Joshua 21:33

Authorized King James Version (KJV)

All the cities of the Gershonites according to their families

were thirteen cities with their suburbs.

Analysis

All the cities of the Gershonites according to their families were thirteen
cities with their suburbs.

This summary totals the Gershonite allocation across four tribes: half-Manasseh (2
cities), Issachar (4 cities), Asher (4 cities), and Naphtali (3 cities). The number
thirteen parallels the priestly Kohathites' thirteen cities (verse 19), demonstrating
equitable provision between the two major Levitical divisions serving at the
tabernacle. The Gershonites' original responsibility was transporting the
tabernacle's curtains, coverings, and hangings (Numbers 3:25-26; 4:24-26)—the
fabric components requiring careful handling but less sacred than the ark and
altar furniture carried by Kohathites.

The Hebrew phrase "according to their families" (lemishpechotam, nnnswn?)
emphasizes that allocation was organized by family clans within the larger tribal
structure. Each mishpachah (family/clan) received cities proportionate to its size,
ensuring no family was neglected. This attention to detail reflects God's
comprehensive care—not merely providing for Levites generally but ensuring
equitable distribution within Levitical subgroups.

The geographical distribution placed Gershonites primarily in northern and
Transjordanian territories—regions most exposed to pagan influence from
Phoenicia, Syria, and Aramean kingdoms. This strategic placement positioned
Levites where covenant teaching was most needed. God doesn't shelter His



servants in comfortable isolation but deploys them to contested frontiers where
truth faces greatest opposition.

Historical Context

The Gershonites descended from Gershon (also spelled Gershom), Levi's firstborn
son (Genesis 46:11; Exodus 6:16-17). Despite being the eldest, Gershon's line
didn't receive the priesthood—that honor went to Aaron's family within Kohath's
line. This pattern appears throughout Scripture: birthright doesn't guarantee
blessing; God's elective purposes transcend human primogeniture (Jacob over
Esau, Joseph over Reuben, David over his brothers). The Gershonites accepted
their supporting role without recorded complaint, modeling humble service within
divine ordering.

During the wilderness wandering, Gershonites camped on the tabernacle's west
side (Numbers 3:23), while Kohathites camped south and Merarites north. This
arranged protection around the sanctuary from all directions. Similarly, their city
distribution in the Promised Land created a network covering Israel's territory
comprehensively. The Levitical city system transformed the wilderness camping
arrangement into permanent settlement pattern, maintaining protective presence
around Israel's worship life.

Chronicles records that Gershonite descendants served as temple musicians under
David's reorganization (1 Chronicles 6:39-43). Asaph, one of David's three chief
musicians, descended from Gershon (1 Chronicles 6:39). This musical ministry
continued the pattern of Gershonites handling the "beautiful" aspects of worship
(curtains, coverings, music) while Kohathites and priests handled the most holy
elements.

Related Passages

Colossians 1:16 — All things created through Christ

Psalm 19:1 — Heavens declare God's glory



Study Questions

1. How does the Gershonites' humble service without the priesthood challenge
our culture's obsession with position and title?

2. What does the strategic placement of Gershonites in northern territories
teach about God's deployment of servants to spiritually contested areas?

3. In what supporting roles might God be calling you that, while not highly
visible, are essential for the body's health?
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