
The Biblical Understanding of 

Genealogies 

1. How are the Genealogies Are Used in the Bible? 

Biblical genealogies are not primarily ancient records kept for their own sake. They serve identifiable legal, social, 

and theological functions, and recognizing this is essential before asking questions about their completeness or 

precision. 

1.1 Structuring the Narrative  

Genesis is organized around the recurring phrase "these are the generations (toledot) of..." (Genesis 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 

10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:12; 25:19; 36:1; 37:2), which functions as a structural heading dividing the book into 

sections. Genealogies here are literary hinges, moving the narrative from one figure or family to the next and 

signaling what material belongs to which "generation." 

1.2 Establishing Tribal Identity, Land Inheritance, and Census 

Numbers 1 and 26 use genealogical registration to organize Israel by tribe and clan for military census and, 

crucially, for the allotment of the Promised Land (Numbers 26:52-56; 33:54; 34:13-29). Genealogy here is a legal 

instrument: it determines who receives which portion of covenant land. 

1.3 Validating Priestly and Levitical Status 

Priestly legitimacy depended on demonstrable descent from Aaron, and Levitical service depended on descent from 

Levi (Numbers 3-4; 1 Chronicles 6). The stakes of this are visible in Ezra 2:61-63 and Nehemiah 7:63-65, where 

certain priestly families could not produce their genealogical record and were therefore excluded from priestly 

service "as unclean" until the matter could be resolved by Urim and Thummim. Genealogy functioned as a legal 

credential, not mere family lore. 

1.4 Establishing Royal Legitimacy 

The Davidic covenant (2 Samuel 7:12-16) makes physical descent from David a precondition for the Israelite throne. 

Genealogies in 1 Chronicles 3 and elsewhere trace the Davidic line through the exile and beyond, preserving the 

royal claim even when no Davidic king was reigning. 

1.5 Tracing the Messianic Line 

From Genesis 3:15 onward, Scripture tracks a single line of "seed" through Seth (not Cain), through Shem (not Ham 

or Japheth), through Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, through Judah (Genesis 49:10), and finally through David  

culminating in Matthew 1 and Luke 3. Ruth 4:18-22 explicitly closes with a genealogy connecting Perez to David, 

tying a small domestic narrative into this larger messianic trajectory. The genealogies of Jesus are the capstone of 

this pattern, not an isolated formality. 

1.6 Demonstrating God's Providence and the Reliability of His Promises 

Genealogical lists frequently function apologetically within the canon itself: they show that God kept a specific line 

intact  through famine, exile, near-  extinction (2 Kings 11:1-3, where the Davidic line survives Athaliah's purge 



through a single infant, Joash), and centuries of silence  in fulfillment of covenant promises made generations 

earlier. 

2. Are there Gaps in the Genealogies? 

Yes.  The Hebrew verb translated "begat" or "was the father of" (yalad, Hiphil) does not require immediate 

paternity. It is regularly used for more distant descent  "ancestor of" or "progenitor of"  in exactly the way English 

speakers can say Abraham "fathered" the Israelite nation. This is not a modern apologetic rescue; it is demonstrable 

from internal biblical comparison. 

Examples: 

2.1 Matthew's Own Genealogy Skips Names 

Matthew 1:8 states that Joram "was the father of" Uzziah (Ozias). Comparison with 1 Chronicles 3:11-12 shows that 

three kings  Ahaziah, Joash, and Amaziah  reigned between Joram and Uzziah and are omitted. Matthew 1:11 

likewise compresses the line from Josiah to Jeconiah, skipping Jehoiakim (2 Kings 23:34-24:6; 1 Chronicles 3:15-

16). Matthew is not making an error; he is deliberately telescoping the list, almost certainly to preserve the stylized 

structure of three sets of fourteen generations he announces in Matthew 1:17. 

2.2 Ezra's Priestly Line 

Ezra 7:1-5 gives Ezra's priestly pedigree back to Aaron in sixteen names. The fuller parallel list in 1 Chronicles 6:3-

15 contains several additional generations across the same span. Ezra's version is a legitimate, compressed 

genealogy  sufficient to establish priestly credentials  rather than a claim to list every generation. 

2.3 The Sons of Jacob Who Went Down to Egypt 

Genesis 46:8-27 lists the "sons" of Jacob who came to Egypt, but the list includes at least two grandsons, Hezron 

and Hamul (46:12), who were born to Judah's son Perez  evidently included proleptically or because the list was 

finalized somewhat later, illustrating the flexible, inclusive way such family lists could be compiled. 

2.4 The Levi-Moses Genealogy and the 430 Years 

Exodus 6:16-20 gives only four generations from Levi to Moses (Levi, Kohath, Amram, Moses), yet Exodus 12:40 

places 430 years between Jacob's descent into Egypt and the Exodus. A four-  generation span across 430 years is 

not impossible given long lifespans and the text's own note that Amram lived 137 years (Exodus 6:20), but many 

scholars  including conservative ones  read this genealogy as compressed, comparing it with the far more numerous 

generations listed for other tribes across the same period (e.g., Numbers 26; 1 Chronicles 7:20-27 lists roughly ten 

generations from Joseph to Joshua). This is a genuinely debated case, and readers should hold the telescoping 

explanation as probable rather than certain here. 

2.5 Why do they skip generations sometimes? 

The purpose determines the reason why some generations are skipped.  As odd as it may seem to us - the skipping is 

intentional.  Biblical genealogies, as a genre, are not designed to function as unbroken chronological chains and 

should not be pressed into service as a precise clock for dating events.  Often the authors are engaged in what 

ancient historians call “telescoping”, they are reducing the information to what they want to draw the readers 

attention to - they are not attempting to cover every detail and every generation.  Often the names mentioned will 

help tie the character that is about to be discussed either to a king, a priestly line, or to someone of faith like 



Abraham, or to a family line where many turned from God.  (source: William Henry Green's 1890 essay "Primeval 

Chronology", Bibliotheca Sacra) 

3. Why do Different Genealogies Diverge From One Another? 

Several genealogies covering the same span of history do not simply agree in miniature; they diverge for identifiable 

reasons. 

3.1 Genesis 5 and Genesis 11: Different Lines, Different Purposes 

Genesis 5 traces the Sethite line from Adam to Noah; Genesis 11:10-26 traces the Shemite line from Shem to 

Abram. They do not overlap in content, but they share a formula (age at first son, remaining years, total lifespan, 

"and he died") that marks them as a matched literary pair bracketing the Flood narrative  Genesis 5 showing the 

world before judgment, Genesis 11 the world being rebuilt after it. 

Some have claimed that Seth’s line and Cain’s line have several similar names in the same sequence and this shows 

the bible got the genealogies wrong.  However, the argument is flawed.  While some of the names in the 2 lists 

sound similar they have different Hebrew root stems and are not spelled alike.  It would be like claiming that Keith 

and Kevin are the same person just because 3 letters of their names are the same. 

3.2 Textual Variants Between the Masoretic Text, Samaritan Pentateuch, and Septuagint 

The ages given in Genesis 5 and 11 differ significantly across the three major textual traditions. The Septuagint 

(LXX) typically adds about 100 years to the father's age at the birth of the named son compared to the Masoretic 

Text (MT), while preserving similar totals for remaining lifespan; the Samaritan Pentateuch (SP) differs from both 

again, especially in Genesis 11. These variants shift the total chronology from Adam to Abraham by several hundred 

to over a thousand years depending on which tradition is followed. This is a genuine, longstanding text-  critical 

problem  not a modern invention  and it independently shows that the early transmitters and translators of these lists 

did not treat the specific numbers as untouchably fixed for chronometric purposes in the way a strict literal-  

chronology reading requires. 

A common understanding of why the numbers are different is that scholars believe the Greek translation (LXX) 

added 100 years to the names because of Greek and Roman traditions of previous generations living much longer 

lives as a means of honoring them.  It is thought that an editor added 100 years to some of the people for this reason. 

3.3 Chronicles' Selective and Thematic Reordering 

1 Chronicles 1-9 draws on many earlier genealogical sources (Genesis, Numbers, Joshua, Ruth, Samuel, Kings) but 

reorders and abbreviates them for the Chronicler's own theological purposes  emphasizing Judah and Levi, and 

orienting the material toward the post-  exilic community's identity and worship. Names present in earlier books 

sometimes appear with different forms, in different order, or are omitted, consistent with genealogy functioning as a 

curated theological document rather than a raw archival transcript. 

4. Why Do the Genealogies of Jesus Differ (Matthew 1 vs. Luke 3)? 

The most-  asked question about biblical genealogies concerns the two genealogies of Jesus, which differ in 

direction, length, content, and  most strikingly  in the name of Joseph's father. 

4.1 The Basic Differences 



Feature Matthew 1:1-17 Luke 3:23-38 

Direction Abraham → Jesus (descending) Jesus → Adam → God (ascending) 

Starting point Abraham Adam, "the son of God" 

Structure Stylized 3 × 14 generations (v.17) Continuous list, ~77 names, no numeric 

scheme 

Line at David Through Solomon (the royal line) Through Nathan (a non-  royal son of 

David) 

Joseph's father Jacob (1:16) Heli (3:23) 

Named women Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, "Uriah's wife" 

(Bathsheba), Mary 

None named 

  

4.2 The Central Puzzle: Two Different Fathers for Joseph 

Matthew names Joseph's father as Jacob; Luke names him as Heli. Several harmonizations have been proposed since 

antiquity. None is free of difficulty, and readers should hold them as plausible historical proposals rather than 

certainties the text itself confirms. 

● The levirate marriage explanation (Julius Africanus, c. AD 200-245). Africanus, drawing on family 

tradition he attributes to relatives of Jesus (the "desposyni"), proposed that Jacob and Heli were half-  

brothers by the same mother but different fathers. Heli died childless; Jacob, under the levirate law 

(Deuteronomy 25:5-6), married Heli's widow and fathered Joseph, who was thus Jacob's biological son but 

Heli's legal son. On this view Matthew gives the natural line and Luke the legal (levirate) line, or vice 

versa. This is the oldest attested solution and remains widely cited, though it rests on genealogical detail the 

Gospels themselves do not supply. 

● The "Luke gives Mary's genealogy" view. On this reading, Heli is Mary's father, and Joseph is called his 

"son" only as a son-  in-  law (a known ancient idiom). This would make Luke's list Jesus's actual biological 

line through Mary, while Matthew's list  through Joseph  establishes Jesus's legal, royal right to David's 

throne without implying miraculous biological descent through Joseph. This view is popular in modern 

evangelical teaching and elegantly explains why Luke, alone among the Synoptics, emphasizes the virgin 

birth just verses earlier (Luke 1:34-35) and yet still runs the genealogy through "Joseph." Its weakness is 

that the Greek text of Luke 3:23 straightforwardly reads "Joseph, the son of Heli," with no explicit signal 

that Mary's line is intended; the identification of Heli as Mary's father is an inference, not a stated fact. 

● The legal-  versus-  physical-  descent view (broader form). A related but more general proposal holds 

that Matthew traces the legal line of royal succession (who had the right to the throne, whether or not every 

link is a biological father-  son relationship, since ancient succession could pass through legal adoption or 

the levirate) while Luke traces a biological descent line, without necessarily requiring the levirate-  

marriage mechanism specifically. 

4.3 Why the Purposes Differ 

The divergence is best explained by the different rhetorical aims of each Gospel: 

● Matthew, writing primarily to a Jewish audience, opens by anchoring Jesus in Abraham (father of the 

covenant people) and David (the royal, messianic line), and structures the list around the number fourteen  



the numeric value of "David" ( 4+6+4דוד =  ) in Hebrew gematria  to hammer home, even structurally, that 

Jesus is the Son of David and the promised King. 

● Luke, writing for a broader Gentile and Greco-  Roman audience with a universal emphasis (see also 

Luke's programmatic "all flesh shall see the salvation of God," Luke 3:6), runs the line all the way back 

past Abraham to Adam and finally to God himself, presenting Jesus not merely as Israel's king but as the 

Savior and representative of the whole human race. 

5. Why Is Adam Called "the Son of God"? (Luke 3:38) 

First, an important point the actual Greek word for “son” is not used in the genealogy (nor in most genealogies).  

The word “of” is used instead.  That means the descendant can be the child, grandchild, great-  grandchild, and so 

on.  It also does not mean that the person named before is the literal father - in some genealogies the person may be 

the father from a “Levirate” marriage, or a step-  father. 

Here’s what the text actual says: 

• Verse 38 in the Greek is: τοῦ Ἐνὼς τοῦ Σὴθ τοῦ Ἀδὰμ τοῦ Θεοῦ-  of Enosh, of Seth, of Adam, of God.” 

No υἱός (son) appears in that verse. 

Luke's genealogy ends -   uniquely among biblical genealogies -   not with a human ancestor but with the notice "the 

son of Adam, the son of God." This is not a claim that God fathered Adam in the sense of ordinary human 

generation, but a theologically loaded use of "son" language that has several converging explanations. 

5.1 Direct Creation Without a Human Father 

Genesis 2:7 describes God forming Adam directly from the dust and breathing life into him. Every other name in the 

genealogy has a human father; Adam's only "father," in the sense the genealogical formula requires, is God himself. 

The title functions here almost mechanically, completing the chain at its only possible terminus. 

5.2 "Son of God" as a Relational and Representative Title, Not a Statement of Deity or 

Biological Generation 

In the Old Testament, "son(s) of God" is used for multiple categories of beings who stand in a derived, 

representative, or covenantal relationship to God, not exclusively for divine offspring in a literal sense: 

● Angelic beings are called "sons of God" (Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7). 

● Israel corporately is called God's "son" (Exodus 4:22; Hosea 11:1). 

● The Davidic king is called God's "son" in a covenantal, adoptive sense (2 Samuel 7:14; Psalm 2:7). 

Adam's sonship fits this same pattern: as the being directly formed by God and made in his image (Genesis 1:26-27), 

Adam stands in a unique, derivative, representative relationship to God  image-  bearing sonship  rather than a claim 

of literal divine begetting parallel to the virgin birth or to the eternal generation of the Son. 

5.3 Luke's Theological Point: The Second Adam 

By tracing Jesus's line all the way to "Adam, the son of God," Luke sets up the Adam-Christ typology that Paul 

develops explicitly in Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Corinthians 15:22, 45-49: Jesus is presented as the second (or "last") 

Adam, the new representative head of humanity, undoing what the first Adam's sin introduced. Placing this 



genealogy immediately before the temptation narrative (Luke 4:1-13) is also likely deliberate  the first Adam fell in 

a garden of abundance; the second Adam, tested in a wilderness of scarcity, stands firm. 

6. Old Earth Creationism and the Genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11 

Genesis 5 and 11 are unusual among biblical genealogies because they include, for most entries, both the father's age 

when the named son was born and his total lifespan  the data James Ussher and others have used to construct 

chronologies dating creation to roughly 4000 BC. Because these lists appear more numerically precise than typical 

"begat" lists elsewhere, the question of whether they, too, contain gaps is central to how Old Earth Creationists 

(OEC) relate Scripture to the geological and cosmological evidence for an ancient earth and universe. 

6.1 The OEC Case for Telescoping in Genesis 5 and 11 

● The verb problem. Because Hebrew yalad ("fathered") is demonstrably used elsewhere in genealogies for 

"became the ancestor of" rather than strict immediate paternity (see section 2), OEC writers such as Hugh 

Ross, Gleason Archer, and  going back further  B. B. Warfield and William Henry Green, argue that the 

formula "when X had lived Y years, he fathered Z" does not by itself guarantee that Z is X's literal next-  

generation son. If "fathered" can mean "became the forebear of" elsewhere, its meaning in Genesis 5 and 11 

is a matter of authorial intent and genre, not settled simply by the presence of a number. 

● Comparative genre argument. Green in particular argued that Genesis 5 and 11, despite their added 

chronological data, still belong to the broader family of ancient Near Eastern and biblical genealogies 

whose primary purpose was to establish legitimate descent and structure a narrative, not to serve as a 

precise chronometer  and that biblical authors elsewhere felt free to compress genealogies even when 

reciting exact regnal years or ages for other purposes (compare how 1-2 Kings gives precise regnal years 

yet Matthew still compresses the king list drawn from the same data). 

● The theological-  literary shaping of the lists. The symmetrical ten-  generation structure of both Genesis 

5 (Adam to Noah) and Genesis 11 (Shem to Abram/Terah), together with the divergent age totals across the 

MT, LXX, and SP (see 3.2), are read by OEC proponents as evidence that these lists were shaped for 

theological and mnemonic purposes  bracketing the Flood, showing the sweep from Adam to Abram  in a 

way that allows, without requiring, gaps at any given link. 

● Extrabiblical corroboration cited by OEC writers. Some OEC apologists also point to the stylized, 

round-  numbered, ten-  generation structure of the Sumerian King List (which shares certain formal 

features with Genesis 5, including implausibly long reigns before a flood) as evidence that ancient Near 

Eastern king-   and genealogy-  lists of this general type were not composed as literal chronometers  though 

this comparison is used cautiously, since the Sumerian list's numbers are wildly larger and its polytheistic 

frame is entirely different. 

6.2 The Young Earth Creationist (YEC) Reply 

For fairness and accuracy, it should be noted that Young Earth Creationist scholars (e.g., Jonathan Sarfati, Travis 

Freeman, and others associated with Answers in Genesis and the Institute for Creation Research) have mounted a 

direct reply to the telescoping argument specifically as applied to Genesis 5 and 11: 

● Genesis 5 and 11 are formally distinguishable from "open" genealogies like Matthew 1 or 1 Chronicles: 

they consistently give the father's age at the son's birth, the years lived afterward, the total lifespan, and (in 

Genesis 5) the notice "and he died." No other biblical genealogy known to be telescoped (Matthew 1, Ezra 

7) includes this full formula; the presence of exact ages at fathering in every generation, YEC writers argue, 

is a marker of a closed, complete chronological chain rather than a selective list. 



● Genesis 11:10 explicitly synchronizes Shem's genealogy with the Flood ("two years after the flood"), which 

YEC writers take as evidence the author intended a tight, connected chronology rather than a loosely 

structured literary list. 

● Ancient Jewish tradition (Josephus, Antiquities 1.13.3) and most patristic and Reformation-  era interpreters 

read these lists as continuous and used them to compute the age of the world, suggesting the earliest readers 

did not perceive open gaps here even though they recognized telescoping in other genealogies  an argument 

from historical reception rather than from the text alone. 

7. Summary 

● Genealogies in Scripture serve legal, tribal, priestly, royal, messianic, and providential functions  they are 

theological documents as much as historical ones. 

● Gaps (telescoping) are demonstrable in several biblical genealogies, including Matthew's own, because 

Hebrew "fathered" language can denote distant as well as immediate descent. 

● Parallel genealogies differ because of textual variants (MT/LXX/SP), differing sources, and differing 

thematic purposes (e.g., Chronicles' selective reuse of earlier material). 

● Matthew's and Luke's genealogies of Jesus differ in direction, length, and content because they serve 

different rhetorical aims (royal/Davidic legitimacy for a Jewish audience vs. universal human solidarity for 

a Gentile audience); their divergence at Joseph's father (Jacob vs. Heli) has several plausible but not certain 

harmonizations, the oldest being Julius Africanus's levirate-  marriage proposal. 

● Adam is called "son of God" because he had no human father, being directly created and image-  bearing  a 

relational and representative title paralleled by Israel's and the Davidic king's own "sonship," not a claim of 

literal divine generation. 

● Old Earth Creationists argue Genesis 5 and 11 may still contain gaps despite their added chronological 

data, on the grounds that "fathered" language is elastic elsewhere; Young Earth Creationists reply that the 

full formula in these two chapters marks them as formally distinct, closed chronologies. This remains a 

genuine, good-  faith debate among inerrantists. 
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