
 

Introduction to Genesis Chapter 36 

The Account of Esau: The Man Who Prospered Outside the Covenant 

 

Genesis chapter 36 is one of the chapters that most readers skip and most study guides gloss over. It 
is a genealogy — a long list of the descendants of Esau, their wives, their clans, their chiefs, their 
kings, and their territories. It does not contain the dramatic personal encounters that define the 
Jacob narrative. It does not include divine speech or covenant renewal or the kind of wrestling that 
makes Genesis famous. It is, on its surface, a chapter of names. And that is precisely why it deserves 
careful attention. 

The chapter is the fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise in a direction most readers do not expect. 
God told Abraham that he would be the father of many nations — not just one. The covenant line 
runs through Isaac and Jacob. But the promise of fruitfulness and multiplication extends even 
beyond the covenant line. Esau — the man who despised his birthright, who sold it for a bowl of 
stew, who was deceived of his blessing by his brother — Esau becomes a great nation. His 
descendants become kings while Jacob's descendants are still just a family of twelve sons. The man 
who seemed to lose everything in the early chapters of his story ends chapter 36 with more political 
achievement than his covenant-bearing brother. 

This is one of the most theologically important observations in the chapter: the prosperity of Esau is 
not a theological accident or an embarrassment to the covenant narrative. It is a deliberate 
demonstration of the common grace of God — the fruitfulness and blessing that God extends even to 
those who are outside the covenant line. The God who promised Abraham that he would be a father 
of many nations keeps His word even for the branches of Abraham's family that are not the primary 
covenant branch. Esau receives blessing. His descendants flourish. God is generous beyond the 
boundaries of the covenant people. 

The chapter also functions as a literary hinge. Genesis is organized around the toledot formula — 
the phrase this is the account of — which marks each major section. Chapter 36 is the toledot of 
Esau, and it closes the Esau narrative before chapter 37 opens the Joseph narrative. The careful 
reader recognizes that the extensive treatment of Esau's line in chapter 36 is a closing of accounts — 
a final, thorough accounting of what became of the brother who was not chosen — before the 
narrative pivots entirely to the chosen line and the story of Joseph, which will dominate the rest of 
Genesis. 

The appearance of kings in Esau's line — listed in verses 31 through 39 — before there is a king in 
Israel is one of the most striking details in the chapter. These are the kings who reigned in Edom 
before any Israelite king reigned. Esau's descendants have a monarchy generations before David. 
The covenant people will eventually surpass the non-covenant people in political and spiritual 
achievement — but not yet. The chapter is an honest accounting of how the world looks from the 
outside of the covenant: prosperous, organized, powerful, and ahead of the covenant people in 
almost every visible category. The faith that walks the covenant road must be willing to acknowledge 
this reality without losing confidence in the God who promised a different kind of greatness to the 
people who bear His name. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 



As we open Genesis chapter 36, we come before You asking for eyes to see what is really here. This 
is a chapter of names — Esau's wives, his sons, his clans, his chiefs, his kings. It is easy to read it as 
filler, as the chapter you endure before the story of Joseph begins. But Lord, we know that every 
word of Scripture is God-breathed and profitable. Teach us what is profitable in this list. 

Father, show us the common grace that runs through this chapter — the fruitfulness You extended 
to the man who was not the covenant heir, the nations that came from the one who despised his 
birthright, the kings who rose from Esau's line before a single king rose from Jacob's. Let it 
humble us: You are more generous than the boundaries of the covenant people. Your blessing 
extends beyond the lines we draw. Your fruitfulness finds its way even into branches that are 
outside the primary story. 

And Lord, let the pivot at the end of this chapter prepare our hearts for Joseph. We are about to 
enter one of the most extraordinary narratives in all of Scripture — a story of betrayal and 
providence, of the pit and the palace, of suffering that becomes salvation. But before we get there, 
we must give Esau his chapter. We must close the account of the one who was not chosen with the 
dignity and completeness it deserves. Help us to do that faithfully. 

In Jesus' name we pray, Amen. 

 

Genesis 36:1–8 — The Account of Esau: Separation and Settlement in 
Seir 

(1) This is the account of the family line of Esau (that is, Edom). (2) Esau took his wives 
from the women of Canaan: Adah daughter of Elon the Hittite, and Oholibamah daughter 
of Anah and granddaughter of Zibeon the Hivite— (3) also Basemath daughter of Ishmael 
and sister of Nebaioth. (4) Adah bore Eliphaz to Esau, Basemath bore Reuel, (5) and 
Oholibamah bore Jeush, Jalam and Korah. These were the sons of Esau, who were born to 
him in Canaan. (6) Esau took his wives and sons and daughters and all the members of his 
household, as well as his livestock and all his other animals and all the goods he had 
acquired in Canaan, and moved to a land some distance from his brother Jacob. (7) Their 
possessions were too great for them to remain together; the land where they were staying 
could not support them both because of their livestock. (8) So Esau (that is, Edom) settled 
in the hill country of Seir. 

The Context: 

The chapter opens with the formal toledot heading — this is the account of Esau — the same 
structural formula that organizes all of Genesis. This signals that what follows is not an appendix or 
an interruption of the real story but a formal, complete, authoritative account of a significant figure 
in the Genesis narrative. Esau receives the same structural honor as every other major figure whose 
toledot is recorded. His story is being closed with the same care that every other story in Genesis 
receives. 

The separation of Esau and Jacob in verses 6 through 8 echoes the earlier separation of Abraham 
and Lot in Genesis 13. In both cases, the land could not support both households because of the 
abundance of their livestock. In both cases, the separation is peaceful and mutually agreed upon. 
And in both cases, the one who separates from the covenant heir settles in a different territory and 
builds a different kind of life. Lot chose Sodom. Esau chooses Seir. The pattern of the covenant 
narrative repeating itself across generations is one of Genesis's most consistent literary features. 

Esau's wives from Canaan — mentioned here and previously in chapters 26 and 28 — have been a 
source of grief to his parents and a signal of his spiritual carelessness. He married outside the 
covenant community, without the parental guidance that Isaac and Rebekah gave Jacob when they 
sent him to Paddan Aram to find a wife from their own people. And yet the wives of Esau are named 



here with care and precision. Their names are preserved. Their sons are listed. The family that Esau 
built through marriages his parents did not approve of is still given its full accounting in Scripture. 
The genealogy does not judge the marriages. It records them. 

Plain American English: 

"This is the family record of Esau, also known as Edom. Esau married women from Canaan: 
Adah, daughter of Elon the Hittite; Oholibamah, granddaughter of Zibeon the Hivite 
through his daughter Anah; and Basemath, daughter of Ishmael and sister of Nebaioth. 
Adah had a son named Eliphaz, Basemath had Reuel, and Oholibamah had Jeush, Jalam, 
and Korah. These five sons were born to Esau in Canaan. Then Esau packed up everything — 
his wives, his children, all his household members, all his animals, and every possession he 
had accumulated in Canaan — and moved away from his brother Jacob to a distant land. 
Their combined herds and flocks were simply too large for the land to support them both. So 
Esau settled in the hill country of Seir." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"This is the account of the family line of Esau": This signifies The Formal Dignity Given to 
the Non-Covenant Line in the Structure of Genesis. The toledot formula that introduces each 
major section of Genesis is used here for Esau just as it was used for Adam, Noah, Shem, 
Terah, Ishmael, Isaac, and Jacob. Esau is not treated as a footnote or a background character. 
He receives his own toledot — his own formal account, his own chapter, his own record of 
descendants. The God who chose Jacob did not despise Esau. The Scripture that records 
Jacob's covenant does not dismiss Esau's family. Both receive their accounting. 

"Esau took his wives and sons and daughters and moved to a land some distance 
from his brother Jacob": This signifies The Peaceful Separation That Removes the Tension 
Between the Two Lines. The separation of Esau and Jacob is not hostile — it is practical. The 
land cannot support them both. So Esau goes. This is the final resolution of the conflict that 
has defined Jacob and Esau's relationship since the womb. The man who vowed to kill his 
brother after the stolen blessing, who wept when he found the blessing was gone, who was 
reconciled with Jacob on the road in chapter 33 — this man now simply moves away, builds 
his own household, and settles his own land. The ending is quieter than the beginning. 

"Their possessions were too great for them to remain together": This signifies The 
Blessing of Both Lines as Evidence of God's Generosity Beyond the Covenant Boundary. The 
reason the brothers must separate is not conflict or animosity. It is abundance. They both have 
too much. Esau is not a poor man who lost out when he sold his birthright. He is a wealthy 
man who has prospered in his own way, on his own road, outside the covenant line. This is the 
chapter's first evidence of common grace: the man who was not chosen has still been blessed 
with abundance. The covenant heir and the non-covenant brother are both too prosperous to 
share the same land. 

"So Esau settled in the hill country of Seir": This signifies The Permanent Territorial 
Identity of Esau's Descendants as a Distinct Nation. Seir will become Edom — the nation that 
will be one of Israel's most persistent adversaries through the rest of the Old Testament. The 
settlement of Esau in Seir is not just a biographical fact about one man. It is the founding 
moment of a nation whose relationship to Israel will be complicated, contentious, and 
ultimately defined by the ancient rivalry of two brothers. What begins as a practical separation 
of two prosperous households becomes the origin story of two nations. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Every Person's Story Deserves to Be Told Completely, Even Those Outside the 
Primary Narrative: Esau receives a full chapter. His wives are named, his sons are listed, 
his clans are documented, his kings are recorded. The Scripture does not dismiss the people 



who are not the primary covenant bearers. It gives them their full account. This is a model for 
how the covenant community should treat those who are outside it: not as footnotes, not as 
background characters, not as obstacles or adversaries, but as people whose stories have 
dignity and whose lives have been shaped by the same God who made the covenant people. 

2. Separation Is Sometimes the Loving and Practical Resolution of Conflict Between 
Prosperous People: Esau and Jacob separate because they both have too much for the land 
to hold them. The separation is not a failure of reconciliation — it is the fruit of mutual 
prosperity. Sometimes the most loving and practical thing that can happen between two 
people whose lives have grown in different directions is to separate peacefully, to wish each 
other well, and to build their respective lives in their respective territories. Not every 
relationship requires proximity. Some relationships are best honored at a distance, with 
mutual respect and without the friction that forced proximity would produce. 

3. God Blesses Beyond the Boundaries of the Covenant People — Receive That With 
Gratitude Rather Than Resentment: Esau prospers. His descendants become kings. His 
nation flourishes. None of this is inside the covenant. All of it is inside the common grace of 
the God who promised Abraham that he would be a father of many nations. The covenant 
community is not the only community God blesses. The covenant line is not the only line God 
fruitifies. Receiving this truth with gratitude — rather than treating non-covenant prosperity 
as a theological problem or an injustice — is one of the marks of genuine covenant maturity. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The separation of Esau and Jacob in verses 6 through 8 is a quiet resolution to one of the most 
dramatically charged relationships in Genesis. The reader who has followed the story from the 
womb-wrestling of chapter 25 to the tearful roadside reunion of chapter 33 might expect a more 
dramatic conclusion to the Esau-Jacob story. Instead, the chapter gives us a practical accounting: 
the land could not support them both, so Esau moved. The drama of birth and blessing and exile 
and reconciliation ends in real estate and livestock management. 

This is one of the ways Genesis insists on the ordinary alongside the extraordinary. The God who 
wrestles with Jacob at the Jabbok is the same God who oversees the mundane practicalities of too 
many cattle for one piece of land. The covenant that will eventually produce a nation, a king, a 
temple, and a Messiah is being carried forward through decisions about where to graze livestock and 
how to divide territory between two large households. The sacred and the ordinary are never 
separated in Genesis. They operate in the same field, on the same ground, through the same 
practical decisions of real human beings. 

Key Lesson: Esau's settlement in Seir is not a defeat or a diminishment — it is the beginning 
of a nation, the product of common grace, and the peaceful resolution of a relationship that 
could have ended in violence; the God who chose Jacob did not abandon Esau, and the 
fruitfulness that filled Esau's household is the evidence that divine generosity extends beyond 
the boundaries of the covenant to every branch of Abraham's family. 

Genesis 36:9–19 — The Sons and Chiefs of Esau: The Structure of a 
Nation 

(9) This is the account of the family line of Esau the father of the Edomites in the hill 
country of Seir. (10) These are the names of Esau's sons: Eliphaz, the son of Esau's wife 
Adah, and Reuel, the son of Esau's wife Basemath. (11) The sons of Eliphaz: Teman, Omar, 
Zepho, Gatam and Kenaz. (12) Esau's son Eliphaz also had a concubine named Timna, who 
bore him Amalek. These were grandsons of Esau's wife Adah. (13) The sons of Reuel: 
Nahath, Zerah, Shammah and Mizzah. These were grandsons of Esau's wife Basemath. 
(14) The sons of Esau's wife Oholibamah daughter of Anah and granddaughter of Zibeon, 
whom she bore to Esau: Jeush, Jalam and Korah. (15) These were the chiefs among Esau's 



descendants: The sons of Eliphaz the firstborn of Esau: Chiefs Teman, Omar, Zepho, 
Kenaz, (16) Korah, Gatam and Amalek. These were the chiefs of Eliphaz in Edom; they 
were grandsons of Adah. (17) And these were the sons of Esau's son Reuel: Chiefs Nahath, 
Zerah, Shammah and Mizzah. These were the chiefs of Reuel in Edom; they were 
grandsons of Esau's wife Basemath. (18) These were the sons of Esau's wife Oholibamah: 
Chiefs Jeush, Jalam and Korah. These were the chiefs who descended from Esau's wife 
Oholibamah daughter of Anah. (19) These were the sons of Esau, and these were their 
chiefs. (That is, Edom.) 

The Context: 

The sons and grandsons of Esau are listed here with the precision of a national census. Eleven 
grandsons of Esau become the chiefs — the alluphim, the tribal leaders — of the Edomite clans. This 
is the structure of a functioning nation: not just a family but an organized community of clans with 
recognized leadership, defined territories, and specific identities. Esau's family has already 
developed the kind of political organization that Jacob's family will not have for generations. 

The appearance of Amalek in verse 12 is one of the most significant names in the genealogy. Amalek 
— the son of Eliphaz and his concubine Timna — will become the ancestor of the Amalekites, one of 
Israel's most persistent and bitter enemies. The Amalekites will attack Israel at Rephidim in Exodus 
17, prompting Moses to hold up his hands in intercession while Joshua fights below. Saul will be 
commanded to utterly destroy the Amalekites in 1 Samuel 15 and will fail to do so, costing him the 
kingdom. Haman the Agagite in the book of Esther traces his lineage to Agag, king of the 
Amalekites. The name Amalek in Genesis 36:12 is the seed of one of the longest-running conflicts in 
the entire Old Testament narrative. 

Teman — the first-named chief in verse 15 — is also a significant name. The land of Teman in Edom 
will become associated with wisdom in the ancient Near East. Eliphaz the Temanite, one of Job's 
three friends in the book of Job, almost certainly derives his identity from this Temanite tradition. 
The wise men of Edom — from Teman specifically — are mentioned as a source of wisdom in 
Jeremiah 49:7 and Obadiah 8. The genealogy of Genesis 36 is not just listing personal names — it is 
identifying the ancestral lines of peoples, traditions, and wisdom schools that will play significant 
roles in the rest of the biblical narrative. 

Plain American English: 

"This is the family record of Esau, the father of the Edomite people, who settled in the hill 
country of Seir. Here are the names of Esau's sons: Eliphaz — son of his wife Adah — and 
Reuel — son of his wife Basemath. Eliphaz's sons were Teman, Omar, Zepho, Gatam, and 
Kenaz. Eliphaz also had a son named Amalek through his concubine Timna. These were the 
grandsons through Esau's wife Adah. Reuel's sons were Nahath, Zerah, Shammah, and 
Mizzah — grandsons through Esau's wife Basemath. And through his wife Oholibamah, Esau 
had three sons: Jeush, Jalam, and Korah. These became the tribal chiefs of Esau's 
descendants — the clans of Edom. The chiefs from Eliphaz's line were Teman, Omar, Zepho, 
Kenaz, Korah, Gatam, and Amalek. The chiefs from Reuel's line were Nahath, Zerah, 
Shammah, and Mizzah. The chiefs from Oholibamah's sons were Jeush, Jalam, and Korah." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"These were the chiefs among Esau's descendants": This signifies The Political 
Organization of the Non-Covenant Line as a Functioning Nation With Recognized Leadership. 
While Jacob's family is still just a patriarchal household navigating internal rivalries and 
external threats, Esau's descendants have already developed a structured political system with 
recognized chiefs over defined clans. The covenant line is not ahead of the non-covenant line 
in political organization. Edom has chiefs before Israel has tribes. Common grace enables the 
development of human community and political organization outside the covenant, and Esau's 
genealogy is the evidence. 



"Esau's son Eliphaz also had a concubine named Timna, who bore him Amalek": 
This signifies The Birth of a Future Enemy in the Genealogy of a Past Brother. Amalek, the son 
of Eliphaz and Timna, is the ancestor of the Amalekites — one of Israel's most persistent 
adversaries from Exodus through 1 Samuel through Esther. The enemy who will attack Israel 
in the wilderness, who will resist Saul's command to be destroyed, who will threaten the 
Jewish people in Persia — all of it traces back to this single sentence in the genealogy of Esau. 
The seeds of future conflicts are planted in the genealogies of the past. 

"Chiefs Teman, Omar, Zepho, Kenaz...": This signifies Names That Will Echo Through the 
Rest of the Biblical Narrative in Unexpected Places. Teman the chief becomes the ancestor of 
the Temanites, associated with wisdom in the ancient world and with Eliphaz the Temanite of 
the book of Job. Kenaz will appear in the genealogy of Caleb the great spy of Israel (Numbers 
32:12). The names in Esau's genealogy are not isolated historical curiosities — they are the 
origins of peoples, places, and traditions that will intersect with the covenant story in ways the 
original reader could not fully anticipate. 

"These were the sons of Esau, and these were their chiefs — that is, Edom": This 
signifies The Equation of Esau With Edom as a National and Theological Identity. The 
repeated parenthetical that is, Edom throughout this chapter is not just a geographical 
notation. It is the establishment of a theological identity: Esau is Edom, and Edom is the 
nation that stands in a particular relationship — alternately fraternal, hostile, and complex — 
with Israel throughout the Old Testament. The Esau who was Jacob's brother becomes the 
Edom that is Israel's perennial neighbor. The personal becomes national, and the national 
carries the weight of the personal history. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. The Seeds of Future Conflicts Are Often Planted in the Genealogies of the Past: 
Amalek appears in this genealogy as a single name, the son of a concubine. By Exodus 17 he is 
the ancestor of a people who attack the weakest members of Israel in the wilderness. By 1 
Samuel 15 his descendants cost Saul the kingdom. The conflicts that define our communities, 
our nations, and our histories often have their roots in choices and relationships that were 
recorded as minor details in earlier chapters of the story. Attend to the names in the 
genealogies. The seeds of future adversaries are always planted before the adversaries arrive. 

2. The Wisdom That God Places in the World Is Not Confined to the Covenant 
Community: The Temanites of Esau's line become associated with wisdom in the ancient 
Near East. Eliphaz the Temanite, whatever his theological limitations, is presented in the book 
of Job as a wise man who speaks seriously about God. The wisdom traditions of Edom are real 
traditions, producing real insight, outside the covenant community. God's common grace 
includes the capacity for wisdom — for genuine insight into the human condition, into justice, 
into the moral order — in people and communities who are not part of the covenant people. 
Receive wisdom wherever you find it, while subjecting it to the standard of revealed truth. 

3. The Non-Covenant People in Your Life Are Not Obstacles — They Are People With 
Their Own Full Stories: Esau's descendants are not background characters in Jacob's 
story. They are people with their own chiefs, their own clans, their own identity, their own 
chapter. The people in your life who are outside the covenant community — who do not share 
your faith, who have chosen different paths, who belong to different traditions — are not 
supporting cast in your narrative. They have their own full stories, their own genealogies, their 
own dignities. The covenant community that treats non-covenant people as merely 
instrumental to its own story has missed the lesson of Genesis 36. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The genealogy of Esau's chiefs has direct connections to several significant figures and traditions in 
the rest of the biblical narrative. Eliphaz the Temanite of Job, Kenaz the ancestor of Caleb, and 



Amalek the ancestor of Israel's persistent enemy are all introduced here as names in a list. This is 
one of the ways the Old Testament demonstrates the interconnectedness of its various narratives: 
the genealogies are not filler between the real stories. They are the connective tissue that holds the 
entire narrative together, revealing the origins of the peoples, the conflicts, and the traditions that 
will shape every subsequent chapter. 

The appearance of Amalek specifically deserves extended pastoral reflection. The Amalekites will be 
the first enemy to attack Israel after the Exodus — attacking the weak and vulnerable at the rear of 
the column at Rephidim (Exodus 17:8-16). God's response to this attack will be one of the most 
severe in the Old Testament: the Lord will be at war with the Amalekites from generation to 
generation (Exodus 17:16). The long shadow of Amalek over Israel's history — from Rephidim to 
Saul to Haman — all traces back to a concubine named Timna who bore a son named Amalek to 
Eliphaz the grandson of Esau. The genealogy matters. The names matter. Every name in this 
chapter is a chapter in someone else's story. 

Key Lesson: The genealogy of Esau's chiefs is not historical filler — it is the origin story of 
nations, wisdom traditions, and future adversaries whose names will echo through the rest of 
the Old Testament; Amalek is born here, Teman is established here, Edom takes its shape 
here, and the reader who skips this chapter arrives at Exodus and Samuel and Esther without 
the genealogical context that makes those stories fully comprehensible. 

Genesis 36:20–30 — The Sons of Seir the Horite: The People of the Land 

(20) These were the sons of Seir the Horite, who were living in the region: Lotan, Shobal, 
Zibeon, Anah, (21) Dishon, Ezer and Dishan. These sons of Seir in Edom were Horite chiefs. 
(22) The sons of Lotan: Hori and Homam. Timna was Lotan's sister. (23) The sons of 
Shobal: Alvan, Manahath, Ebal, Shepho and Onam. (24) The sons of Zibeon: Aiah and 
Anah. This is the Anah who discovered the hot springs in the desert while he was grazing 
his father Zibeon's donkeys. (25) The children of Anah: Dishon and Oholibamah daughter 
of Anah. (26) The sons of Dishon: Hemdan, Eshban, Ithran and Keran. (27) The sons of 
Ezer: Bilhan, Zaavan and Akan. (28) The sons of Dishan: Uz and Aran. (29) These were the 
Horite chiefs: Lotan, Shobal, Zibeon, Anah, (30) Dishon, Ezer and Dishan. These were the 
Horite chiefs, clan by clan, in the land of Seir. 

The Context: 

The Horites were the indigenous inhabitants of Seir — the people who were already living in the 
region when Esau arrived and settled. The inclusion of the Horite genealogy in the account of Esau 
is significant: it documents the people whose land was absorbed by Esau's descendants, whose 
daughters intermarried with Esau's family (Oholibamah daughter of Anah is both a Horite and one 
of Esau's wives), and whose chiefs eventually gave way to the Edomite political structure. This is not 
just Esau's genealogy — it is the genealogy of the peoples that Esau's family encountered, 
intermarried with, and eventually absorbed or displaced. 

The detail in verse 24 is one of the most charming and unexpected in the entire chapter: this is the 
Anah who discovered the hot springs in the desert while he was grazing his father Zibeon's donkeys. 
In the middle of a genealogy, the narrator pauses to record a practical discovery — Anah found hot 
springs while doing ordinary agricultural work. This brief aside is a reminder that the people in the 
genealogy were real people who lived real lives, made real discoveries, and contributed real things to 
the communities they inhabited. The genealogy is not just a list of names. It is a list of human 
beings. 

The Horite section also introduces Timna in a different context. In verse 12, Timna was the 
concubine of Eliphaz who bore Amalek. In verse 22, Timna is identified as the sister of Lotan, one of 
the Horite chiefs. This establishes that Timna was a Horite woman — one of the indigenous people 
of Seir — who became a concubine in Esau's family. Her inclusion in both genealogical lists (the 



Esau list and the Horite list) is a deliberate cross-reference, documenting the intermarriage between 
the incoming Esau line and the indigenous Horite population. 

Plain American English: 

"These were the sons of Seir the Horite, the people who had been living in that region: Lotan, 
Shobal, Zibeon, Anah, Dishon, Ezer, and Dishan — the Horite chiefs in Edom. Lotan's sons 
were Hori and Homam, and Lotan's sister was Timna. Shobal's sons were Alvan, Manahath, 
Ebal, Shepho, and Onam. Zibeon's sons were Aiah and Anah. This Anah is the one who 
discovered hot springs out in the desert while he was out watching his father's donkeys. 
Anah's children were his son Dishon and his daughter Oholibamah. Dishon's sons were 
Hemdan, Eshban, Ithran, and Keran. Ezer's sons were Bilhan, Zaavan, and Akan. Dishan's 
sons were Uz and Aran. The Horite chiefs were Lotan, Shobal, Zibeon, Anah, Dishon, Ezer, 
and Dishan — each leading their own clan in the land of Seir." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"These were the sons of Seir the Horite, who were living in the region": This signifies 
The Acknowledgment of the Indigenous People Whose Land Was Absorbed by Esau's 
Descendants. The Horites are not enemies or adversaries. They are the people who were 
already there — in Seir, in the land that Esau settled in. Their genealogy is included not as a 
historical curiosity but as an honest acknowledgment of the human reality of territorial 
displacement and intermarriage. Esau's family did not settle empty land. They settled in a land 
that had people, chiefs, and a social structure of its own. 

"This is the Anah who discovered the hot springs in the desert while he was grazing 
his father's donkeys": This signifies The Ordinary Life of Real People Hidden Inside the 
Genealogy. This verse is the most humanly immediate moment in the entire chapter. A man is 
out in the desert doing farm work — watching his father's donkeys — and he stumbles onto 
something remarkable: hot springs. The discovery is significant enough to be recorded. The 
person making it is ordinary enough to be described simply as a man doing his daily work. 
This is Genesis insisting, even in the middle of a genealogy, that the people in the lists were 
real people living real lives and making real discoveries. 

"Timna was Lotan's sister": This signifies The Cross-Referencing of Two Genealogies 
Through a Single Woman Who Belongs to Both. Timna appears in verse 12 as the concubine of 
Eliphaz who bore Amalek, and here in verse 22 as the sister of Lotan the Horite chief. This 
cross-reference is deliberate: the narrator is connecting the Esau genealogy and the Horite 
genealogy through a woman who belongs to both communities. It documents an actual 
intermarriage between the incoming Edomite population and the indigenous Horite 
population. The genealogies are not separate lists — they are interconnected records of real 
human relationships. 

"These were the Horite chiefs, clan by clan, in the land of Seir": This signifies The 
Political Completeness of the Indigenous Population Before the Edomite Absorption. The 
Horites had chiefs. They had clans. They had a political structure. They were not an 
undifferentiated mass of inhabitants — they were an organized people with recognized 
leadership and defined social units. The fact that their structure is documented here, alongside 
Esau's structure, is a theological statement about human dignity: every people group that has 
contributed to the history of the region has its record, its chiefs, its clans, its dignity in the 
account. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Every Place Has a People Before the People You Know Arrived — Honor That 
History: The Horites were in Seir before Esau. Their chiefs are named. Their clans are 
documented. Their contribution to the region is acknowledged. This is not just a historical 



footnote — it is a theological statement about the dignity of every people who have inhabited 
every land before the people currently there arrived. Every territory has a history that precedes 
the current inhabitants. Honoring that history — naming the Horites, acknowledging the 
indigenous people, refusing to act as though the land was empty before we arrived — is a form 
of the human dignity that flows from the Imago Dei. 

2. Ordinary Discoveries Made in Ordinary Work Are Worth Recording and 
Honoring: Anah found hot springs while watching donkeys. The discovery is ordinary — 
practical, agricultural, the kind of thing a working man stumbles onto in the course of a 
working day. And it is preserved in Scripture. This is an encouragement to every person doing 
ordinary work: the discoveries you make, the observations you contribute, the practical 
knowledge you develop in the course of your daily labor — these things matter. They are worth 
recording. Anah's discovery of hot springs while minding his father's donkeys is in the Bible. 
Your ordinary work is not beneath the notice of the God who records it. 

3. People Who Are Mixed Between Two Communities Often Connect Those 
Communities in Ways That One Community Alone Cannot: Timna appears in both 
genealogies — as a Horite by birth and an Edomite by relationship. She is the connective tissue 
between two communities. Her position in both lists is not an anomaly — it is a 
documentation of how communities intersect through the people who belong to more than one 
of them. The people in your life who occupy multiple communities, who carry identity from 
more than one tradition, who connect communities that would otherwise remain separate — 
these people are doing what Timna did. Honor their complexity rather than requiring them to 
choose. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The inclusion of the Horite genealogy in the account of Esau is one of the chapter's most 
theologically significant features. The Horites are not part of the covenant community. They are not 
descendants of Abraham or Isaac or Jacob. They are the indigenous inhabitants of a land that will 
eventually be absorbed by Esau's descendants. And yet their names, their chiefs, their clans, and 
even a specific practical discovery made by one of their members are preserved in Scripture with the 
same care as any other genealogy in Genesis. 

This is one of the ways Genesis insists on the universal dignity of the Imago Dei. The covenant 
community is the primary focus of the Genesis narrative. But the non-covenant communities are 
not dismissed or dehumanized. They are named. Their chiefs are listed. Their contributions are 
noted. Anah's hot springs discovery is in the Bible because Anah was a human being made in the 
image of God, and what human beings made in the image of God discover and contribute deserves 
to be recorded, even when they are not part of the covenant people. The God who made the Horites 
did not forget them when He chose the children of Israel. 

Key Lesson: The Horite genealogy inside the Edomite chapter is Genesis insisting on the 
dignity of every human community, even the ones that will be absorbed or displaced — their 
chiefs are named, their clans are documented, their discoveries are recorded, because every 
person in every genealogy is an image-bearer whose life and contribution matters to the God 
who preserved their names in Scripture. 

Genesis 36:31–43 — The Kings and Chiefs of Edom: A Nation Before 
Israel Has a King 

(31) These are the kings who reigned in Edom before any Israelite king reigned: (32) Bela 
son of Beor became king of Edom. His city was named Dinhabah. (33) When Bela died, 
Jobab son of Zerah from Bozrah succeeded him as king. (34) When Jobab died, Husham 
from the land of the Temanites succeeded him as king. (35) When Husham died, Hadad son 
of Bedad, who defeated Midian in the country of Moab, succeeded him as king. His city was 



named Avith. (36) When Hadad died, Samlah from Masrekah succeeded him as king. (37) 
When Samlah died, Shaul from Rehoboth on the river succeeded him as king. (38) When 
Shaul died, Baal-Hanan son of Akbor succeeded him as king. (39) When Baal-Hanan son of 
Akbor died, Hadad succeeded him as king. His city was named Pau, and his wife's name 
was Mehetabel daughter of Matred, the daughter of Me-Zahab. (40) These were the chiefs 
descended from Esau, by name, according to their clans and regions: Timna, Alvah, 
Jetheth, (41) Oholibamah, Elah, Pinon, (42) Kenaz, Teman, Mibzar, (43) Magdiel and 
Iram. These were the chiefs of Edom, according to their settlements in the land they 
occupied. This is the family line of Esau, the father of the Edomites. 

The Context: 

The list of Edomite kings in verses 31 through 39 is one of the most theologically striking passages 
in the chapter. The narrator introduces the list with a phrase that makes the theological observation 
impossible to miss: these are the kings who reigned in Edom before any Israelite king reigned. This 
is not a neutral historical observation. It is a pointed acknowledgment of the visible gap between the 
covenant promise and the covenant reality. God promised Abraham kings from his lineage. Jacob's 
family has no king. Edom has eight kings and counting. The non-covenant brother has achieved 
political monarchy generations before the covenant brother's descendants will anoint Saul. 

The pattern of the Edomite kingship is also distinctive: there is no dynastic succession. Each king 
appears to rule independently, with no apparent hereditary continuity. When Bela dies, a different 
family line succeeds him. When Jobab dies, another unrelated man becomes king. This is the form 
of kingship that predates the dynastic model that Israel will eventually establish with David. The 
Edomite kings are more like the judges of Israel's early period — strong individuals who lead 
without establishing a hereditary dynasty — than like the monarchs of later Israelite and Near 
Eastern tradition. 

The final verses of the chapter — the list of Edomite chiefs in verses 40 through 43 — bring the 
genealogy to a close with the same structural formula used throughout: names, clans, regions. And 
then the closing statement: this is the family line of Esau, the father of the Edomites. The toledot of 
Esau is complete. The account of the man who was not chosen has been given its full, dignified, 
thorough accounting. And now the narrative can turn to Joseph. The man who is last in the 
chapter's focus is the man who will dominate the remainder of Genesis. 

Plain American English: 

"These are the kings who ruled over Edom before Israel ever had a king: Bela son of Beor 
ruled from the city of Dinhabah. After Bela died, Jobab son of Zerah from Bozrah became 
king. After Jobab died, Husham from Teman became king. After Husham died, Hadad son of 
Bedad — who had defeated Midian in the territory of Moab — became king, ruling from the 
city of Avith. After Hadad died, Samlah from Masrekah became king. After Samlah died, 
Shaul from Rehoboth on the Euphrates became king. After Shaul died, Baal-Hanan son of 
Akbor became king. After Baal-Hanan died, Hadad became king, ruling from the city of Pau. 
His wife was Mehetabel, daughter of Matred and granddaughter of Me-Zahab. The chiefs of 
Edom, listed by name according to their clans and territories, were Timna, Alvah, Jetheth, 
Oholibamah, Elah, Pinon, Kenaz, Teman, Mibzar, Magdiel, and Iram. These were the chiefs 
of Edom according to where they settled. This is the complete family record of Esau, the 
father of the Edomites." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"These are the kings who reigned in Edom before any Israelite king reigned": This 
signifies The Honest Acknowledgment of the Non-Covenant Line's Political Achievement 
Ahead of the Covenant Line. The narrator does not hide this fact or minimize it. He states it 
plainly: Edom had kings before Israel had kings. The people who walked outside the covenant 
achieved political organization before the people inside it. This is one of the most important 



demonstrations in Genesis that God's covenant does not always produce the fastest or the 
most visible worldly success. The covenant people walk a longer road to the greatness that God 
has promised them, and they must be willing to walk it without despising the achievement of 
those who reach visible success by a shorter route. 

"When Bela died, Jobab son of Zerah from Bozrah succeeded him as king": This 
signifies The Non-Dynastic Pattern of Edomite Kingship as a Political System That Predates 
Israel's Monarchic Model. The eight kings of Edom do not establish dynasties. There is no 
father-to-son succession in the list. Each king is from a different family, a different city, a 
different background. This is the pre-monarchic form of strong-man leadership that Israel 
itself will experience in the period of the Judges before the dynastic model is established with 
David. Edom's king list is not evidence of a superior political system. It is evidence of a system 
that precedes the fuller development that the covenant people will eventually demonstrate. 

"Hadad son of Bedad, who defeated Midian in the country of Moab": This signifies 
That the Genealogy Records Military Achievement Alongside Political Succession. Hadad is 
not just listed as a king — he is identified by his military victory over Midian. The genealogy is 
preserving historical memory: this king mattered because of what he accomplished, not just 
because of who he was. This is the kind of detail that distinguishes a living historical record 
from a ceremonial name list. The people in this genealogy had real military encounters, real 
victories, real defeats. Their stories are compressed into genealogical form, but the stories are 
real. 

"This is the family line of Esau, the father of the Edomites": This signifies The Dignified 
Closing of the Esau Narrative Before the Joseph Narrative Opens. The toledot formula that 
opened the chapter closes it with the same formal language: this is the family line of Esau. The 
account is complete. The man who was not chosen has received his full chapter, his full 
genealogy, his full accounting. And now Genesis is ready to turn to the Joseph story — the 
narrative that will take the remainder of the book and that will demonstrate, in more vivid and 
dramatic terms than any chapter before it, how God's sovereign purpose works through the 
most broken human situations to accomplish the most extraordinary redemptive ends. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. The Covenant People Are Not Always Ahead of the Non-Covenant People in Visible 
Achievement — And That Is Okay: Edom had eight kings before Israel had one. The non-
covenant brother achieved political monarchy while the covenant family was still barely 
holding itself together through sibling rivalry and family dysfunction. The covenant does not 
guarantee being first, being most organized, being most visibly successful by the world's 
standards. It guarantees a different kind of greatness that takes longer to arrive and that does 
not always look impressive from the outside during the journey. Walk the covenant road with 
patience, even when the people outside it seem to be achieving more, faster. 

2. Achievement Without Covenant Produces Real Accomplishment — But Not 
Lasting Destiny: The Edomite kings were real kings who ruled real territories and won real 
battles. Their achievements were genuine. And yet the trajectory of Edom in the Old 
Testament is a story of gradual decline — through Obadiah's prophecy of judgment, through 
the Babylonian destruction, through the eventual absorption of the Edomites into the 
Nabataean kingdom and then into obscurity. Real achievement without covenant destiny does 
not produce lasting significance. The goal is not to be first or most organized or most 
politically successful. The goal is to be on the right road, even if that road is longer. 

3. Close Accounts Completely Before Opening New Chapters: The chapter gives Esau his 
complete genealogy — chiefs, kings, territorial assignments, closing formula — before the 
Joseph narrative begins. The story does not rush past Esau to get to Joseph. It honors Esau's 
account with completeness before pivoting. This is a model for how to handle transitions in 



life, in ministry, in community: close the previous account completely and with dignity before 
opening the new one. Do not let the excitement of the new chapter cause you to leave the 
previous one unfinished or unacknowledged. Esau deserves his chapter before Joseph gets his. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The list of Edomite kings before any Israelite king has one of the most important implications for 
the theology of covenant in the entire Old Testament. The covenant people are not guaranteed to be 
ahead of the non-covenant people in worldly metrics. The faith that walks the covenant road must 
be willing to observe the non-covenant people achieving things faster, with more visible success, 
and without the complications of covenant accountability — and must continue walking without 
either resentment or despair. This is the faith of Abraham, who died without seeing the fulfillment 
of the covenant promises. It is the faith of Israel, which waited centuries for the Davidic king the 
covenant promised. It is the faith of every believer who is walking a longer road toward a greater 
destiny than anything the visible world can produce on a shorter timeline. 

The closing of the Esau narrative also functions as a theological statement about the completeness 
of Scripture's accounting. No significant person in the Genesis narrative is dismissed or forgotten. 
Abraham receives his toledot. Isaac receives his. Ishmael — the other non-covenant son — receives 
his. Esau receives his. The God who chose specific people for specific covenant purposes did not 
despise the people He did not choose for those purposes. He gave them their chapter, their 
genealogy, their chiefs, their kings. The God of the Bible is generous in His accounting even toward 
those who are outside the primary covenant story. 

Key Lesson: The Edomite kings ruled before Israel had a single king — and the narrator does 
not hide this fact, because the covenant community must be mature enough to acknowledge 
the genuine achievement of those outside the covenant without losing confidence in the God 
who promised a different and greater destiny to the people who walk His road, even when that 
road is longer than the roads that others take to reach their visible success. 

 

 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

As we close Genesis chapter 36, we are grateful for what this neglected chapter has taught us. You 
showed us the dignity You extend to the non-covenant line — a full genealogy, named chiefs, 
documented kings, preserved discoveries, honored family records. You showed us that Esau's 
prosperity is not a theological problem but evidence of the common grace You pour out even 
beyond the boundaries of the covenant people. You showed us that Amalek was born here, and 
Teman, and the seeds of future encounters between the nations — all planted in what most readers 
skip as a list of names. 

Lord, give us eyes to see the Esaus in our world. The people who are outside the covenant 
community but who are genuinely prosperous, genuinely achieving, genuinely building something 
real. Let us neither resent their success nor pretend it is not real. Let us see it as evidence of Your 
generosity — a generosity that extends beyond the lines of the covenant to every image-bearer You 
have made. 

Father, thank You for the chapter You are about to open. Joseph's story — the pit and the palace, 
the betrayal and the providence — is one of the most extraordinary narratives in all of Scripture. 
But we could not receive it fully if we had not first given Esau his chapter. So thank You for the 
discipline of the genealogy. Thank You for the names. Thank You for Anah's hot springs and 
Timna's cross-referenced life and the eight kings who ruled before Israel had one. They all matter. 
They are all Your image-bearers. And You recorded them all. 

In Jesus' name — the descendant of Shem, in whose line the nations of Japheth and even the 
branches of Esau find their unexpected welcome — we pray, 

Amen. 

 

 

 


