
STUDY 4: GO BEYOND 
Numbers 18:20-21 

And the LORD said to Aaron, “You shall have no inheritance in their land, 
neither shall you have any portion among them. I am your portion and your 
inheritance among the people of Israel.“To the Levites I have given every tithe 
in Israel for an inheritance, in return for their service that they do, their 
service in the tent of meeting. (Numbers 18:20-21) 

In the Old Testament (OT), the Levites (descendants of Jacob’s son Levi) were 
chosen, called and commissioned by God to carry out all the tasks of ministry 
related to the tabernacle/temple and the administration of religious life on 
behalf of God’s people (see Exodus 32:25-29). In our more modern day 
terminology, the position would be somewhat similar to those chosen, called 
and commissioned into full-time ministry to serve the needs of the church. As a 
significant part of their calling, the Levites were to be set apart from the rest of 
God’s people and given “no inheritance” in the land. This meant that, unlike the 
other tribes, they would possess no tribal territory (personal property) in the 
land that God was giving to Israel. Instead, the Lord was to be their inheritance. 

The Levites were chosen to be set apart by God for God on behalf of God’s 
people. They were to devote their whole lives to ministry, and without personal 
property, they would have to completely depend on the Lord’s provision to take 
care of all their basic and material needs.  

And so how would God provide for everything the Levites needed physically 
and materially? Our text provides us with the clear answer.  
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“To the Levites I have given every tithe in Israel for an inheritance, in return 
for their service that they do, their service in the tent of meeting.” 

  
The sole source of income for those set apart for service to God was to come from 
the financial support of the other tribes in the land of Israel. All of God’s people 
were to set aside one-tenth (10%) of their annual produce and property in order 
to support the Levites scattered among them. Even the Levites were to set aside 
“a tithe of the tithe” (v. 18:26) to present to the priests from within their ranks 
who were appointed as God’s special representatives before God’s people. And 
then to make sure everyone obeyed this order with integrity, a declaration of 
honesty was to be made in prayer after all your tithe had been paid. 

“When you have finished paying all the tithe of your produce in the 
third year, which is the year of tithing, giving it to the Levite, the 
sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow, so that they may eat within 
your towns and be filled, then you shall say before the LORD your God, 
‘I have removed the sacred portion out of my house, and moreover, I 
have given it to the Levite, the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow, 
according to all your commandment that you have commanded me. I 
have not transgressed any of your commandments, nor have I forgotten 
them. I have not eaten of the tithe while I was mourning, or removed 
any of it while I was unclean, or offered any of it to the dead. I have 
obeyed the voice of the LORD my God. I have done according to all 
that you have commanded me.’” (Deuteronomy 26:12-14) 

So in looking at this OT principle, we must consider what this means for us as 
the people of God today. For many of us, giving away one-tenth of our gross 
annual income could be a significant amount of money. Therefore, we must ask 
ourselves, “Should we as Christians still look to carry out this principle today?”    
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It’s been said that the generation that believed in the tradition of tithing is in 
three places: retirement homes, nursing homes, or cemeteries. Times have 
changed. Many among the church today no longer embrace the obligatory tithe, 
and a big reason for this change is that many young pastors no longer teach it. 
The modern message often coming from the pulpit today is that, “Tithing is an 
Old Testament law that no longer applies to the New Testament (NT) Christian, 
and instead we are to just give freely what we choose to give; not out of compulsion 
but with a cheerful heart.” 

Perhaps one of the most deceitful obstacles that we must overcome in our 
Christian circles today is the misperception that obligation robs us of joy. We 
need to come to understand that the two are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 
There is a great deal of joy to be found in obeying the commands of God.  

For I find my delight in your commandments, which I love. (Psalm 119:47) 

Although a surprise to some, we as God’s people are to obey God’s commands 
out of obligation (He is God) and out of joy (He is good). The gospel is not God 
setting man free from obeying His rules but rather God setting man free from 
obeying His rules righteously (perfectly). On account of what God has done for 
us in Christ, it ought to be our greatest joy in life to fulfill the obligatory 
commands of God as we view them as an opportunity to give back to God out 
of gratitude for the amazing grace that He has given us.    

So yes, we are to give freely, generously, willingly, joyfully and cheerfully, but 
according to Scripture, our giving is also in a very real sense obligatory and 
opportunistic. In fact, in light of what God has given us in Christ, a one-tenth 
offering ought to be the mere training wheels of our Christian giving. “Tithing 
is a bad ceiling but an excellent floor.” (John Ortberg) 
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Therefore, in declaring that we as NT Christians ought to carry on this OT 
principle and in fact go beyond the tithe in our giving, we might observe three 
big reasons for this particular position on tithing.  

1. Jesus elevates the commandments. 

Jesus declared that He did not come to abolish the law but rather to fulfill it. 
Another common misconception among the church today is our “Out with the 
Old and in with the New” mentality towards the OT. Jesus did not do away with 
the OT laws; He fulfilled them. Although some aspects of the OT are no longer 
necessary (eg. animal sacrifices), other moral principles still apply and remain 
unchanged. The task for the NT Christian is to delicately pass OT commands 
through the filter of the NT in order to properly discern the ways in which they 
might still apply to us today. 

Jesus exhorts us to make sure that we never relax any of God’s commandments, 
and He goes on to elevate our obedience to those commandments as a level of 
obedience that ought to go beyond the mere conforming obedience of the 
average religious rule-keeper (Matthew 5:17-20).  

2. Jesus endorses the command to give. 

In a rebuke against the religious leaders of the day, Jesus once declared,  

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and 
dill and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: 
justice and mercy and faithfulness. These you ought to have done, 
without neglecting the others.” (Matthew 23:23) 
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In observing this particular passage, Dr. Timothy Keller writes, “The tithe was 
required by the Mosaic Law and it was affirmed by Jesus in Matthew 23:23.” 
Dr. John Piper goes on to add, “So Jesus endorses tithing: don’t neglect it. It is 
not as essential as justice love and mercy; but it is to be done.”  

So we ought to carry on this OT principle because our Lord endorses it and tells 
us not to neglect it, but we are also to go beyond the tithe to make sure we are 
addressing the “weightier matters” pertaining to justice, mercy and faithfulness.   

3. Jesus exemplifies the call to give more. 

The apostle Paul puts it so plainly and yet so eloquently,  

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was 
rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might 
become rich. (2 Corinthians 8:9) 

In the Incarnation and crucifixion of Christ, we see the standard of sacrificial 
giving shattered beyond measure. In stripping Himself of His Trinitarian status 
and giving His life as a ransom for us, our Lord set a new standard of giving that 
ought to be the lifeblood of His body the church. In light of the cross, it’s hard 
to image that God now expects His NT people to give any less than the one-tenth 
measure of His OT people. The cross shouldn’t lead God’s people to feel free to 
give less. The cross should lead God’s people to freely and faithfully give more.     

Therefore, we as NT Christians ought to carry on this OT principle and in fact 
go beyond the tithe in our efforts to model the life of our Lord. When you are 
truly amazed by God’s grace freely given to us in Christ, you will generously go 
beyond the norm in your support of spreading that amazing grace to others. 
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