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Who Were Esaus’s Wives?
Hey Torah buffs!
You like trivia? I’ve got a question for you. Who were Esau’s wives? Just raise your hand if you know that one. No? Okay, here’s another: how did Esau’s parents feel about his wives? No, it’s not a trick question; the Torah actually tells us.
If you know the answer, then give yourself a big pat on the back (or if you just watched our video on Parshat Toldot, you’re gonna want to skip the next few paragraphs.).
But if you don’t know the answer, don’t feel bad. I didn’t know myself. Do you want to know why I didn’t know?
Because when I get to the “begots,” my eyes start to glaze over. You know what I’m talking about, right?
וַיְחִי קֵינָן, שִׁבְעִים שָׁנָה; וַיּוֹלֶד, אֶת-מַהֲלַלְאֵל.
“And Kenan lived seventy years, and begot Mahalalel.” (Genesis 5:12)
בְּנֵי יֶפֶת--גֹּמֶר וּמָגוֹג, וּמָדַי וְיָוָן וְתֻבָל; וּמֶשֶׁךְ, וְתִירָס.
“The sons of Japheth were Gomer, and Magog, and Madai, and Javan, and Tubal, and Meshech, and Tiras.” (Genesis 10:2)
וְאֵלֶּה, יְמֵי שְׁנֵי-חַיֵּי אַבְרָהָם--אֲשֶׁר-חָי:  מְאַת שָׁנָה וְשִׁבְעִים שָׁנָה, וְחָמֵשׁ שָׁנִים.
“And these are the days of the years of Abraham's life which he lived, a hundred threescore and fifteen years.” (Genesis 25:7)
There are all of these biographical details, this trivia, that we find littered throughout the pages of the Torah. And I hope you don’t think me heretical for saying this — but it’s not exactly the most soul-stirring stuff in the whole world. I never paid them much attention at all.
Until about four weeks ago, that is. I was reading Parshat Toldot, scouring it for some kind of novel insight that I could parlay into a Torah video (see the finished product here!) — and my eyes stopped on this pair of verses:
וַיְהִי עֵשָׂו, בֶּן-אַרְבָּעִים שָׁנָה, וַיִּקַּח אִשָּׁה אֶת-יְהוּדִית, בַּת-בְּאֵרִי הַחִתִּי--וְאֶת-בָּשְׂמַת, בַּת-אֵילֹן הַחִתִּי. וַתִּהְיֶיןָ, מֹרַת רוּחַ, לְיִצְחָק, וּלְרִבְקָה.
And when Esau was forty years old, he married Yehudit the daughter of Beeri the Hittite and Basmat the daughter of Elon the Hittite. And they were a bitterness of spirit to Isaac and to Rebecca. (Genesis 26:24-35)
That’s curious. Esau married these women and… his parents disapproved? I never noticed that before. I tucked it away in the back of my mind and kept reading.
Fast forward: past Jacob’s deception of Isaac, past Esau’s anger and his threat to kill Jacob, past Rebecca telling Jacob that he’s gotta leave, gotta go to her brother Lavan’s house so he’ll be safe… I stumbled upon this string of verses:
וַיַּרְא עֵשָׂו, כִּי-בֵרַךְ יִצְחָק אֶת-יַעֲקֹב, וְשִׁלַּח אֹתוֹ פַּדֶּנָה אֲרָם, לָקַחַת-לוֹ מִשָּׁם אִשָּׁה:  בְּבָרְכוֹ אֹתוֹ--וַיְצַו עָלָיו לֵאמֹר, לֹא-תִקַּח אִשָּׁה מִבְּנוֹת כְּנָעַן. וַיִּשְׁמַע יַעֲקֹב, אֶל-אָבִיו וְאֶל-אִמּוֹ; וַיֵּלֶךְ, פַּדֶּנָה אֲרָם. וַיַּרְא עֵשָׂו, כִּי רָעוֹת בְּנוֹת כְּנָעַן, בְּעֵינֵי, יִצְחָק אָבִיו. וַיֵּלֶךְ עֵשָׂו, אֶל-יִשְׁמָעֵאל; וַיִּקַּח אֶת-מָחֲלַת בַּת-יִשְׁמָעֵאל בֶּן-אַבְרָהָם אֲחוֹת נְבָיוֹת, עַל-נָשָׁיו--לוֹ לְאִשָּׁה.
And Esau saw that Isaac had blessed Jacob and sent him away to Paddan Aram, to find himself a wife… [and he saw] that as Isaac blessed him, he commanded him: “Don’t marry a Canaanite woman”... [and he saw] that Jacob obeyed his father and mother and went to Paddan Aram… [and he saw] that his father disliked the Canaanites women. So Esau went to Ishmael and took Machalat — the daughter of Ishmael, Abraham’s son, the sister of Nevayot — as his third wife. (Genesis 28:6-9)
How Many Wives Did Esau Have?
Hmm, I never noticed that before, either. First Esau marries these Hittite (read: Canaanite) women, and then barely a chapter later, the text tells us that he finally realizes that his parents didn’t like his first wives, so he goes and marries a third. Who is this Machalat? She’s the daughter of Ishmael, the granddaughter of Abraham, so she’s definitely not a Canaanite. What are Esau’s motivations? What spurs him to run off to Uncle Ishmael’s house in search of a third wife? What is he hoping to accomplish?
And when you consider the context, this question gets even bigger. Jacob just stole Esau’s blessing. Esau is furious. He swears that he’s going to kill Jacob! And then… he goes and gets married? Is that what you do when you’re angry?
These verses about marriage: they don’t just seem like biographical trivia. It sounds like there’s a story here. You’ve got these two mentions of Esau’s marriages — and sandwiched in between them are 46 verses that describe Jacob’s taking of Esau’s blessing:
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So how do we connect the dots? Jacob takes Esau’s blessing, and that spurs Esau to go and marry Machalat. How does A lead to B?
A theory occurred to me, an insight into what may have been going on in Esau’s mind at this moment when he went in search of a third wife. I started to scratch the surface of the text — but I wasn’t prepared for the depth of the story which emerged.
I don’t want to give it all away, because I actually made a short video that tells the whole story — because this is the kind of story that calls for animations, music, something to really bring the characters alive for you.
In fact, we make a lot of animated Torah videos here at Aleph Beta. Loads of them. People like me write and record the scripts, and then our genius animators bring them to life. We have hundreds of videos on the parsha (the weekly Torah portion) alone. Think Netflix… but for the Bible. I bet you’ve never seen anything like it before. So go ahead, take 10 minutes to watch the full video, hear my argument, and see the evidence. And then meet me back here when you’re done. Because it turns out there’s one more surprising wrinkle in this story that I want to reveal to you… but only after you’ve seen the video.
START WATCHING
And once you’ve seen the video, scroll down…
What Happened Between Jacob and Esau?
One last thing. As I mentioned at the end of the video, there’s a little something that we have to quickly iron out. I slightly misquoted the Torah at the very start of the video. But I plead innocent! Just give me a chance to defend myself.
I read that verse about Esau’s threat to kill Jacob, but I conveniently left out the part which is in bold:
וַיִּשְׂטֹם עֵשָׂו אֶת-יַעֲקֹב  עַל-הַבְּרָכָה אֲשֶׁר בֵּרְכוֹ אָבִיו  וַיֹּאמֶר עֵשָׂו בְּלִבּוֹ יִקְרְבוּ יְמֵי אֵבֶל אָבִי וְאַהַרְגָה, אֶת-יַעֲקֹב אָחִי.
And Esau hated Jacob because of the blessing that his father gave him, and he said to himself, “Let the days of mourning for my father draw near, and I will kill my brother Jacob.” (Genesis 27:41)
What is the implication of those words in bold? It sounds like Esau never intended to kill Jacob right away. He planned to wait until Isaac was dead and buried… and then, one would imagine, Esau would turn from his father’s plot, pick up his shovel, and konk Jacob over the head with it.
Except… that’s not what happened. The Torah actually tells us about the day of Isaac’s burial, eight chapters later, but there’s no mention of anything resembling fratricide:
וַיִּגְוַע יִצְחָק וַיָּמָת וַיֵּאָסֶף אֶל-עַמָּיו, זָקֵן וּשְׂבַע יָמִים; וַיִּקְבְּרוּ אֹתוֹ, עֵשָׂו וְיַעֲקֹב בָּנָיו.
And Isaac expired, and died, and was gathered unto his people, old and full of days; and Esau and Jacob his sons buried him. (Genesis 35:29)
So it can’t be that Esau was just waiting for Dad to die, you see. Something else happened to change his mind. What was it? What makes a man go from wanting to murder his brother to deciding not to?
Was it because his temper subsided over the course of twenty years? Was it because Jacob placated him with gifts and deference when they reunited in Parshat Vayishlach? Both of those are part of the answer, no doubt. But what I tried to argue in my video is that the change that Esau undergoes in the immediate aftermath of the deception is a major part of the equation, too. I think that if you want to understand how Esau feels about his brother, then you can’t stand to ignore that part of the story.
Life Lessons of Jacob and Esau
Now the question is: what do we do with this story?
In the video, I suggested a possible answer: that the Torah is actually trying to teach us empathy, to feel compassion for someone so manifestly imperfect as Esau. Well, I want to share one more idea with you. (I wanted to include it in the video, but it ended up getting left on the cutting room floor.) It’s about parents. If you’re a parent and you watch this video, you hear this untold story of Esau, what comes to mind for you?
That’s what I kept asking myself as I grappled with this material. You see, as parents, we try to do right by our kids. Isaac and Rebecca, our great forebears, certainly tried to do right by theirs. We whisper in their ears at bedtime that we love them just the way they are, always and forever, so they will always feel loved, secure… but we also believe that it’s our job to push them to become the best version of themselves. After all, we’re the grown-ups in this relationship; don’t we owe it to them to help them actualize their potential?
So it’s hard sometimes not to feel torn between our kids as they are and our kids as they could be… and we may even occasionally find ourselves feeling disappointed in our children. We might tell them outright, “You disappointed me,” we might try to hide it. But either way, don’t our children know? And it weighs oh so heavily on their psyches.
The knowledge of that power — that at any point, we can reduce our otherwise self-confident children to their most vulnerable, thirsting for our love and approval — that weighs oh so heavily on mine.
Rabbi Fohrman has an amazing series on parenting — where he talks about exactly this issue: about the fact that our children will, almost inevitably, disappoint us — and how we keep it from poisoning our relationships with them. Click here to watch it.
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