pretty common request … of God. They said, “Teacher, we want to see a sign from you, we want a miracle from you … we want you to show us a miraculous sign to prove you are from God.” (Matthew 12.38) Have you ever made a request like that?  Have you ever “tested” God like that? Because, if he really is God, that would seem more than doable.

We create these little “tests” for God, don’t we? “God I need some help here, I need some direction here. I need to know what you want me to do.”
· So, if you want me to take this new job, let them offer me more than I asked for. 
· Or, if she’s the one, let her text me in the next two hours.
· Or, if you want me to buy this house, let the seller drop the price without my asking.

Or maybe you are struggling with your faith in God. He seems awfully quiet, awfully distant, and you need some reassurance. So you are like, “God, I need to feel something.” “I need you to nudge, I need some hope, I need some joy … I need you to do something I can see, something I can feel.”

On the other hand, there are some people who see signs from God everywhere, right? Anything can be a sign from God.
· Need an answer from God, well if the next stoplight I see is red, that’s a “no.” If it’s green, that’s a “go.”
· Or, if they want direction from God, they play Bible roulette. Just open the Bible at random, close your eyes and drop your finger to the page. And look for a way to make that verse speak to whatever you want to know. In other words, some people kind of like treat God like a cosmic “Magic 8 Ball.” Shake the prayer, wait for an answer, interpret the sign.

But … But … Did you know that this “desire for a sign from God,” this propensity we have for “testing” God is a problem … a huge problem? 3000 years ago Moses said, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” (Deuteronomy 6.16) I think that still goes. In fact, over a thousand years later Jesus quotes these very words to Satan: “Do not test the Lord your God.” We don’t make demands of God! We don’t tell God when and how to speak to us! We can’t require God to make our decisions for us when we don’t know what to do! He’s God, right? We’re not. And too often our testing God is driven by our fear, or our desire to control the relationship, or just a refusal to trust him.

Did you know that the story of Gideon and his fleece is not a story of faith and trust. It’s not there as a model for getting answers from God. It’s pretty much the opposite. God had clearly told Gideon what to do. God had already sent an angel to Gideon, because what God wanted him to do was hard. God had already set fire to a rock to make sure Gideon got the point. And Gideon says, “That’s not enough God. I want you to prove yourself to me my way … twice.” Gideon’s fleece is all about fear. Gideon was looking for a way out, a reason not to obey God. 

And those guys who asked Jesus for a sign, a miracle to prove that he really was from God” … Do you know what Jesus told them? He said, “That’s a no, hard pass, not happening.” They’d already seen healings. They’d already seen exorcisms. They’d already seen Jesus feeding a multitude with a McDonald’s happy meal. They didn’t lack evidence, they lacked willingness. They were arrogant jerks: “Prove yourself, Jesus, not your way … prove yourself to us … our way!” In other words, “Make us believe in you, Jesus. I dare you!” But God won’t make you believe in him. He’ll give you enough evidence to believe in him if you want to, but he won’t force you to believe in him if you don’t want to. 

And, sometimes, we struggle with our faith, we struggle with doubt. So we pray and pray and we tell God, “God, I need to feel something … pI need to feel something pretty much right here, pretty much right now. Right now, God!” And God is usually like … quiet. Rarely does he allow us to dictate the temperature of our relationship with him. And often God uses those silent times to shape us. Guys, God does some of his best work in our valleys. 

And those tests we design to get some direction from God … Those tests we design to get God to make some decision for us, because we don’t want to make a bad call … “If she’s the one, let her text me in the next two hours,” Or, “If you want me to buy this house, let them drop the price without my asking” … Guys, we can’t tell God when and how to reveal himself to us. Maybe … Maybe … God wants uyouto make a God-honoring decision. And if the choice we make is too stupid, he has ways of nudging us … if he chooses. 

And those people who see signs from God everywhere, in the traffic lights being red or green, in the random verses we study for some message from God … Guys, it just doesn’t work that way. God is not some cosmic Magic 8 Ball we can use to blame our choices on.

Moses said, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” Jesus said, “Don’t test the Lord your God.” We don’t make demands of God. We don’t tell him when and how to speak to us. We can’t require that God make decisions for us when we don’t know what to do. He’s God, we’re not. He will not allow us to dictate the terms of our relationship with him. He gives us enough to trust him if we are willing. But he’ll never force himself on us. And he expects us to make some God-honoring choices. 

Bottom line, don’t test God … don’t test God … unless … unless … God says, “Test me.” Which God does … only once in the Bible.  It’s wrong to test God, but it’s equally wrong to disobey God if he tells us, explicitly, “Test me.” … Let me show you.

It’s in the very last book of the Old Testament, the book of Malachi. By the way, it’s not “Mala – ch – i,” it’s “Malakai,” Malachi chapter 3. Now, basically the book of Malachi is full of these disputes between God and his people.  Sometimes God’s people have issues with God: “We don’t think you really love us!” they say.  And sometimes God has issues with his people, especially with their giving.  You see, they were giving back to God, kind of … if there were any leftovers after spending on other stuff.  And what they were giving back to God was really their seconds, their culls.  It was kind of like, “This cow is kind of sick and old, let’s give it to God.” Kind of like our, “This couch is kind of old and out of style, let’s give it to the church,” so when guests come to our church what they see is old and out of style.  And God says, “I won’t accept your leftovers, your seconds.”  In fact, Malachi says, “Do you understand how dumb it is to dishonor God with your giving and still expect him to respond to your prayers and bless you?”  It’s quite an argument.   
 
We’ll pick it up in Malachi 3.6.  This is powerful.  God says, “I am Yahweh, I am the Lord, I am God – I Am!  And I . do . not . change.”  Now, Israel has been arguing with God for 2 chapters, a whole series of disputes.  And it’s kind of like God says, “Will you just shut up now! That’s enough! I’m God! You’re not!” 

And “I do not change.”  Which means – listen – if you are not as close to God as you used to be, he is not the one who moved!  Which means – listen – if you are at an impasse with God … Maybe you don’t want to do what you know he wants you to do.  Well, he won’t compromise!  Have you ever disagreed with God? You know what he wants, and you don’t like it, you don’t agree with him.  I have.  Well, he won’t compromise!  And in time, every time, you will come to realize that he was right, and you were wrong.  He is smarter than we are, and better than we are, and what he wants for us is always better than what we want for us.   
 
“I am God,” he says, “and I do not change.”  Which is really good news! 
· It means … God is never erratic, or fickle; he is never capricious. 
· It means … God will never do wrong, ever. 
· It means … God will make no mistakes, ever. 
· It means … God will always love you … no matter what.  That’s not going to change. 
· It means … God will always do what’s best for you … every time. 
 
Have you ever had a kid battle you, and they get frustrated because you won’t budge?  I hope so!  If you’ve got kids, and if you don’t know what I’m talking about, shame on you!  Do you ever think to yourself, “You’ll thank me later.”  Because the truth is, you know more than they do, and you know where their path is taking them, and you want better for them than they’ll get living a stupid life.  Well, are we wise enough, are we humble enough to recognize that that’s how it is when we battle with God?  He says, “I am God; Not you!  And I don’t change.” (Thank God!) 
 
Verse 7: He says, “Ever since the days of your ancestors, you have scorned my decrees and failed to obey them. (You just keep blowing off what I tell you! He says. Sound familiar?) Now – listen -- return to me, and I will return to you,” says God Almighty.  (But they push back. They’re like, That makes no sense, God. That’s not right. So they)  “But you ask, ‘How can we return when we have never gone away?’”  I kind of think their words fit us, a lot.  God says, “You know what I want, and you keep fighting me!” And we feign this ignorance: “We’re not fighting you, God!  Hpw are we fighting you? We’re here, most Sundays.  We try to do life your way, most of the time – unless your way seems too crazy.  We even serve you with our time, and our sweat, and our money … sometimes.” 
 
And Malachi drills down, verse 8.  He says, listen, “Should people cheat God? (More literally, “Should mere mortals (like you guys) literally rob their Creator?  (Well, should they?  Is that right?)  Yet (he says,) you have cheated me!”  “You have robbed me,” God says.  And they push back hard! That’s crazy, God! When?! How have we ever robbed or cheated you, God?! Listen: Have you ever cheated God?  Have you ever robbed God?  I’m serious: Have you?  Now this is serious stuff, deadly serious.  God is accusing them of robbing / cheating / stealing, that’s 10 commandment stuff.  And this isn’t about cheaters like us robbing other cheaters like you, this is about mere mortals robbing God!  And this isn’t some prophet named Malachi accusing them of cheating God, this is God speaking.  This is what God says they’re doing.  In fact … I suspect this is what God thinks some of us are doing … I think. 
 
And this is such a serious charge that they immediately go on defense.  “What do you mean? When did we ever cheat you (God)?” I may have cheated a few of my neighbors, a little, but when have I ever cheated you, God?  And God says, (Here it is; he says) “You have cheated me of the tithes and offerings due to me.”  Owed me.” How, you ask? He says, “It’s when you refuse to give the first part back of what I have entrusted to you.  It’s when you keep for yourself what I have instructed you to give back.” 
 
Verse 9: And now, he says, “You are under a curse, for your whole nation has been cheating me.” How? … Because they are not paying their tithes! … Now listen.  I need to make something crystal clear.  There is a piece here you may have missed.  Here it is: You see, we think our money and our stuff is ours.  We think it’s all ours.  We think: what’s mine is mine, and if I choose to give some of it to God, aren’t I special?!  What we miss is that, in God’s opinion, it’s all his.  All of it.  We’re using his stuff, but it’s still all his.  Every we have is on loan from God, but it still belongs to him.  God provides all these amazing resources for us to use, as long as we never forget, “It’s all still his.”  And to remind us of that … reality  (repeat) ... he wants the first part back. In the Bible they called those our “first fruits.” Ben talked about that last week… 

Guys, what do you have that God hasn’t given you?  He made you, and whatever you can do, that’s his gift.  He provides the resources, he provides the opportunities, he provides the skills we need – we have nothing good that he hasn’t given us. … Do you believe that?  Do you really? Well, what God is telling them is this: “I have entrusted all these blessings to you, and you are not responding appropriately.  You refuse to remember the role I play in all this.  So … I will withdraw some of my blessings, till you remember.”  
 
Now, I need to slow down for just a minute and pay close attention to what the Bible says, and what it doesn’t say.  Because teachers and preachers have used these verses to lead God’s people to some really bad places.  

He is not telling us to give so we can get.  This isn’t about giving money to God so he will give us even more money back.  That just feeds our greed, which is a terrible sin.  When we read these verses that way, we try to use God to serve us.  That just tightens the grip greed has on us.  Listen, guys, if we love God, we will use money; but if we love money, we will use God.  And giving to God’s work so God will give you even more back is a sin, I think.  You’ve got to make a choice!  Have you ever tried to use God to get more money?  I’m serious.  Sometimes some Christians treat God like a piñata: You take this stick called “giving” and whack at him so the blessings will spill out.  That’s not worship.  That’s not treating God as God.  He’s telling us to do the God-honoring thing, even when it’s scary, and trust him to take care of us.  And you can trust hium, because we have an amazingly beneficent God! 
 
Here’s that he says next, verse 10.  He says, “Bring your full tithe (for them, that was 10%; that’s what tithe means: 10%.  Bring your full 10%) to the Temple treasury so there will be ample provisions in my Temple. (And then he says,) Test me in this (I dare you … Test me. There it is, Test me, God says) and see if I don’t open up heaven itself to you and pour out blessings beyond your wildest dreams.”  Wow!  Did you know that this is only place in the Bible where God flat out says, “Test me.”  He says, “Do it my way, and watch what happens.”  So … Do you have that much … trust … in God? 

… Now, we need to kind of pause and try to figure out what we New Testament Jesus followers are supposed to do with these Old Testament verses.  You see, the Old Testament is not our covenant with. The New Testament spells out our covenant with God. But we’re supposed to learn from the Old Testament as well, right? So, there are 3 ways we can apply an Old Testament promise like this to our own lives. 
· You see, some of the promises in the Bible are just one time promises.  Sometimes God makes a promise to just one person, or just one group, and if you try to apply that promise to yourself, it just won’t work.  God told Noah to build a boat and promised to save humanity through his family.  I hope none of you guys are building an ark.  That was just for Noah. 
· And some of the promises of the Bible are all time promises.  God says something that applies to every man, every woman, every child, for all of time. Psalm 1: “Blessed (blessed by God; God says, I will bless), is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, or stand in the way of sinners, or sit in the seat of mockers.  But his delight is in the law of the Lord.”  I think that is for every man, woman, child, everywhere, for all of time. 
· And some of the promises of the Bible are one-time promises, but what lays underneath them is an all-time principle.  Listen, I know, we are no longer under the Old Testament law.  And I don’t believe the measure of God-honoring giving is the tithe anymore.  And there is no temple anymore to bring your tithe to, and there is no temple treasury.  But … there is a principle that lays underneath these verses that make it way more than just a one-time promise. 
 
Listen to how the apostle Paul puts the same big idea.  (2 Corinthians 9.6-8) The apostle Paul is applying God’s truth directly to us Jesus followers.  Paul says, “Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously.” But Paul is not talking about farming, he’s talking about giving back to God. He says, “You must each decide in your heart how much to give.” He’s talking about Christian giving. 

Now, Paul is not telling them to tithe … 10%. In fact, he tells them they each of them is to decide in their hearts how much to give. You pick a God-honoring number. Have you done that? Now I think the tithe is a pretty good goal for most Jesus followers. For some it may be too much; for others it may be too little. But for most, it probably is a pretty good goal. 

And , Paul says, don’t give reluctantly or in response to pressure. “For God loves a person who gives cheerfully.” And (listen, here it is: he says, and) God will generously provide all you need. (Does that sound like Malachi to you?  It does to me!  You give back in a God-honoring way, and God will take care of you. He says,) Then you will always have everything you need and plenty left over to share with others.”  In other words, If you give stingily, you will receive stingily. So, from your heart, give generously because God has been amazingly generous to you.  And just watch how God takes care of you, how he blesses you.  He says, you will always have all that you need (maybe not all that you want, but all that you really need, and you will taste joy!  Because we have a God who can be trusted.  Now, do you believe that?  Do you really? 
 
One more place … I’m telling you, there is an all-time principle laying underneath this one time promise in Malachi.  Jesus puts it like this.  (Luke 6.38)  He says, “Give, and you will receive. Your gift will return to you in full — (in fact, it will be returned more than full, it will be) pressed down, shaken together to make room for more, running over, and poured into your lap. The amount you give will determine the amount you get back.”  That’s Jesus speaking.  That’s God in the flesh; speaking directly to us.  So … Do you believe him?  Now this isn’t some quid pro quo, you scratch God’s back and he’ll scratch yours.  This is God saying, “Trust me!  I dare you!” Guys, it is way better to live a selfless, God-centered life than a self-centered one.  It is way better to do life recognizing that we have been blessed by God so we can bless back.  Listen, there is a sense in which God lets us choose how we want him to treat us.  You give him your first part back, and you be generous, and watch how your life will be blessed. 
 
That’s the principle, guys: We are Jesus followers.  And as Jesus followers we give our first part back to God, and we give generously, and we trust that God will take care of us, and that he will bless us.  Maybe not in ways that we expect, but he will bless us.  In fact, we have been blessed in part so we can bless others. And … we are blessed when we bless.  Do you believe that?  Do you really?  … Do you believe it enough to put it to the test?

So, here it is, guys: Don’t test God. It’s foolish and arrogant to test God. We don’t get to dictate how and when God speaks to us, or helps us. He’s God, and we are not.  But … But … it is also foolish and arrogant to disobey God when he says, “Test me.” Don’t be afraid. Don’t be stubborn. Just do it.

Now, Ben has been asking you to stretch.  He has been asking you to put yourself in a place where you have to trust God more.  But it’s really not Ben’s ask.  I think it’s God’s. Listen guys, it is never smart to test God.  But it’s equally stupid to push back when God says, “Trust me.”  If you are trying to test God with a test you design, that’s not smart.  But it’s more than stupid to plug your ears when God says, “Trust me.” 

I know, God doesn’t need our money. And I know, God doesn’t need our flattery.  He doesn’t need our praise. No … he’s kind of like a dad, treading water under  a diving board encouraging his kids to jump. Not because he wants to see them scared. But because he know the joy they will taste when they conquer their fear, and the delights they will enjoy from that first scary jump on.  God knows that when we put him first, everything else in our life retreats back into its proper place, and life is better,

So, guys … trust him.  Give God your first part back. Use that habit to drill down that conviction that it’s all his anyway, and you want him to know that you will keep him first in everything. 
· So, if you have been giving nothing, give it a shot. Give him your first part.
· Or, if you give occasionally, when you have some extra, make giving him your first part a habit.
· Or, if giving your first part is already your habit, maby try choosing a percentage rather than a number. 2%, 3%, 5% … 55 more …
· And then, when God nudges, even be prepared to give radically. … He’s God, and he’s worth it.

Listen, when God says, “Test me,” he’s really testing us. He’s wanting us to change, because it puts us on a path to better , God-honoring life.  Guys, trust him.  
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