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That the genealogical lists of Genesis 5 and 11 usually do not give the name of the
firstborn son follows from one of the purposes of the lists, which was to provide the
names of ancestors of Noah (Gn 5:3–32), and then of Abraham (Gn 11:10b–26). If any
modern person endeavors to trace their own ancestry back several generations, they
should not be surprised to learn that their direct ancestors were generally not the
firstborn. This will especially be true when going back a century or more, when families,
in the western world at least, tended to be larger than today. In the patriarchal ages before
and after the Flood, the longevity of the individuals listed, along with the assumption that
the ages of procreation were proportionately longer, means that many if not most of the
individuals in the lists of Genesis 5 and 11 would have had scores of sons and daughters.
From all these individuals, however, the genealogical tables of Genesis 5 and 11 are
generally restricted to the direct ancestors of Abraham. (Elsewhere, as in Genesis 4:17–
22 and 10:2–26, some of these other individuals are named.) The probability that any one
of the direct ancestors of Abraham was the firstborn among what could have been scores
of siblings is therefore quite low.
An interesting corollary is that, since apparently Abraham could name his ancestors
back to Noah, and Noah could name his ancestors back to Adam, it must have been a
rather general practice throughout those times, and not just restricted to Abraham’s
lineage, to preserve one’s toledoth (family histories). Alternately, it could be presumed
that the Lord only instituted the practice of the toledoth for the chosen line—or that the
lists were revealed miraculously to Moses without there being any previous memory of
these individuals, either written or oral. But a direct revelation to Moses or a restriction to
just the chosen line does not explain why the literary structure of the early parts of
Genesis follows a pattern that is found in very early Mesopotamian inscriptions on clay
and stone. It is therefore my opinion that the first of these options is the most probable
and most in agreement with the literary structure of Genesis 1:1 to 37:2a. In those
chapters, the verses in which the word toledoth appears should be understood as summary
lines for the preceding account, following a convention that was used in pre-alphabetic
inscriptions from long before the time of Abraham. The practice was to write such
colophons at the end of stone and clay tablets to summarize the preceding history and to
give the name of the author or transcriber. After Genesis 37:2a, which concludes the
toledoth of Jacob (the verse is definitely not a heading for the “generations of Jacob” as
in the KJV), the story of Joseph would have been written on papyrus or parchment, and
this convention would no longer be followed. Moses would then have translated the
toledoth into Hebrew to give us the first 36 chapters of the Bible. See P.J. Wiseman, New
Discoveries in Babylonia about Genesis (London: Hunt, Bernard & Co., 1936); online at
http://www.biblemaths.com/pdf_wiseman.pdf.
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