
A Biblical Survey of the “Tithe” 
Part 1: Old Testament Use 

 

Tithe (מעׂשרה): A tenth of one’s income to be given as an offering of thanksgiving.   

The concept of tithing has been seen throughout all of history, not only in the Jewish/Christian history but secular as well.  For 

the purpose of part 1, I will examine the Old Testament structure and guidelines of tithing.  I intend to focus on tithing as laid 

forward by the Mosaic Law.   
 

So, why do we want to examine the Mosaic Law of Tithing?  Luther’s Small Catechism states under the 3
rd

 use of the Law that: 

“The law guides me on how I should live, after God by His Spirit has revealed Himself to me.
1
”  By looking at the Mosaic Law 

of Tithing, I believe we are able to understand and achieve a model of tithing that we may use as a guideline for tithing in the 

21
st
 century. 

  

Matthew Rogness in a report titled “A Basis for Christian Giving” lists 3 tithing arrangements under the law that insured that 

the temple and the Levites were cared for.  This system also insured the orderly continuation of the Festivals and the support of 

the poor and hungry.
2
 

 

The First Tithe 
Text:  Leviticus 27:30-33 and Numbers 18:21-24 

Features: All the harvest from the land, all the fruit, all the herds and flocks of animals were subjected to a tithe (Note: the 
Tithe officially belonged to the Lord according to Leviticus 27:30… to withhold it was to rob the Lord according to Malachi 

3:8).  One out of every 10 units of cattle, grain, fruit, etc… was not to be redeemed.  This tithe was to be given to the Levites for 

return for their service, which they performed, the service of the tent of meeting.  It is interesting to note that the people of Israel 

were not permitted to come near the tent of meeting, in other words as Rogness states, “the giver had no authority over the 

disposal of this tithe.  It was done so that the work of the Lord would continue without interruption.”
3
  Take note too that the 

Levites were responsible to pay a tithe on the amount tithed to them.  It was a tithe from a tithe to the Lord. (Numbers 18:25-26) 

 

The Second Tithe 
Text: Deuteronomy 14:22-27 

Features:  This Tithe is known as the Festival Tithe.  This tithe was to be taken from the remaining 9/10
th
 of income 

remaining.
4
  It was to be used and consumed by the one giving the tithe along with his family and his local Levite.  It insured 

that all would eat at the festivals as they celebrated and lifted praises up to God. 

 

The Third Tithe 
Text: Deuteronomy 14:28-29 

Features:  This Tithe is known as the Poor Tithe.  It was given every third year and deposited in the town for the widow, the 

orphans, the strangers passing through the city and the Levites.  The text reads as if the Second Tithe was to be given entirely to 

the Levites and the poor.  But, according to Josephus,
5
 he states that this Poor Tithe was actually a 3

rd
 tithe (Ant., IV, viii, 22).  

 

It is interesting to note that the Old Testament way of tithing was not just 10%.  Following all three tithes the Jews ended up 

paying a tithe around 21.7%.  This tithe was divided into funding the Levites/Tent Meetings (A tithe outside of themselves, 

46.1% of the 21.7% total tithe), the Festivals (a tithe for themselves 41.5% of the 21.7% total tithe), and the Poor tithe (a 

humanitarian tithe, 12.5% of the 21.7% total tithe). 

 

In conclusion, “by giving the tithe the Israelites were declaring solemnly that they were giving a portion back to the Lord who 

had prospered them.  By giving the tithe they also recognized the validity of the priests’ and Levites’ role as God’s 

representatives and acknowledged their right to receive support for the spiritual service they performed on the people’s behalf.  
Furthermore, the tithe afforded the Israelites an opportunity to remember God’s blessings as He had remembered them, and to 

imitate their God’s care for slaves, the poor, orphans, and widows.”
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