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Genesis 36 and 37 
November 21, 2021 

 
1) Genesis 36 – The Descendants of Esau 

 
a) Introduction – I will not spend much time analyzing the data in this chapter. 

Gerhard Von Rad bluntly states, “Nothing positive can be said about the 
historical reliability of this group of lists.” The value of these verses is to 
recognize the importance of Esau as he begins to exit from the Genesis 
narrative. It is astounding that these lists exist and are included in the 
Hebrew Bible. These verses also serve to identify names and places that will 
remain important in the Israelites’ story, and to label clearly some of the 
enemies of Israel who play an important part in biblical history from this 
point on. There is a focus on Edom and the Edomites who were recognized 
as kin to the people of Israel, yet not fully a part of the family. Given the 
future friction between Israel and the Edomites, it is interesting that the 
writers of Genesis felt constrained to provide this detailed history of the 
children of Esau. 
 

b) 36:1-6 – The identification of Esau with Edom is established in these verses. 
The information here is a repeat of what was found in Genesis 26 and 28, yet 
the names have been changed as the Hittites become Canaanites and the 
three wives are given different names. Esau migrates to Seir, a mountainous 
woodland region that defined the northern and southern boundaries of the 
land of Edom. 
 

c) 36:9-14 – The genealogy now moves forward to a new generation listing the 
twelve legitimate grandsons of Esau plus Amalek, the child of Eliphaz by his 
concubine, Timna. The descendants of Timna will include the heroic figure 
of Caleb who was chosen to enter the promised land with Joshua. In 
contrast, Amalek became the father of one of the worst enemies faced by 
Israel. 
 

d) 36:15-30 – The list of Esau’s descendants in these verses varies from what 
we read in the previous verses. Verse 28 mentions Uz; in Job 1:1 we are told 
that Job’s homeland is the land of Uz. 
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e) 36:31-39 – The Greek version of the book of Job identifies Job with Jobab 
mentioned in verse 33. The eight kings mentioned in these verses are 
nothing more than tribal chieftains. 
 

f) 36:40-43 – The listing of these descendants identifies many of the localities 
occupied by the Edomites. 
 

2) Genesis 37 – Beginning the Story of Joseph 
 
a) Introduction to Genesis 37-50 – The story of Joseph concludes the narrative 

of the patriarchs – Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The Joseph story is the 
longest narrative in the book of Genesis and one of the longest in the Old 
Testament. Joseph is not listed among the three patriarchs and his name is 
not given to any of the tribes of Israel. The Lord never speaks directly to 
Joseph and there’s no record of an appearance of God to Joseph. Joseph 
never builds an altar or worships. It is an amazingly secular story with God’s 
presence always working in the background assuring the continuance of 
God’s covenant with Abraham. 
 

b) The Joseph story’s purposes can be seen in three ways: 
 
i) It explains how Israel ended up in Egypt. Unless the clan of Jacob goes to 

Egypt there can be no Exodus. George Coats argues that the Joseph 
narratives were written to link the divine promises made to the patriarchs 
with the Exodus stories and their themes of oppression and liberation.  
 

ii) The compilers of Genesis were interested in demonstrating what an ideal 
member of the royal court should look like. In Joseph you see a 
responsible courtier who is wise, virtuous, trustworthy, prudent, and 
handsome. He rises to the top level of leadership in Egypt and serves as a 
model for leadership. 

 
iii) The Joseph story serves a vital theological purpose of demonstrating how 

the hidden hand of God remains at work even though human events 
appear to be hopeless and despairing. Walter Brueggemann writes, “in 
the contingencies of history, the purposes of God are at work in hidden 
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and unnoticed ways.” Even in the worst of times it is possible to speak of 
divine providence. 
 

c) 37:1-4 – The tension that remains throughout the Joseph story is described in 
the first four verses. Joseph was the 11th of twelve sons, being the child of 
Rachel, Jacob’s favored wife. He stayed close to home and was his father’s 
favorite. In conversation with Jacob, Joseph would tattle on his brothers. To 
symbolizes his favoritism Jacob made a fabulous robe for Joseph. It was a 
long robe with colorful sleeves. It was beautiful enough for royalty. Von 
Rad described it in these words: “a luxury which only those who did not 
have to work could think of having.” The reader can already see how the 
plot will unfold. The story almost writes itself. The eleven brothers come to 
hate Joseph and there is no peace to be found in their words to him. 
 

d) 37:5-11 – These verses need a little interpretation for the imagery of the two 
dreams are self-explanatory: sheaves of wheat and celestial bodies 
representing his brothers bow down to Joseph. The brothers are obviously 
offended by Joseph’s dreams symbolizing that he will have dominion over 
them. The brothers hated him even more now. When Joseph tells the dreams 
to his father Jacob, he is also offended, thinking that the whole family will 
be bowing down to Joseph. At this point no one in the story understands the 
true message of the dreams. Walter Brueggemann argues that these verses 
announce the main theme: “the power of the dream in conflict with business 
as usual, embodied by the brothers. The battle is between the dream and the 
killers of the dream.” 
 

e) 37:12-14 – Jacob is very wealthy in terms of the amount of pastureland that 
he owned and the size of his flocks. The fields for grazing extended for sixty 
miles. Knowing that it could be a lengthy trip, Joseph eagerly accepts his 
father’s request to find his brothers and see how they are doing. 
 

f) 37:14-24 – With the help of a stranger Joseph locates his brothers grazing 
their herds near the village of Dothan. As Joseph is approaching, the 
brothers conspire “to kill him and throw him into one of the pits.” These 
cisterns were large holes formed to store winter rains for the dry summer. 
One could easily hide a person in these dry pits. Ruben intervenes pleading 
with his brothers to “Shed no blood.” So, the brothers throw Joseph into a pit 
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after stripping him of his colorful robe. Joseph had enraged his brothers with 
his dreams and increased their hatred with his amazing technicolor robe, but 
even the despised brother doesn’t deserve to die. Sibley Towner raises the 
key theological question: “Clearly Joseph is victimized by the evil intention 
of his brothers. Does God intend it for good?” 
 

g) 37:25-28 – The Sale of Joseph 
 
i) Having thrown their brother into a large dry well, the brothers sit down 

for a picnic lunch. A traveling caravan appears, identified in verse 25 as 
Ishmaelites, while in verse 28 they are referred to as Midianite. Both 
groups were distant relatives of Jacob’s family. The nomadic traders are 
carrying medicinal goods for sale to Egypt. Judah then convinces his 
brothers, not to kill Joseph, but to sell him as a slave to the passing 
traders on their way to Egypt. Judah is motivated, not by any love for his 
brother, but by a chance to gain “20 pieces of silver.” How sleazy can 
you get – selling your own brother into slavery in a foreign country, and 
the agent in the deal is your own distant cousin? 
 

ii) The financial transaction would have been profitable to the brothers and 
the traders. Sibley Towner calculates, “By modern silver prices, this sale 
would have netted the brothers $150-$350.” That amount of money 
would go a long way in the late bronze age! The resale to the Egyptians 
would also be profitable to the traders. We know from other historical 
documents that there was slave trading going on between Egypt, Syria, 
and Canaan. Is it possible for the will of God to be carried out in 
something as rancid as the slave trade? Walter Brueggemann reminds us 
that “this story cannot be heard without hearing it in the deep grief of 
Israel in exile, at Holocaust, at every coming of death to damage the 
dream.” 
 

h) 37:29-36 – The Plot to Deceive Jacob 
 
i) In verse 29 we see that Ruben was not a part of the decision to sell 

Joseph to the camel caravan headed to Egypt. His grief is expressed by 
tearing his clothes, an act of mourning that is repeated at least twenty 
times in the Old Testament. Later Jacob tears his garments as a sign of 
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grief in verse 34. All the brothers do the same thing in Genesis 44:13 
when they fear that the youngest brother, Benjamin, will be enslaved in 
Egypt. This act of rending one’s clothing at a time of deep grief is still 
practiced in some Jewish circles in our own day. 
 

ii) In keeping with the family tradition, the brothers form a plot to deceive 
their father about what they had done to Joseph. They take Joseph’s 
colorful robe and dip it in the blood of a goat. Taking the robe to Jacob 
they asked their father to identify the clothing as the robe he had given to 
Joseph. Then the sons said to their father, “A wild animal has devoured 
him; Joseph is without doubt torn to pieces.” On hearing the news Jacob 
is inconsolable and refused to be comforted. 
 

iii) In verse 35 we find the first mention of Sheol in Scripture. That term will 
be found sixty-five more times in the Old Testament, referring to an 
underworld abode to which all dead, without exception, had to go. It was 
not a place of punishment or reward but a place of a shadowy existence 
where the dead could do nothing and from which they could never 
escape. According to Towner, “Only at the very end of the Old 
Testament [Daniel 12:1-3 and Isaiah 26:19] did it become possible to be 
resurrected from death to new life in heaven or hell.” 

 
iv) In verse 36 the enslaved Joseph is sold in Egypt to Potiphar, an official in 

the court of Pharaoh. The Hebrew term “saris” is used to describe both a 
royal official and a eunuch. In both the courts of Egypt and Israel the 
term always refers to an official, not a eunuch. 

 

 
Questions for Reflection 
 

1. What do you think is the value of the genealogical lists found in Genesis 36? 
What do you do with such lists when you encounter them in the Bible? 
 

2. The stories of Joseph made a vivid impact on my childhood mind. What 
made the stories so memorable for us as children? Does that fascination 
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stand up well in the march of time? Why has this story remained so popular 
as with the musical, “Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat”? 
 

3. The personal dynamics for Jacob and his family are amazingly ironic. Do 
you see any signs at all that Jacob recognized those faults? 
 

4. There are events in these stories that are horrendous, yet they are told as if 
they are fulfilling the will of God. Is it possible for God to work through 
events such as poor parenting, threatening fratricide, engaging in the slave 
trade, lying to your father about the death of his son? Can you say those 
things were the will of God? What does divine providence mean in such 
situations? 
 

5. Dreams play a crucial part in the Joseph story. To the ancient mind they 
meant a great deal. Freud thinks they are important as well. Do you? 
 

6. Do you see the story of Joseph as a helpful model to understand other 
biblical events? Where else can you see Joseph in Scripture? 


