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The concept of the Principle of First is putting God first in our lives, because 
when God is first, everything will come into order. This message gives clarity 
to the concept of ‘first,’ whether it be the firstborn or the firstfruit, and speaks 
to how and why we need to manage our resources so that the tithe we bring to 
God truly is first. We reminded that, in fact, God tells us we can test him in the 
tithing process and see if he will not pour out such blessing that we will not 
have room enough for it (Malachi 3:10). 
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Bill Hybels (on video): If you were to ever play the word association game with well-known 
Christian leaders, it would go something like this: You say the name Billy Graham; you’d think 
‘evangelism.’ If you were to think of the late Chuck Colson, you’d think ‘prison’ or ‘prison 
ministry.’ If you were to think of Rick Warren, you would think probably of The Purpose Driven 
Life. 
 
If you knew today’s speaker, Robert Morris, a little better, you would immediately think of the 
word ‘generosity.’ Robert is one of the most generous people I’ve ever known in the world, and 
certainly the most generous pastor I’ve ever run into. I’ve been to his church, Gateway Church, 
down in the Dallas/Fort Worth area. I’ve taught there several times. And his spirit of generosity 
has infected his entire congregation. 
 
Robert, in his typical generous style, gave me one of the books that he had written several years 
ago. It is called The Blessed Life. He signed it and he gave it to me for free. I called him after I 
read it and I said, “That free book that you gave me turned out to be the most expensive book 
that I have ever read”—because it moved me to new levels of generosity. Just largeness of heart; 
a magnanimous spirit. 
 
Robert’s relationship with God has transformed his inner person to becoming a giver. This 
weekend he’s here to be able to speak to our congregation. Frustratingly, it didn’t work out for 
me to be able to introduce him in person, and so I’ve had to resort to video. But know my heart: I 
really love this guy. He pastors a great church, and it’s a great honor to have him pastoring this 
weekend in our church. So let’s give Robert Morris a very warm Willow Creek welcome. 
 
[applause] 
 
Robert Morris: Thank you. I am so honored to be with you. You don’t know this, but you have 
ministered to me and to our church tremendously. Willow Creek is a pattern church, a lead 
church in the body of Christ; and so we’ve attended conferences here, we’ve learned from you, 
we’ve met with your staff. You may not want to claim us, but we kind of feel like we’re one of 
your southern campuses. [laughter] We love you guys so much. 
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My wife, Debbie, is here with me. We have been married this May for thirty-three years. 
[applause] I know what you’re thinking when you look at us and I say it’s been thirty-three 
years. Yes, we got married when we were ten. [laughter] 
 
We have three grown and married children. I put the words ‘and married’ on there and I’ll tell 
you why. Some of you know why I say that. Because our children are grown and married, that 
means that Debbie and I are now wealthy. [laughter] We’ve gotten them out of the house. We 
love them, but we’re glad they’re gone. [laughter] I’m joking. 
 
We have three grandchildren and we have one on the way. If you don’t know, grandchildren are 
God’s reward for not killing your children. [laughter] They are fantastic. You can play with 
them, have a great time, pop ’em up on sugar, and then send them home to get your kids back for 
all they did to you. 
 
Bill is a tremendous friend of mine and a tremendous mentor in my life. I love being around Bill. 
He constantly challenges me to think more strategically for the kingdom. He is known in the 
body of Christ—I’m sure you know this: He is like the apostle Paul of our generation. You may 
not see him like that because you see him every week, but we other pastors see him that way. I 
just love being around him. He’s kind. He’s compassionate. He’s generous … for a man who’s 
Dutch. [laughter] He did seem to get an extra Dutch gene. Have you noticed? 
 
I actually dedicated my last book to him because of the influence that he’s had in my life. I listen 
to this series “Simplify,” and three words I want to get out of my life: exhausted, overscheduled, 
overwhelmed. That message he preached last week is one of the best messages that I will ever 
preach. … I mean that I’ve ever heard. [laughter] 
 
Bill talked about spiritual reconciliation and financial reconciliation, and I do want to share with 
you about my financial reconciliation with God, because that has changed my life more than 
anything that’s ever happened to me since I became a Christ-follower. 
 
But first I want to tell you just a little about my spiritual reconciliation. I grew up in the church. 
Going to church. We went all the time. My parents were real faithful Christians, but I never got 
it. I just didn’t get it. And I grew up very insecure. I felt rejected. I felt like I was the oddball. I 
felt like I was the kid that just didn’t fit in. 
 
My dad was very successful. He owned a company. And I never thought I could measure up. But 
I didn’t have those conscious thoughts. I look back now and I can see the shame and the rejection 
that I grew up with. I tried to do the right thing, but I just never did. And then I got in with the 
wrong crowd. I got very involved in some terrible sin that I really don’t even want to go into. But 
I kept going to church. And I just felt horrible because I’m going to church, but I’m living this 
double life. 
 
I went to all the youth things. I went to youth camps. And we had a great youth pastor. God bless 
him. He kept coming up with these ways to help us commit our lives to Christ, but they never 
worked for me. I don’t know why. Again, I always felt like the oddball. Maybe you can relate to 
that. 
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I remember one year our youth pastor came up with this thing where we were supposed to go out 
in the woods and find a stick; and we were to come back and toss that stick in this big bonfire 
and say “This is my life for God. I’m going to burn up for God.” So it’s the whole youth group, 
and they’re all doing this. Then toward the end I walk up and I say, “This is my life for God,” 
and I toss my stick into the fire, it hits another stick, and rolls down the hill into the lake. 
[laughter] 
 
The next year our youth pastor got these little Styrofoam banana split containers from Dairy 
Queen. I don’t know if these restaurants are all over, but they have hamburgers and all. And they 
have these banana splits. You’ve probably seen these Styrofoam things. He got them and he 
made them like little boats. He put wax in the bottom and a candle, and we were supposed to 
carry it down to the lake and put our little Dairy queen banana split boat with our candle in the 
lake and say, “This is my life for God.” 
 
I was waiting till the end because I was thinking something would happen to my boat. “Please, 
God, please, just this one time, I promise I’ll serve you if my boat will make it.” On the other 
side of the lake was a cross that was lighted. And everyone’s boat was going toward the cross. I 
remember thinking, This youth pastor is good. I don’t know how he did that, but … 
 
And so I wanted my boat to go toward the cross like all the other boats. So I went down to the 
water. I said, “This is my life for God,” and I kind of shoved my boat to try to help it. And it 
turned and started going the wrong way. The only boat that went thataway. 
 
The youth pastor was standing on the shore and he was giving his message, but everybody was 
looking over his shoulder at all the boats going toward to cross and my boat going the wrong 
way. And I’m telling you the truth—my wife was there in the youth group; she can testify—my 
boat, out in the lake all by itself, and the candle fell over, the boat caught on fire, burned and 
sank. [laughter] This is my life for God. 
 
I kept getting involved more and more in sin. I got very involved in drugs and immorality and 
things. Finally I was in a motel room. Not a hotel room. I want to make the difference here; I was 
in a motel room. It’s called Jake’s Motel. Room 12. They only had thirteen. Jake’s Motel, just so 
you know, has no stars. [laughter] But they did provide pets. [laughter] 
 
So anyway, I’m in this motel room and I’m in Room 12. In Room 13 is this guy that shares with 
me about the Lord. And I said, “You know, I know all that. I grew up in church and all.” And he 
said, “No, it’s not knowing it; it’s giving him control.” I’d never heard that. 
 
He said, “You can know that Jesus is the Son of God. You can know that he died for your sins. 
You can know all that. But when are you going to give him control of your life?” 
 
And I remember in that motel room saying, “God, I’ve tried to change. I can’t change. I want 
you to know I can’t change. But if you want my life, you can have it.” And it was like he just 
reached down and picked me up like you pick up a small child, and he said, “You’re my child 
now. You’re my child.” And everything changed from that moment. 
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Now I didn’t become perfect, but my heart changed. I wanted to do what was right, and I’d never 
wanted to do what was right before. 
 
So I had this spiritual reconciliation immediately. Came home; told Debbie about it. Debbie and 
I were already married. And everything changed. So we go to church, and the pastor’s preaching 
on tithing. Now when I got saved, Debbie and I were making six hundred dollars a month … 
combined income … 1981. That’s combined, okay? And let me be honest with you: she made 
four hundred a month; I made two hundred a month. And let me tell you why I tell you that: I 
want all of you to know that you are looking at a man today that without Christ had the ability to 
make two hundred dollars a month. [laughter] I want you to know that. 
 
So I hear this message on tithing; and I think, Well, that’s right. It’s in the Bible. I’m going to do 
it God’s way. I’m giving my life to him now; I’m going to do it God’s way. So we gave $60 that 
day. Make $600; gave $60. 
 
That’s on a Sunday. The next day, on Monday, my boss calls me in and says, “I’m going to give 
you a $200 a month raise. I’m doubling your salary.” And here’s what I’ll never forget. He looks 
me right in the eye and he says, “And I have no idea why I am doing this.” [laughter] 
 
It was God encouraging me: Do it my way; it works my way. It doesn’t make sense, but it will 
work. 
 
And so I had this financial reconciliation, and I’ve been on this journey since. I’ve been studying 
this and learning about this, and now helping other pastors and other people learn about this. And 
so I want to share with you the most important principle in my life that I’ve learned since I began 
following Christ. 
 
I call it the Principle of First. If you want to turn in your Bibles, Exodus 13 is where I’ll be 
reading. And I know this is an Old Testament passage, but it’s in the Bible. And this is a 
principle that you will see runs throughout the Old Testament and through the New Testament as 
well. It is the principle of putting God first in our lives. And please hear this: When God’s first, 
everything will come into order. I’m not saying you’ll never not have a difficulty or not go 
through a bad circumstance; I’m just saying things will come into order. But when God’s not 
first, everything’s out of order. 
 
The passage in Exodus 13:1-2 says, 1Then the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 2“Consecrate—
which is a big fancy word for ‘set aside’—Consecrate to me all the firstborn, whatever opens the 
womb among the children of Israel, both of man and beast; it is mine.” 
 
Now this phrase It is mine is a very emphatic phrase in the Hebrew, in which the Old Testament 
was originally written. It’s very emphatic: It belongs to me; it’s my property. 
 
And it’s in the Bible several times, this Hebrew phrase or a form of it. And I’ll show you a few 
other times and how important this is to God: The firstborn belongs to me. 
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Verses 12 and 13 say, … 12that you shall set apart to the Lord all that open the womb, that is, 
every firstborn that comes from an animal which you have; the males shall be the Lord’s.—This 
is similar to phrasing in the Hebrew language: “shall belong to God”—13But every firstborn of a 
donkey, you shall redeem with a lamb; and if you will not redeem it, then you shall break its 
neck.—In other words, you’re going to lose it anyway if you don’t do this.— And all the 
firstborn of man among your sons you shall redeem. (Exodus 13:12-13). 
 
Now I have three points. Bill had five last week. I couldn’t think of two more, so we’re going to 
go with three. And if you’re taking notes, I want you to write these down. Even if you’re not 
taking notes, write these down. [laughter] 
 
Number one: The firstborn is sacrificed or redeemed. 
 
That’s what we just read, and we’re going to talk about what it means that the firstborn is 
sacrificed or redeemed. If you were a rancher who had animals, when your animal had a 
firstborn, if it was a clean animal, you had to sacrifice it to the Lord. If it was an unclean animal, 
you had to redeem it with the sacrifice of a clean animal. That’s why he uses a lamb, 
representing a clean animal, and a donkey, representing an unclean animal. 
 
What in the world does that have to do with us today? Well, I want you to understand that all of 
these principles in Scripture represent something to us today as Christ-followers. They represent 
something to us if we’ll look for what they represent and study it through the rest of Scripture. 
So I want to remind you, if the animal is clean, it has to be sacrificed. If it’s unclean, it has to be 
redeemed with the sacrifice of a clean. Okay, what does that mean? 
 
Well, let me ask you a couple of questions. Were you and I—and I’m talking about our spiritual 
condition—born clean or unclean? 
 
We were born unclean. The Bible says we’re born in sin. We’re all born with a sin nature. We’re 
born with a bent toward sin or doing the wrong thing, going the wrong way. 
 
As a matter of fact, what I could do just to prove it is ask the experts here, all the parents. Let me 
just ask the parents one question: Did you have to teach your children to be bad? [laughter] Or 
did it come naturally for them? It comes naturally for us to do the wrong thing. We have to teach 
children to be good. So we were all born unclean. 
 
Second question: Was Jesus born unclean or clean? He was born clean. 
 
Okay, listen to me. Don’t ever forget what I’m about to tell you: The clean had to be sacrificed 
so the unclean could be redeemed. That’s what we just read. That’s what that represents. All the 
way back in Exodus. That’s why God did that. And so when we understand that God Jesus is 
God’s firstborn …  
 
I’m going to take you a little bit further. Maybe you’ve never understood that Jesus is God’s 
tithe. Let me tell you how I mean that. God didn’t say, “Wait until you have ten sheep and then 
give me one of them. And if you want to, give me the one that keeps getting in the flower bed.” 
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He didn’t say that. He said, “Give me the first one before you have anymore. And then the rest 
are blessed.” Or the rest are redeemed. 
 
It’s the principle, when we talk about tithing, of the first ten percent. And it’s the principle of 
faith that brings the blessing on our life. Because we don’t wait to pay our bills and see if there’s 
enough left over for God; we give God the first ten percent and then God blesses the rest. This is 
the principle of the firstborn. So God said, “You give me the first one in faith that I’ll bless the 
rest.” 
 
Now this is why I say Jesus is God’s tithe, because God didn’t wait to see if we would clean up 
before he gave his Son. God gave Jesus first. The Bible says, While we were yet sinners, Christ 
died for us (Romans 5:8). Jesus died for us when we were mocking him, spitting on him, and 
nailing him to a cross. He’s God’s tithe. God gave him. This is the way Romans says it, in hope 
that we would believe. 
 
So God didn’t wait. And that’s the way it is when we tithe; we don’t wait to see if God’s going to 
bless us: “Well, Pastor, I’ll wait and if God blesses me, then I’ll give him ten percent.” That’s not 
faith. Faith is “I’ll give God the first portion of my income,” and then that is what actually enacts 
the blessing for the rest to be blessed. 
 
Listen, I’ve told our whole church—I know this is going to shock you—I’ve told our whole 
church: “You tithe for one year, and if you are not fully satisfied at the end of that year, I’ll give 
you your money back.” I’ve told our church that on numerous occasions. And you know what? 
I’ll tell you: You tithe for one year, and if you’re not fully satisfied at the end of that year, Bill 
will give you your money back. [laughter] He should have been here. He should have been here 
today, so … [laughter] 
 
Please hear me. I’ve seen such a benefit. And this is why God says in Malachi: Test me (Malachi 
3:10). Do you realize that’s the only area in the Bible in which God says you can test him? 
There’s no other area but tithing. There’s no other Scripture that says ‘you can test me in this 
area.’ But in tithing, he says Test me. 
 
And this is what he says: 10And see if I will not open for you the windows of heaven and pour out 
such a blessing on you that you will not be able to receive it.—And kind of like if you call right 
now … 11I will rebuke the devourer for your sake (Malachi 3:10-11). 
 
Doesn’t even say for the kingdom’s sake. He says, I rebuke the devourer, which we know is the 
devil, for your sake. 
 
Do you know the number one reason people tell me they don’t tithe? It’s not because they don’t 
believe it. The number one reason: they say, “Pastor, I can’t afford to tithe.” Can I kind of 
declare a guilt-free zone like Bill says? You will never be able to afford to tithe … until you tithe 
… because tithing is what rebukes the enemy. 
 
See, what will happen is that every time you think you’re about to get ahead, something else will 
break. But tithing breaks the curse off of our life. We live in a curse world. God’s not cursing us, 



© 2013 Willow Creek Association ● SIMPLIFY, Part 4 ● Robert Morris ● 3/9-10/13 ● M1310 8 

by the way. I want you to understand that God is not cursing us. We live in a curse world. God 
wants to actually redeem our finances out from under the curse. 
 
My daughter, who’s been married for about two and a half years now and she’s expecting, told 
me that she and her husband, when they were just beginning to date, were standing in a group of 
about seven or eight young people their age from our church. And they were talking about dating 
my daughter. One of them said, “You know, your dad is so strong on tithing, he probably checks 
the tithing records of the guys that want to date you.” [laughter] And my daughter said, “He 
does.” [laughter] And I did. [laughter] 
 
Can I tell you why? Please, please, please again: Guilt-free zone. Please hear me. Why would I 
give my daughter to a thief? I didn’t say this—please don’t get mad at me, I didn’t say this—but 
God said, “You’re robbing me, because it belongs to me.” 
 
Let me say it another way: Why would I give my daughter to a man that can’t even handle 
money? I mean, if he can’t handle money, he definitely can’t handle my daughter, because she’s 
a handful. [laughter] 
 
So the first principle is that the firstborn is sacrificed or redeemed. This is a principle that carries 
through Scripture and it represents something. 
 
Here’s the second principle: The first fruit is offered. 
 
Here’s a Scripture Bill read last week, Proverbs 3:9-10: 9Honor the Lord with your possessions 
and with the firstfruits of all your increase,—all your increase—10so your barns will be filled 
with plenty—there’s a promise with this—and your vats will overflow with new wine. 
 
Exodus 23:19 says, The first of the firstfruits … He wants us to make sure we understand this. 
The first of firstfruits of your land you shall bring—please notice the word ‘bring’—into the 
house of the Lord your God. 
 
And notice, by the way, where you bring the tithe: into the house of the Lord. We don’t tithe to a 
Christian school or Christian university or Christian ministry. We do give offerings over and 
above our tithes to other ministries, but we bring the first ten percent into the house of the Lord. 
 
And I want you to notice the word ‘bring,’ because God never uses the word ‘give’ when he 
talks about tithing because you can’t give what doesn’t belong to you. You can only bring it to 
the house of God. Bring it. 
 
This principle, again, just goes all through Scripture. Think about when the children of Israel 
went into the Promised Land. As soon as they went in, here’s what God said: Bring—he doesn’t 
use the word ‘give’ here—Bring all of the silver and gold from Jericho into the house of the Lord 
(Joshua 6:19). 
 
Now why didn’t he say, “Conquer ten cities and then give me one”? Why did he say Bring all of 
the silver and gold from Jericho? Here’s why: Because Jericho was the first city. Here’s what 
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he’s saying: “If you’ll bring me the first, the rest are blessed.” This principle is all through 
Scripture. 
 
When I was in college, one of the students asked one of the professors: “Why did God accept 
Abel’s offering and he didn’t accept Cain’s?” That’s a great question. And I remember the 
professor said, “You know, I really don’t know. I really don’t know the answer to that question.” 
But when the Lord began to show me this principle, all of a sudden it’s easy to see. 
 
Remember now, firstborn belongs to God and firstfruits belong to God. So let me read you this 
passage and watch why God did not accept Cain’s and he accepted Abel’s. You’ll see it. Genesis 
4:3-5 says, 3And in the process of time—that phrase is very important—In the process of time it 
came to pass that Cain brought an offering—notice you’ll never see the word ‘first’—an 
offering of the fruit of the ground to the Lord. He didn’t bring firstfruits. 
 
4Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat, and the Lord respected—or 
received—Abel and his offering, 5but he did not respect Cain and his offering. 
 
It’s clear, isn’t it? Abel is a rancher. He brings the firstborn. Cain is a farmer, but he doesn’t give 
firstfruits. He gives ‘an’ offering in the process of time. Let me say it another way: He gave what 
he wanted when he wanted. 
 
Do you know how many Christ-followers still do that today? I’ll give what I want when I want. 
But we don’t say it that way; we say, “Pastor, I give as I feel led.” Well, that’s kind of like me 
saying, “I love my wife when I feel led.” The Bible tells us we’re to lay our lives down for our 
wives. And the Bible tells us we’re to give the first of all of our income to the Lord. We bring it 
to the house of God. 
 
It’s not just that God didn’t accept Cain’s offering. Taking it a little further theologically for you: 
God couldn’t accept his offering because it wasn’t first. There are some things that God can’t do. 
A lot of people don’t understand this. They think, well, he’s God; he can do anything he wants 
to. No, he can’t do something outside of his character. He can’t. And I’ll give you some 
examples. 
 
God can’t change. This is called the immutability of God. God can’t change. I’ll tell you very 
simply why he can’t change. God can’t change because if he could change, he could get better; 
and he can’t get better because he’s best. He can’t get any better, so he can’t change. 
 
Let me tell you something else God can’t do—this might shock you: God can’t think the way we 
think. Let me clarify. God can’t think the way we think; this is called his omniscience. It comes 
from two words: ‘omni’ and ‘science’; ‘all’ and ‘knowledge.’ God knows everything. God 
knows everything at the same time. That will blow your mind if you just think about it. God 
knows everything at the same time. 
 
Let me say it another way: Nothing has ever occurred to God. God has never said, “You know 
what I just thought of?” [laughter] “I just thought of something I’ve never thought of before.” 
[laughter] He’s never done that. So God can’t think the way we think. And some of you when I 
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said ‘God can’t think’ and I kind of paused there, you might have even remembered a Scripture 
and said, “Oh, wait, wait. The Bible talks about God’s thoughts. It actually proves it.” 
 
Here’s what it says in Isaiah 55:8-9: 8My thoughts are not your thoughts.… 9As the heavens are 
above the earth, my thoughts are above your thoughts. In other words: I don’t think like you. 
 
So there are some things that God can’t do. I’ll tell you one more thing that God can’t do. God 
can never be second. He can’t be. You say, “Well, we talk about putting God first in our hearts.” 
Okay, yes, God might be in second place in your heart, but that doesn’t make him second. This is 
called the pre-eminence of God. He is higher than all, above all, before all, and first of all. God is 
first. He can never be second. 
 
Let me put it this way: If God plays eighteen holes of golf, his score will be eighteen. If God hits 
the ball, it’s going in the hole. God’s first. He will always be first. God can’t be second. 
 
So please hear me: When you give an offering and it’s not first, he does not accept it. He cannot 
accept it, because he’s in first place always. And when we put him in first place in our lives, 
everything comes into order. 
 
So point one: The firstborn is sacrificed or redeemed. Point two: The firstfruit is offered. 
 
Point number three: The tithe is first. 
 
Leviticus 27:30 says, And all the tithe of the land—notice the word ‘all’—All the tithe of the 
land, whether of the seed of the land or of the fruit of the tree, is the Lord’s. This is the same 
Hebrew wording: It belongs to God. It’s his. We can’t take it; it’s his. It is holy—or set apart—to 
the Lord. 
 
So let me give you an illustration of how this works out; how we give the first ten percent of our 
income to the Lord. And let me just say: This is going to be a math illustration. So half of you 
maybe want to take a break. I understand that math is a strong suit for me. My father is a 
mathematical genius. I’m not a mathematical genius, but numbers actually add up in my mind 
without me trying to get them to. It just happens. And I know that doesn’t happen with everyone. 
 
Debbie and I were in a store a while back, and we were buying something for $7.99. The lady 
said, “I’ll have to figure the tax on the calculator because the cash register is broken.” And I said, 
“It’s sixty-six cents.” And she said, “Excuse me?” And I said, “Sixty-six cents.” She looked at 
me for a minute, did her calculator thing, and said, “It’s sixty-six cents.” I wanted to say, “Yeh, I 
just told you that,” but I didn’t. 
 
We get out to the car and Debbie said to me, “How do you do that? I don’t understand how you 
do that.” I said, “Well, sugar, it’s simple: $7.99 times 8.25 is 66.” [laughter] And she said, “I still 
don’t understand what you’re talking about.” So I thought, Okay, let me break it down, because 
that’s what you do with math. It breaks down, you round up. You do things like that. 
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I said, “Okay, $7.99 is like $8. Eight times eight is sixty-four. A quarter of eight is two. Sixty-
four plus two is sixty-six.” I said, “Sugar, that should happen in less than a second in your mind.” 
[laughter] She said to me, “It doesn’t.” 
 
And then she said, “But I do know what twenty-five percent off means.” I thought she was 
talking about math, so I said, “Okay, if you’re buying stuff for $100, what does it mean if it’s 
twenty-five percent off?” She said, “It means it’s a good deal.” [laughter] She said, “And if it’s 
fifty percent off, it’s free.” [laughter] 
 
How in the world do you figure that? She said, “Fifty percent off is the same thing as buy one/get 
one free. So it’s free.” [laughter] And then she said, “And seventy-five percent off … you’re 
making money.” [laughter] Which explains some imbalances in our checkbook. 
 
Let me give you a real simple math illustration. Please don’t tune out; it won’t last long. Let’s 
say that you own a landscape company, and I call you and say, “Hey, I’d like to do some 
landscaping around my house.” You come out, and I say how many trees and how many 
flowerbeds and all I want, and you give me a bid. You say, “Okay, I want to tell you how I’m 
going to do this bid, Pastor Robert. This is my cost of materials. This will be my labor. So 
here’re all of my expenses. And my profit on the job will be $1,000. If that’s agreeable with you 
…” and I say “Yes, that’s agreeable.” 
 
And so you do the job. And at the end of the job, let’s say I write you a check for all of your 
costs, all of your expenses, your materials and labor and all that. And then let’s just say that I pay 
you your salary in cash, and I put ten one hundred dollar bills in your hand—a thousand dollars, 
okay? I’m going to ask you two questions about that. Remember the word ‘tithe’ in the Hebrew 
means one-tenth, ten percent. 
 
So you’ve got a thousand dollars in your hand. Here’s the first question: How much is the tithe? 
A hundred dollars, right? 
 
Here’s the second question: You’ve got ten one-hundred dollar bills in your hand. Which one is 
the tithe? (The first one.) You’re saying that because you’re listening to the message, and that’s 
great, but how do you know which one is the first one? Well, let me tell you how you know, 
because this is very important. It’s the first one that leaves your hand. That’s the first one. 
 
In other words, you don’t go home and say, “Okay, I want to set aside some for the mortgage, 
some for the car, some for groceries, and here’s God’s part.” No, no, that’s not God’s part. You 
gave God’s part to the mortgage company. Don’t give God’s part to the mortgage company, 
because the mortgage company does not have the power to bless your finances. And we ought to 
know that after the last few years in this country. But God does bless your finances. 
 
You know what some people do? “Here’s some for the rent. Here’s some for clothing. Here’s 
some for food. Oh, … there’s not enough left over for God.” 
 
Can I tell you something, please, just in love? God wouldn’t have received it anyway, because he 
doesn’t receive leftovers. He’s much more worthy than that. He receives the first. 
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And you have to hear this. This is the way I do it. I get paid online. It’s automatic deposit. It just 
magically appears in my account every two weeks, the fifteenth and thirtieth. And what I do on 
those days, the fifteenth and thirtieth, while I’m having my quiet time in the morning, is I go 
online and I give. I’ve just set it up where I pay all my bills online, so I’ve just set up the church 
as one of those line items. And so the very first thing I do before I pay any other bill is on those 
days, the fifteenth and thirtieth, I go online and I send a tithe immediately. 
 
About sixty to seventy percent of our church does that. They give online like that. Immediately 
when they get paid, they give. 
 
I started doing this years ago: giving immediately. The first check that goes out of my account 
goes to the church. Now please hear me. I am not legalistic about this. God’s not legalistic either. 
A lot of people think he is, but he is not a legalistic God. It is about the heart. I’m talking to you 
about a heart principle here. 
 
I want you to understand that I’m not legalistic from the standpoint that let’s say I forget one 
morning and I rush out to a meeting; and I come home that night and I think, Oh, I got paid today 
and didn’t give the tithe; and I go online and I notice that Debbie went to the grocery store that 
day. Okay, I don’t say to her, “Well, that’s great, sugar, we’re cursed.” [laughter] “You gave the 
tithe to Jewel and now we’re cursed.” 
 
No, I’m not legalistic and God’s not legalistic. I’m not preaching something legalistic to you. I’m 
telling you it’s about your heart. A very serious question for all of us: In my heart is God first? Is 
he first? 
 
Let me show you one more Scripture, back in Exodus 13. Remember it was talking about how 
you sacrifice the firstborn or redeem the firstborn, and we stopped at verse 13. Look at verse 14: 
 
14So it shall be, when your son asks you in time to come, saying, ‘What is this?’ —in other 
words, why are you doing this, Dad, this sacrifice of the firstborn?—that you shall say to him, 
‘By strength of hand the LORD brought us out of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. 15And it 
came to pass, when Pharaoh was stubborn about letting us go, that the LORD killed all the 
firstborn in the land of Egypt, both the firstborn of man and the firstborn of beast. Therefore—in 
other words, this is the reason—I sacrifice to the LORD all males that open the womb, but all the 
firstborn of my sons I redeem’ (Exodus 13:14-15). 
 
This is amazing. Here’s what God says in essence, and please hear this: How you handle your 
finances is going to affect your children. That’s what he’s saying.  He’s saying you’re going to 
have a teaching opportunity with your children. And he explains how to teach your children 
about this. 
 
So think about a little Jewish boy running into the house and he says, “Mom, Dad, the sheep is 
having a lamb.” It’s her first. And they all leave the kitchen to run out to the barn. The dad, 
though, on the way out of the kitchen picks up the butcher knife. And they go out to the barn and 
they go, “Oh, the miracle of life. Look at that. Oh, look at the little lamb. He’s standing up.” 
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And then the dad goes over, grabs the lamb by the hind legs, and cuts its throat. And the little 
boy is watching this. You know what he’s thinking, don’t you? Don’t mess with Dad. I don’t 
know what that lamb did, [laughter] but I’m not going to do that. And as the boy grows up, his 
dad keeps doing this. 
 
And then one day the dad comes in from the field. The son is now grown, maybe in his early 
twenties. And he’s got the account books out in front of him. His dad comes in and he says, 
“Dad, sit down for just a minute. I just want to talk to you about something. Um, Dad, I’ve been 
going over the books for last year and you might not even know you do this—you know, we all 
have blind spots, Dad—but every time that one of our animals has a firstborn, you … how shall I 
say this? …uh … kill it. And, Dad, you killed seventy-four animals last year. Dad, we’re in the 
ranching business, and I’ve figured up exactly how much that cut into our profits. Why do you 
do this, Dad?” 
 
And when your son asks why do you do this, you can see that father saying, “Son, I need to tell 
you something about our family that you don’t know. We weren’t always in the ranching 
business. We didn’t have any sheep, son. As a matter of fact, we were slaves. We were in 
bondage. But God, with a mighty hand, delivered us. Therefore, we gladly give to God the 
firstborn of all of our animals, because everything we have comes from God.” 
 
Now this Exodus passage was written four thousand years ago, but it happened to me. Years ago 
I’m paying the bills; and back then, I didn’t do it online. We didn’t even have the Internet at that 
time, and so I was writing checks. And I would always write the tithe check first. And then I 
would set it over to the side while I wrote out checks to pay the rest of the bills. For you younger 
people here, we used to have little pieces of paper called checks. [laughter] 
 
So I write the tithe check, set it over to the side, and then I’m paying the rest of the bills. And my 
son has gotten old enough now to read and write and understand. And numbers are easy for him, 
too, so he figured out how much this tithe check was. He comes in and I see him out of the 
corner of my eye. He’s looking at the tithe check, and it dawns on him how much money that is. 
And to a child, it’s a lot of money. And he said to me, “Dad, why do you give so much money to 
the church?” 
 
And I remember this Scripture. And I set him on my lap and I said to him, “Son, I need to tell 
you something about your daddy that you don’t know. Your daddy wasn’t always a Christian. 
And your daddy was a very bad man. But God with a mighty hand delivered your daddy. 
Therefore, I gladly give to God the first of all of my finances. [applause] 
 
I want you to bow your heads and close your eyes. Would you just close your eyes for a moment 
so you don’t get distracted by anything around you. And just as a response, as Bill asked you last 
week to make a response, would you ask the Lord in your heart—just one of those whispers; you 
don’t have to say it out loud, just in your heart …  Will you just say, “God, what are you saying 
to me through this message?” Just ask him that: “Lord, what are you saying to me in this 
message?”  
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And the Lord might speak something to you right now. It might be sometime this week. But 
here’s what I’m asking you: Will you put God first in this area and watch what he does? 
 
I want to pray for you. 
 
Lord, I pray that you will help all of us. We all struggle in different areas, and we all struggle in 
this area. Lord, will you help us to always put you first in every area of our lives. And in the area 
of our finances, will you help us understand the Principle of First? 
 
In Jesus’ name. Amen. 
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