
Numbers 3:17
Authorized King James Version (KJV)

And these were the sons of Levi by their names; Gershon, and

Kohath, and Merari. 

Analysis

The Three Levitical Clans: This verse introduces the genealogical structure of

the Levitical tribe by naming Levi's three sons: Gershon, Kohath, and Merari. In

Hebrew,  "sons"  (bene, �ְּניֵ  (ב  indicates  direct  descendants  and  establishes  the

patriarchal  lines  through which Levitical  duties  were  organized.  Each of  these

three clans received specific responsibilities related to tabernacle service, creating

an ordered system for  worship  administration.  "By  their  names"  (beshemotam,

(ב�ִּש�ְּמֹתםָ  emphasizes  personal  identification  and  covenantal  continuity—these

weren't generic servants but named individuals with divinely appointed roles.

Gershon, Kohath, and Merari's Distinct Roles: The Gershonites handled the

tabernacle's  fabric  elements—curtains,  coverings,  and  hangings  (Numbers

3:25-26). The Kohathites, the most honored clan (from which Moses and Aaron

descended), carried the sanctuary's sacred objects—ark, table, lampstand, altars—

after priests covered them (Numbers 3:29-32, 4:4-15). The Merarites transported

structural  elements—frames,  pillars,  bases,  and  pegs  (Numbers  3:36-37).  This

division of labor demonstrated God's attention to detail and His desire for order in

worship, where each family unit knew its sacred assignment.

Theological Significance of Ordered Worship: God's meticulous organization of

Levitical service reveals that worship isn't casual or chaotic but requires reverent

structure.  Each  clan's  specific  duties  prevented  confusion  and  ensured  the

tabernacle's proper care during Israel's wilderness wanderings. This foreshadows

New Testament teaching about spiritual gifts and orderly worship (1 Corinthians
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12:4-11,  14:40).  The Levitical  system ultimately  pointed forward to  Christ,  our

great High Priest from Judah's tribe (Hebrews 7:11-14), who perfectly fulfills all

priestly functions these three clans imperfectly performed.

Historical Context

This  verse  appears  in  Numbers'  account  of  the  first  wilderness  census  (c.

1446-1445 BC), approximately one year after the Exodus. God commanded Moses

and Aaron to count the tribes and organize the camp with the tabernacle at the

center. The Levites, substituting for Israel's firstborn (Numbers 3:11-13), received

no  territorial  inheritance  but  were  supported  by  other  tribes'  tithes  (Numbers

18:21-24).

Levi's  three  sons—Gershon,  Kohath,  and  Merari—were  born  in  Canaan  before

Jacob's  family  moved  to  Egypt  (Genesis  46:11).  During  the  430-year  Egyptian

sojourn,  these  family  lines  multiplied  into  substantial  clans.  By  the  wilderness

census,  the  Levitical  tribe  numbered  22,000  males  one  month  old  and  above

(Numbers  3:39),  forming  a  significant  workforce  dedicated  entirely  to  sacred

service.

Archaeological discoveries, including ancient Near Eastern temple service records

from Egypt and Mesopotamia, show that priestly hierarchies and specialized roles

were  common  in  antiquity.  However,  Israel's  system  was  unique  in  deriving

authority  from  divine  appointment  rather  than  political  power  or  wealth.  The

Levitical organization endured throughout Israel's history—these same three clans

are  mentioned  during  David's  reign  (1  Chronicles  23:6-23),  Solomon's  temple

dedication (2 Chronicles 29:12-14), and the post-exilic restoration (Ezra 8:18-19),

demonstrating remarkable institutional continuity spanning a millennium.

Related Passages

James 2:17 — Faith and works 

Hebrews 11:1 — Definition of faith 
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Study Questions

How does the division of labor among Levi's descendants illustrate the

importance of spiritual gifts and diverse roles in the church today?

What does God's attention to organizational detail in worship teach us about

approaching corporate worship with reverence and preparation?

How do the specialized duties of the three Levitical clans point forward to

Christ's comprehensive priestly ministry?

In what ways does the Levites' substitutionary role for Israel's firstborn

foreshadow Christ's substitutionary atonement?

How should modern believers balance liturgical order with authentic, Spirit-

led worship?

Interlinear Text

� �ִּהְּֽיו ויַ
H1961

�הֶ ל אֵ
H428

בְּניֵֽ
And these were the sons

H1121

י ִּ לוֵ
of Levi
H3878

ם ב�ִּש�ְּמֹתָ
by their names

H8034

וֹן ְּש� �רֵֽ ג
Gershon

H1648

ת �קְּהָ ו
and Kohath

H6955

ִּיֽ׃ �מְּררָ ו
and Merari

H4847

Additional Cross-References

Genesis  46:11 (Parallel  theme):  And  the  sons  of  Levi;  Gershon,  Kohath,  and

Merari.
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