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The Genealogy of Esau; The End of the Jacob Narratives and the Beginning of the 

Joseph Narratives; Reconstruction 
 
 

Rachel Died 
 

This is the saddest and most ironic consequence of all the deceptions in this narrative 
(Genesis 35:19).  Jacob has unwittingly put a curse on her by telling Laban, “Let the one with 
whom you’ll find your gods not live” (31:32).  Rachel has told her father that she was 
menstruating so as to keep him from searching her (31:35).  Now she dies in childbirth, 
which both reveals her deception – that she could not have been menstruating – and is the 
horrible fulfillment of Jacob’s words. – Richard Elliott Friedman (from notes on chapter 
thirty-five, Commentary on the Torah with a New English Translation and the Hebrew Text.) 
 
Professor Friedman’s comment attributing Rachel’s death to the curse Jacob had 
unintentionally put on her in chapter 31 is similar to those of Alter and Fox. (Technically, 
Laban did not find the Gods, so did the curse take effect?)  However, he also points out that 
Rachel could not have been menstruating because she was pregnant at the time.  Consider the 
timeline.  From the time Laban left them in Gilead until the meeting with Esau would have 
been only a few days journey.  From the Esau meeting, Jacob journeyed on to Succoth, which 
could have been only another day or two. But in Succoth, we are told he built a house and 
sheds for his cattle (31:17).  Succoth was southwest of the Gilead heights, just east of the 
Jordan River.  In 31:18, we are told he moved on to Shechem, perhaps fifteen miles west of the 
Jordan in Canaan, where he brought a parcel of land.  Again, not a long journey.  We can 
assume he didn’t spend much time in Shechem after Simeon and Levi gutted the town.  So, it is 
possible that they could have lived in Succoth for a few months and Shechem a few months and 
moved on, still during the nine months of Rachel’s pregnancy.   



Amalek and Anah and Other Anomalies: The Esau Genealogies  
 
The Esau Genealogies (chapter thirty-six) is the last of the major genealogies in Genesis.  As 
already noted, the six different genealogies are not always consistent from one to another. At 
the end of chapter twenty-six, we were told that Esau married Judith, the daughter of Beeri 
the Hittite, and Basemath, the daughter of Elon the Hittite.  Later in verse 9 of chapter twenty-
eight, he marries Mahalath, his cousin, daughter of Ishmael.   
 
At the beginning of chapter thirty-six, we are told he is married to Adah who is the daughter 
of Elon the Hittite, and Basemath appears to be the daughter of Ishmael (not Elon the Hittite).  
The third wife in chapter thirty-six is Oholibamah, daughter of Anah, son of Zibeon the Hittite.  
There is no Judith or Mahalath in this group of wives.  Adah, Basemath, and Oholibamah 
remain pretty consistently in the balance of chapter 36.   
 
Oholibamah, daughter of Anah appears again in the list of the sons of Seir the Horite (which, 
if Horite is another name for Hittite, is consistent with Esau having two Hittite wives).  But 
there appear to be two Ahah’s in this section.  Verse twenty lists seven sons for Seir the Horite, 
number four of which is Anah.  Further down this section, each of the sons is listed in the 
same order, followed by the names of their own sons.  Seir’s third son, Zibeon also has a son, 
Anah (v. 24).  Zibeon’s son Anah is presumably the one “who found water in the wilderness”.  
Seir’s fourth son, Anah, either has two children – Dishon and Oholibamah (v. 25), or he has no 
children, and Dishon and Oholibamah belong to Anah, son of Zibeon.  It is not really clear 
which Anah we are talking about.  The latter option is consistent with 36:2, but it seems 
strange that Elon the Hittite’s fourth son has no children at all listed, while two of his 
grandchildren are.  There is of course, justification for the grandchildren if, in fact, one of them 
becomes the wife of Esau, which we have to assume is the case.   
 
Seir the Horite’s first named son, Lotan had a sister named Timna (who may or may not have 
been the daughter of Seir the Horite.)  Timna was married to Eliphaz, Esau’s son, by his wife 
Adah (daughter of Elon the Hittite).  Their son was named Amalek and later becomes chief of 
the Amalekite people.  In Exodus (17:8 – 16), the Amalekites make war against the Israelite 
people in the wilderness.  We first hear of the Amalekites in chapter 15 when Chedorlaomer 
and the other Mesopotamian kings struck down the Horite in the high country of the Seir ... 
and they struck all the territory of the Amalekite (Genesis 15:6 – 7) during the days of 
Abraham.   
 
If we are to follow the genealogy of Seir the Hittite in chapter 6, Timna would have been 
Zibeon’s aunt and the great aunt of Oholibamah, one of Esau’s wives (and therefore the 
stepmother of Timna’s husband).   
 
There is difficulty enough trying to look for consistency within the confines of chapter 36, 
with six different genealogies, probably from six different sources.  Attempting to find a 
complete cohesive chronology by matching different narratives from different parts of the 
Bible is a fool’s errand.   The genealogies are meant to serve as a way of accounting for political 
and historical configurations conceived through a metaphor of biological propagation for an 
audience of perhaps the ninth through the fifth centuries b.c.e.  It should be enough to know 
that the Amalekites were an old nation of fighters from the Seir region, east of the Negeb, 
without worrying whether Oholibamah’s stepson was married to her great aunt. 

 



Reconstruction 
 

Chapter thirty-five appears to be primarily a combination of two narratives, that at times 
seem to be uncomfortably stitched together.  The confusing storyline in verse twenty-eight that 
has the Midianites come along, pluck Joseph out of the pit and sell him to the Ishmaelites for 
twenty pieces of silver, while his brothers apparently stand around gawking, is a bit of a reach.  
The redactor who pieced this all together would likely have left some sections of each of the 
narratives out.  But the question is raised, “What would it look like if we read each of these 
narratives separately?” 
 
The following reconstruction is based on the “Identification of Authors” in the Appendix of 
Who Wrote the Bible, by Richard Elliott Friedman.  The translation is from The Five Books of 
Moses, by Robert Alter (the text that was read in the video for this session):  
 

Chapter Thirty-Seven (J Source) 
 

Joseph, seventeen years old, was tending the flock with his bothers, assisting the sons of 
Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, the wives of his father.  And Joseph brought ill report of them 
to their father.  And he made him an ornamented coat.  And Joseph dreamed a dream and 
told it to his brothers, and they hated him all the more.  And he said to them, “Listen, pray, to 
this dream that I dreamed.  An, look, we were binding sheaves in the field, and look, my 
sheaf arose and actually stood up, and look, your sheaves drew round and bowed to my 
sheaf.”  And his brothers said to him, “Do you mean to reign over us, do you mean to rule 
us?”  And they hated him all the more, for his dreams and for his words.  And he dreamed 
another dream and recounted it to his brothers. And he said, “Look, I dreamed a dream 
again, and, look, the sun and the moon and eleven stars were bowing to me.”  And he 
recounted it to his father and to his brothers, and his father rebuked him and said to him, 
“What is the dream that you have dreamed?  Shall we really come, I and your mother and 
your brothers, to bow before you to the ground?”  And his brothers were jealous of him, 
while his father kept the thing in his mind. 
 
And they said to each other, “Here comes that dream-master! And so now, let us kill him and 
fling him into one of the pits and we can say, a vicious beast has devoured him, and we shall 
see what will come of his dreams.” And it happened when Joseph came to his brothers, that 
they stripped Joseph of his tunic, the ornamented tunic that he had on him.  And they raised 
their eyes and saw and, look, a caravan of Ishmaelites was coming from Gilead, their camels 
bearing gum and balm and ladanum on their way to take down to Egypt.  And Judah said to 
his brothers, “What gain is there if we kill our brother and cover up his blood? Come, let us 
sell him to the Ishmaelites and our hand will not be against him, for he is our brother, our 
own flesh. “And his brothers agreed and sold Joseph to the Ishmaelites for twenty pieces of 
silver, and they brought Joseph to Egypt.   
 
And they took Joseph’s tunic and slaughtered a kid and dipped the tunic in the blood,  
and they sent the ornamented tunic and had it brought to their father, and they said, “This 
we found.  Recognize, pray, is it your son’s tunic or not? “And he recognized it and he said, 
“It is my son’s tunic. 
 
  A vicious beast has devoured him,  
      Joseph is torn to shreds. 



Chapter Thirty-Seven (E Source) 
 
And Israel loved Joseph more than all his sons, for he was the child of his old age.  And his 
brothers saw it was he their father loved more than all his brothers, and they hated him and 
could not speak a kind word to him.  
 
And his brothers went to graze their father’s flock at Shechem.  And Israel said to Joseph, 
“You know, your brothers are pasturing at Shechem.  Come, let me send you to them,” and 
he said to him, “Here I am.”  And he said to him, “Go, pray, to see how your brothers fare, 
and how the flock fares, and bring me back word.”  And he sent him from the valley of 
Hebron and he came to Shechem.  And a man found him and, look, he was wandering in the 
field, and the man asked him, saying, “What is it you seek?  And he said, “My brothers I seek.  
Tell me, pray where they are pasturing?”  And the man said, they have journeyed on from 
here, for I heard them say, “Let us go to Dothan,” And Joseph went after his brothers and 
found them at Dothan.  And they saw him from afar before he drew near them and they 
plotted against him to put him to death.  And Reuben heard and came to his rescue and said, 
“We must not take his life.” And Reuben said to them, shed no blood!  Fling him into this pit 
and do not raise a hand against him” – that he might rescue him from their hands to bring 
him back to his father.  And they took him and flung him into the pit, and the pit was empty, 
there was no water in it.  And they sat down to eat bread.  And Midianite merchantmen 
passed by and pulled Joseph up out of the pit.  And Reuben came back to the pit, and, look, 
Joseph was not in the pit.  And he rent his garments, and he came back to his brothers and 
he said, “the boy is gone, and I, where can I turn?”   
 
But the Midianites had sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, Pharaoh’s courtier, the high 
chamberlain. 

_________________________________________________________ 
 

Notice there are basically two complete versions of the same story here.  In the” J” narrative 
there are no Midianites, and the brothers never fling Joseph into a pit – they just strip him of 
his coat, and, at Judah’s suggestion, sell him to the Ishmaelites.  Perhaps the only serious 
omission is the context for Joseph approaching his brothers at the beginning of the second 
paragraph. 
 
In the “E” narrative there is nothing about dreams.  It is Reuben, that is Joseph’s defender.  The 
brothers throw Joseph into the pit and walk off for a lunch break, apparently oblivious of the 
Midianite merchantmen who pull Joseph out of the pit and carry him off to Egypt to sell to 
Potiphar.  We hear nothing about reporting back to their father, Jacob. 
 
It should be noted that Friedman assigns verse one to the Priestly source (“And Jacob dwelled 
in the land of his father’s sojournings, in the land of Canaan.”). The first part of verse two is 
attributed to the redactor (“This is the linage of Jacob”). 
 

_____________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Next Session:  Chapters 38, 39, 40, and 41.  Judah and Tamar; Joseph is seduced and set up 
by Potiphar’s wife and sent to prison where he begins to interpret dreams. 


