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Several years ago I set out to discern the reason for we in the modern church not seeing the 

same signs and wonders as the early church.  Jesus promised in John 14:12 that believers 

would do the works He did, and even greater works.  Well, where are they? 

 

Let’s recap what the early church saw in signs and wonders: 

 

 “Many” signs and wonders are mentioned in Acts 2:43 and 5:1-11. 

 

 Great fear (meaning awe at the obvious power of God) is mentioned in Acts 2:43, 

5:1-11 and 19:17. 

 

 All were healed and believers were recognized by other people as being able to 

deliver healing; the community brought their sick into the streets so that the shadow 

of Peter passing by might fall on them in Acts 5:15-16; people were healed by their 

families bringing them handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched Paul in Acts 

19:12. 

 

 Resurrection – Peter raising Tabitha in Acts 9:35; Paul raising Eutychus in Acts 20:9-

12. 

 

 The Word “grew and multiplied” in Acts 12:24; “published throughout all the region” in 

Acts 13:44-49; “all in Asia heard the Word” in Acts 19:10; “name of Jesus magnified” 

in Acts 19:17”; “mightily grew the Word of God and prevailed” in Acts 19:20. 

 

 The church growing by leaps and bounds; tracking all the references to “added”, 

“multiplied”, “multiplied greatly”, “multitudes”, “great multitudes” and more, I calculate 

that the church grew from 120 to over 300,000 between A.D. 30-60.  That’s a growth 

rate of 30% per year, compounded. 

 

But I don’t see those signs and wonders today.  Do people bring their sick into the streets in 

hopes that a Christian passing by will heal them?  Are Christians swarmed by people 

wanting us to touch a handkerchief or apron so they can take it back to heal their sick family 

member?  Is church membership growing at 30% per year? 

 

The same power that accomplished these signs and wonders in the early church (the Holy 

Spirit) is available to us, since Hebrews 13:8 declares that Jesus Christ is the same 

yesterday, today and forever.  And Jesus promised that believers would do even greater 

works than He did. 

 

Well, we consider ourselves believers, so why aren’t we doing these works? 
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Ahhhh, there’s the first clue.  We consider ourselves believers … but do we actually meet 

the biblical requirements for being a believer?  Could it be that what Jesus called a 

“believer” entails more than what the modern church realizes? 

 

It seemed obvious to me that if we have the same power available to us, and the promise of 

Jesus that we would do even greater works than He did, but we aren’t getting the same 

results the early church delivered, then … we must be doing things differently than the early 

church. 

 

So I set out to compare the conduct of the modern church vs. that of the early church, to see 

what we could discern.  Here is the result of that effort. 
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Executive Summary 

 

In short, my study shows that three elements must be present in order for the power of the 

Holy Spirit to manifest as it did in the early church: 

 

1. A community of believers obeying Jesus Christ; 

 

2. Everyone in that community doing what God commands us to do with our money; 

and 

 

3. Spiritual leaders of that community spend their time in prayer and ministry of the 

Word … and not in running the business affairs of the church. 

 

When a community behaves this way – as the early church did – the Holy Spirit 

accomplishes many signs and wonders through that community of believers.  We’ll cover the 

details in five parts: 
 

 Tithing – what to give 
 

 Tithing – how it is to be used 
 

 Tithing – how to confirm we are obeying 
 

 Spiritual Leaders 
 

 Community. 
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Part One:  Tithing – what to give 

 

Scripture shows two key teachings about tithes:  first, there are two separate tithes 

commanded; second, there are commands for how the community spends and consumes 

the tithes once they are brought in to God.  The table below shows the two tithes. 

 

TITHES 
Deuteronomy 14:22-27 

Deuteronomy 12:5-12, 17-19 

Deuteronomy 14:28-29 

Deuteronomy 26:12 

WHO Those giving the tithe, and Levites 
Levites, strangers, fatherless and 

widows 

WHAT Annual tithe Third-year tithe 

WHEN Every year Every third year 

WHERE 

Taken to the place chosen by God 

for His Name to dwell (the temple?) 

 

Must NOT be within your gates 

 

 

 

Set aside within your gates 

WHY 

Consumed by the tithers in a feast 

at the Lord’s house, rejoicing that 

the Lord provided; 

plus do not neglect the Levite; 

no mention of stranger, 

fatherless or widow 

Consumed within your gates by 

Levites, strangers, fatherless and 

widows; 

 

no mention of feast by the tithers 

 

 

This is corroborated by Malachi 3:5-12, where not bringing the full tithe is linked to 

oppressing the fatherless and widow (meaning, in the context, to deny them the provision 

designated for them), and to denying the stranger his right.  Thus, there must be a tithe 

designated as provision for the fatherless, widow and stranger. 

 

Let’s look at how these collection cycles for the two tithes overlay the production cycle God 

promises in Leviticus 25:3-7, 20-22. 
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For the purpose of making numerical comparisons (both to comprehend God’s promises 

about tithing and to instruct our giving today), let’s assign the value of “10” to the normal 

annual yield of our crops, herds and trees … when we do things God’s way. 

 

I confess to some confusion right away in understanding the production cycle, so this is my 

good-faith effort to piece together all the clues into a coherent picture.  The sixth-year triple 

yield is to last until the ninth year, according to Leviticus 25:20-22.  But that only happens if 

the cycle is to plant in the second half of the year and harvest in the first half. 

 

If the cycle is plant and harvest in the same year, then the sixth-year triple yield wouldn’t be 

needed for three years.  It would feed us through harvest time in years seven and eight … 

but then we’d have the harvest from year eight’s crop, and wouldn’t need the amount stored 

up from sixth year.  So I went with plant in the second half and harvest in the first half. 

 

We gather the triple yield in the first half of year six, and it sees us through to harvest time in 

year seven.  Then, since we don’t gather in year seven (there is a crop, because we planted 

in year six, we just leave it in the field for all to use as they need), we use the sixth-year 

surplus to get us through to harvest time in year eight.  With no crop (because we didn’t 

plant in year seven), we use the sixth-year surplus to get us through to harvest time in year 

nine, at which point we then harvest the crop we planted in year eight. 

 

 

Year 

Harvest 

/ Gather 

Plant 

/ Sow 

Have the 

use of to 

eat, but no 

Harvest or 

Gather 

Share with 

Strangers, 

Staff and 

Beasts Total 

Yield 

Annual 

Tithe 

3rd-year 

Tithe 

Total 

Tithes 

1-8-15  1     0   0 

2-9 10 1   10 1  1 

3 10 1   10 1 1 2 

4 10 1   10 1  1 

5 10 1   10 1  1 

6 30 1   30 3 3 6 

7   5 5 10 1  1 

7-yr 

Total 
70 6 5 5 80 8 4 12 
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Another logical challenge comes up when trying to fit the third-year tithe into the seven-year 

production cycle.  If the third-year tithe doesn’t reset and start counting again with each 

seven-year cycle, then in year 15 the fatherless, widow and stranger would get zero.  That 

doesn’t seem consistent with God’s character, that He would designate a tithe to support 

those for whom he promises to be a “swift witness” … but then command a cycle which 

regularly yields zero for their designated tithe? 

 

Rather, it seems much more consistent with God’s character that he would arrange for these 

groups for whom he promises to be a “swift witness” … to regularly benefit from the triple 

yield in year six, right?  Thus we show the third-year tithe cycle as resetting so that the third-

year tithe occurs in years three and six of each seven-year cycle. 

 

So the total tithes over a seven-year cycle look like 15% of gross income (12 of 80) that 

goes through the church, plus another 6.25% (5 of 80) that we share directly with those who 

serve us, strangers (poor) and animals. 

 

Next, let’s examine the commands for what the church is to do with our tithes once we bring 

them in. 
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Part Two:  Tithing – how it is to be used 

 

The annual tithe of 10% is to be consumed by tithers at the feast, and to support the Levites.  

How much goes to each use?  Well, we can estimate pretty well based on information 

provided in Scripture. 

 

Together with the population figures in Numbers 1, 2 and 3, and the land given to Levites in 

Numbers 35, we can calculate a reasonable estimate of how much support the Levites 

would need in order to enjoy the same standard of living as the rest of Israel. 

 

Levites’ share of population =   2.8% { 22,000  males age 1 month and up; figure 80% of them 

         were age 20 years and up; rest of Israel numbered 

         603,550  males age 20 years and up } 

 

Levites’ share of land ……   =   .08% { 48 cities with surrounding pastureland of 2,000 cubits 

         square = 13,488 acres; compared to biblical Israel 

         area of 262 million acres, estimate 6.77% of them 

         arable today, gives us an approximation } 

 

If Levites’ net yield from their land is .05% (they must pay someone to tend their pastureland 

while they pull their shifts in the temple, or they cannot work their land as thoroughly as the 

rest of Israel; either way, they net less from their land than everyone else), then they need to 

receive 2.75% from the tithe to enjoy the same level of income as the rest of Israel. 

 

Using the old rule of thumb that business spends a third each on labor, materials and 

overhead, let’s say another 2.75% goes to operating expense for the temple (cleaning, tools, 

oils, repairs, garments, etc.).  The Levites give a tenth of their tenth to Aaron, so 1.0% goes 

to the higher-up level of the church.  That’s a total of 6.5% for church operations. 

 

That leaves 3.5% from the annual tithe for the tithers’ feasting, which seems reasonable.  If 

they walk to Jerusalem, and God expects it might be too far to carry their tithe, it’s not likely 

a one-day turnaround.  So let’s say they feast for most of a week.  It’s easy to estimate that 

we’d spend double our normal amount on groceries if we were out of town and feasting on 

whatever we wanted, including wine and strong drink.  In the Jackson family, this would 

include dessert! 

 

One week is about 1.9% of a year, so double our normal consumption for nearly a week 

would equal 3.5% of our annual consumption.  So that seems a reasonable split:  6.5% 

provides the Levites with the same standard of living as the rest of Israel, and 3.5% is a 

reasonable estimate of what the tithers’ feast might consume. 
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Now let’s analyze the third-year tithe, which equals 5.0% of the 7-yr total yield.  It’s 

supposed to go to the fatherless, widow, stranger and Levite.  Let’s say .5% goes to the 

Levites to defray their commuting costs going to and from the temple for their shifts, and 

another .5% goes to the higher-ups in the church … their tenth of a tenth.  The remaining 

4.0% goes to the stranger, fatherless and widow. 

 

The final part of the “full tithes” is that piece shared with those who serve us, strangers 

(poor) and animals.  This one doesn’t go through the church, but is handled by each tither 

sharing directly.  We were to not gather in the crop, but leave it in the field for all to use as 

they need.  We can eat some of it, and some is for those who serve us.  Strangers (poor) 

are mentioned, as are the beasts of the field. 

 

I picked five going to our use and five going to others, just as a good-faith effort to put a 

number on it.  Out of our five, of course, we tithe one on the total yield of ten.  I wouldn’t 

presume to decree that there are any hard-and-fast rules for how we do this, it’s up to each 

giver to decide.  The Scriptural guide is this:  if you are supposed to share your yield one 

year out of seven with these three groups (those who serve you, strangers or poor, and 

beasts of the field), then what would that look like today?  Arrange your giving accordingly. 

 

Out of the 15% that goes through the church, here’s how our tithes are to be used: 
 

  6.0 %  local church operations 

  1.5 %  “upstream” church operations – to the bishop, missions, etc.? 

  7.5 %    Total for church operations 
 

   3.5 %  tithers’ feast 

   4.0 %  fatherless, widows and strangers (poor) in our local community 
 

 15.0 %    Total tithes going through the church 

 

 

We must do all aspects of the tithes in order to trigger the blessings God promises in 

Malachi 3.  We must bring in the full amount of the tithes (both annual and third-year), and 

the church must then use them as commanded.  It seems obvious to me that “robbing God” 

can be done both by not bringing in the full tithe, and by not applying it to the purposes God 

commands.  He does, after all, call it “oppressing” the widow and fatherless, and denying 

the stranger his “right.” 

 

Next, we’ll study how we can confirm that we are obeying, and trigger the blessings God 

promises. 
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Part Three:  Tithing – how to confirm we are obeying 

 

Scripture tells us of three promises God makes in Malachi 3:10-12 of things He will do if we 

obey His commands about tithing: 
 

1. He will pour out such a blessing there will not be room enough to receive it; 
 

2. He will rebuke the devourer for our sakes; and 
 

3. All nations shall call us blessed. 

 

Just a quick reality check here.  Anybody think those conditions are being met today?  Do 

Christians receive such a blessing there isn’t room to receive it?  Do Christians not 

experience drought or pestilence or insects or premature ripening of fruit?  Do all nations 

call us blessed? 

 

Well, I haven’t noticed those conditions being met today.  Many Christians around the world 

live in abject poverty.  Many nations curse us.  So that’s a huge proof that we are not 

obeying God’s commands regarding our money, right? 

 

Okay, then how can we tell whether we are obeying?  Let’s begin by calculating what the 

yield would have to be – doing things man’s way – in order for the yield doing it God’s way 

to fit these conditions.  (Not enough room to receive it; devourer rebuked; and all nations 

calling us blessed.) 

 

The normal yield doing it man’s way has to be enough less than the 10 we’ve assigned to 

God’s way, such that we wouldn’t have room to store the 10.  The difference has to be big 

enough to cause all nations to attribute the difference to a blessing from God rather than just 

good growing conditions or plain luck.  And the difference has to allow for such a reduction 

to get to man’s way that it can be described as the activity of a “devourer”. 

 

Well, then 8 or 9 as the normal yield of man’s way doesn’t fit.  If you build a little extra when 

you erect a barn, say 25%, then building for 8 would enable you to store 10.  And the gap 

between 8 or 9 vs. 10 doesn’t inspire awe.  So we’re looking at 6 or 7 as normal yield in 

order to not have room to store 10.  Throw in an occasional year of 2 to account for the 

devourer, and you’ve got a pattern that does inspire awe when compared to what God’s way 

delivers:  say four “6”s plus two “7”s and a “2” in a seven-year period, total of 40 for man’s 

way, vs. five “10”s and a ”30” doing it God’s way.  No drought, no locusts, no devourer … 

that would inspire awe, right?  So here’s the comparison. 
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CATEGORY man’s way God’s way 

 Total yield in 7-yr period 40.0 80.0 

   Total tithes & sharing in 7-yr period   2.5 17.0 

Uses of the tithes:   

  Church operations ( Levites + operating 

     expenses + higher-ups ) 
  2.5   6.0 

  Tithers’ feasting at the Lord’s house    2.8 

  Given to stranger, fatherless and widow     3.2 

  Shared with staff, strangers and beasts     5.0 

Total uses of the tithes   2.5 17.0 

 Estimated surplus added to capital    7.0 

 Net consumption after paying tithes 37.5 56.0 

 Consumption enjoyed at tithers’ feasting    2.8 

Net yield enjoyed by tithers 37.5 65.8 

 

Note:  the tithe under man’s way is 6.35%, estimated by comparing a local church budget to 

average household income in Comal County. 

 

Would that comparison result in all nations calling us blessed?  Well, I think so.  Double the 

yield (gross income in today’s parlance), and easy rather than a struggle.  No drought for 

the Christian community, no pestilence, just steady and consistent crops meeting 

expectations year in and year out.  The seventh-year rest keeping the land fertile.  The profit 

enabling expansion.  Consumption 57% higher than the neighbors, and no suffering from 

the devourer.  Fatherless, widows and strangers (poor) in our community being provided for.  

Vigorous spreading of the gospel, and regular celebration and praise for our God who 

blesses us.  Yeah, I think that might lead to all nations calling us blessed. 

 

Particularly if it were combined with many signs and wonders.  With everyone who comes 

near a Christian being healed.  Yeah, that might lead to all nations calling us blessed. 

 

That wraps up the Tithing part of the study; now, onward to the role of Spiritual Leaders. 
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Part Four:  Spiritual Leaders 

 

Let’s ask, “What role did the Apostles play in the early church as the spiritual leaders?” 

{ Read Acts 5:42 – 6:7 } 

 

The twelve spent their time continually in prayer and ministry of the Word, teaching and 

preaching Jesus Christ daily in the temple and in every house, and said it would be wrong 

to take them away from the Word … so the congregation should elect a board from among 

themselves to handle business affairs. 

 

Paul corroborates this apostolic role, spending his time continually in prayer and teaching in 

every house.  { Read Acts 20:18-21, Romans 1:9, Ephesians 1:15-16, 1 Thessalonians 1:2 } 

 

How does our modern church in the West compare to that model?  Our spiritual leaders 

(clergy) typically spend much of their time running church business affairs … so they are not 

continually in prayer and ministry of the Word, nor do they teach and preach daily and in 

every house. 

 

Pastors / spiritual leaders are given three more descriptions of their role in these Bible 

passages:   
 

1. Spiritual watchmen    { Isaiah 62:6, Jeremiah 6:16-19, Ezekiel 3:17; 33:6 } 
 

2. Shepherds feed the flock    { Jeremiah 3:15; 23:4,Ezekiel 34:23, John 21:17, Acts 

20:28, 1 Peter 5:2, plus warnings in Isaiah 56:10-11, Jeremiah 23:2; 50:6, Ezekiel 

34:2 } 
 

3. The food is to be the Word    { Deuteronomy 8:3, Job 23:12, Psalms 119:103,  

Jeremiah 15:16, 1 Peter 2:2, John 6:32-35; 6:48-51; 6:58 } 

 

The watchmen are to be continually praying to the Lord while on the wall, consistent with the 

Apostles’ praying role.  The shepherds are to feed us the Word, consistent with the 

Apostles’ teaching and preaching role.  Watchmen on the wall keep the enemy out, so that 

role provides our protection.  Feeding us provides nourishment.  When the Apostles 

provided the full portion of protection and nourishment God designed for us … the early 

church grew (“multiplied greatly”). 

 

How about the modern church in the West?  What happens when watchmen abandon their 

post to busy themselves in business affairs, and neglect to teach and preach daily and in 

every house?  Well, the enemy waltzes right in through the unguarded wall.  We are left 

without the full portion of protection, as well as mal-nourished.  That’s a formula for shrinking 

… which is what the modern church in the West is doing. 
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This makes a pretty good candidate for explaining the different results.  When Apostles 

provide the full portion of protection and nourishment … the body flourishes and grows.  

When modern clergy in the West don’t provide the full portion of protection and nourishment 

… the body withers, weakens, shrinks and decays. 

 

There’s another aspect that corroborates this.  Think about the outreach program designed 

by God - the clergy teaching and preaching in every house.  In our parish, if the two full-time 

clergy each taught Bible study in two houses a day, they would visit each house in the 

parish about 6-7 times a year.  On our block are two households of parish members, so our 

neighbors would see a preacher on our block every month. 

 

They’d become curious before long, and ask about it.  We’d invite them to come see for 

themselves.  That’s a phenomenal outreach program – the community sees us living the 

Christian life, becomes curious and asks about it, then gets drawn in by neighbors they 

know and trust.  Is it any surprise that the early church multiplied greatly?  They were 

working the outreach program designed by God … of course they got phenomenal results! 

 

One scholar suggested to me that the Apostles got different results because they were 

different from us, and we should be careful about making comparisons.  That seems 

plausible on the surface, but doesn’t stand up to scrutiny upon further reflection.  Paul 

makes it abundantly clear that we are all rotten, that the only good in us is Christ.  (citations 

shouldn’t really be necessary for this point, it is sprinkled throughout the New Testament). 

 

The power that accomplished the Apostles’ works was the Holy Spirit in them.  We have that 

same power available to us.  So we are not different from the Apostles in our ability to do 

good works, because it isn’t anyone’s fleshly power that does these things.  It is Jesus 

Christ in us, and He is the same yesterday, today and forever. 

 

Next, we look at the role of Community in helping the power of the Holy Spirit manifest 

through the church. 
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Part Five:  Community 

 

The uses of the tithe point out the need for a community.  The annual tithe is to be 

consumed at the temple.  Well, then, there needs to be a temple!  That could only be 

accomplished by a community.  The annual tithe is to be shared with the Levites (clergy, 

today).  The third-year tithe is to be given to the fatherless, widows and strangers (poor) in 

your local community.  Thus, it is impossible to obey God’s commands about tithing unless 

we are part of a community who are all doing so. 

 

What evidence is there that the early church did this?  Well, there’s the report in Acts 4:32-

37 that they sold out and had all things in common.  Beyond that is the example of Ananias 

and Sapphira.  They sold a property in order to give the proceeds to the church … but they 

held back a portion.  And lied about it.  The Holy Spirit struck them down.  And great fear 

came upon all the church in Acts 5:11.  I’d say that would prompt survivors to do what they 

were supposed to do with their money! 

 

Soon after that, in Acts 6:1, a dispute arose because the Grecians in the church felt their 

widows were being neglected in the daily ministration, compared to the Hebrew widows.  

Well, that means there was a daily ministration for the widows!  So the early church was 

giving the full tithes, and using them as commanded.  The early church clergy were 

performing their roles as commanded. 

 

And the early church (through the power of the Holy Spirit) blessed the whole surrounding 

region with healing, many signs and wonders, and good examples of living together in 

peace.  And, therefore, the early church grew by leaps and bounds. 

 

I believe that if we conduct ourselves as the early church did, then we will deliver the same 

results today as the early church did, through the same power of the Holy Spirit.  Here’s 

what it takes: 
 

 Giving both the annual tithe and the third-year tithe, as well as sharing the yield of 

the seventh year with those who serve us, strangers (poor) and animals 
 

 Using the tithes as commanded - for church operations, tithers’ feast, and support of 

the fatherless, widows and strangers (poor) in our own community 
 

 Clergy spending their time in prayer and ministry of the Word, teaching and 

preaching daily in the temple (church today?) and in every house, while … 
 

 Members of the congregation run the business affairs of the church 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 


