
The main characters of Genesis

10. Benjamin
Jacob had twelve sons—two of them by his wife Rachel. Rachel’s second son, 
and Jacob’s youngest, Benjamin, is mentioned 69 times in Genesis: once by 
another name.

Rachel dies in childbirth bearing Benjamin, giving him the name “Ben-Oni”—
meaning “son of my suffering”—just before she breathes her last. Jacob doesn’t 
seem to be a fan of that name, and changes it to “Benjamin,” which means a 
more upbeat “son of my right hand.” (Gen 35:18)

Benjamin comes up a lot during the famine, when Jacob sends his sons to 
Egypt to find food. Unbeknownst to Jacob’s sons, the Egyptian ruler they end up
dealing with is Joseph, their long-lost brother whom they sold into slavery. 



Joseph puts them through some odd situations, several specifically pinpointing 
Benjamin. You can read the whole story in chapters 42–50.

9. Abimelech
Wait, who? This guy (or these guys) gets mentioned 72 times in Genesis, yet at
first glance, you might not even recognize his name.

You may remember him from the story when Abraham pretends his wife is just 
his sister when entering the land Gerar, ruled by king Abimelech (Gen 20:1–18).

Abimelech finds Sarah attractive and brings her home with him. That night, God 
warns him in a dream that Sarah is spoken for.

Later, Abraham’s son Isaac comes to Gerar and makes the same mistake as his
father by pretending his wife, Rebeka, is just his sister. This time, the king 
catches Isaac caressing Rebeka, which reveals the lie (Gen 26:8).

Because Abimelech means “son of the king,” it’s possible that the Abimelech 
mentioned in the Isaac passage is the other Abimelech’s son, and not the same 
man.

8. Esau
Esau, known for being Jacob’s hairy twin, comes up 76 times. His name means 
“red.”

In Genesis, you’ll read the story of Esau selling his birthright to his brother for a 
bowl of stew (Gen 25:29–34).

You’ll also read the suspenseful reunion of the two brothers years after their 
father dies and they’ve gone their separate ways. After much trepidation on 
Jacob’s part, he and Esau finally meet with an embrace (Gen 33:1–16).

7. Isaac
Jacob’s and Esau’s father, and the only son of Abraham’s wife Sarah, is 
mentioned 80 times in Genesis.

His name means “laughter,” originating from the time that Sarah, beyond 
childbearing age, is told she’ll have a son—and laughs about the absurdity of it 
(Gen 21:6).



Genesis tells the dramatic story of when young Isaac goes with his father to 
sacrifice to God, only to find out he’s meant to be the sacrifice (Gen 22:1–18).

You’ll also read about Isaac being tricked on his deathbed. His wife and son 
take advantage of Isaac’s blindness in his old age, and deceive him into giving 
the birthright blessing to Jacob instead of Esau (Gen 27:1–29).

6. Sarah
Genesis mentions Abraham’s wife 102 times. 34 of those times are by her old 
name, Sarai, which means “princess.” She gets a name change in Genesis 
17:15.

We know that Sarah is good-looking enough for Abraham to be afraid that 
important people would kill him to have her for themselves (Gen 12:11–14).

We also know that she is barren. To make up for this, she gives Abraham her 
Egyptian maid, Hagar, to bear him children on Sarah’s behalf. Hagar ends up 
conceiving, and this causes some serious relational discord between the two 
women. (Gen 16:1–16).

We also read about Sarah laughing to herself when she hears the mysterious 
visitors telling Abraham she’ll have a child. She must have been embarrassed 
about it, because she denies having laughed (Gen 18:9–15). Of course, this 
denial doesn’t last when her son is born: she names him for that very laughter.

5. Laban
Laban is Jacob’s uncle, and later becomes his father-in-law. He is brought up 
109 times in Genesis. His is the Hebrew word for “white.”

When Jacob falls in love with Laban’s younger daughter, Rachel, Laban agrees 
to give her to his nephew after seven years of work. Seven years and a wedding
later, Jacob realizes his uncle tricked him into marrying his older daughter, 
Leah, instead. Laban requires seven more years from Jacob in order for him to 
marry the daughter he really wanted (Gen 29:16–30).

Laban and Jacob’s relationship seems to have gone downhill for a while (read 
about it in chapters 30 and 31), until finally they make a covenant to refrain from 
harming each other, and part ways (Gen 31:40–55).



4. God
Genesis documents the name of God several ways throughout the book, a total 
of 201 times.

The most common of these is translated “Lord” in most Bibles, which comes 
from the Hebrew YHWH (“Yahweh”). This comes up 178 times in Genesis.

God comes up by name 23 other times in Genesis, but by many different 
names. Since several of these are often translated as “God” in most English 
Bibles, you might not notice all the different names when you’re reading.

Here are some of the highlights:

 El Shaddai, sometimes translated “Almighty.”
 El Roi. The Hebrew word pronounced roi references perception. You might

think of it as “the one who sees.”
 El, sometimes used for other gods. It simply means god, or hero.
 El Elohe Israel, which means “the God of Israel.”

 

3. Joseph
Joseph the dreamer, known for his fancy coat, comes up 313 times in Genesis.

His name essentially means “he takes away; he shall add.” Fitting, considering 
the events of Joseph’s life.

Joseph is his father’s favorite, which rubs his brothers the wrong way. When 
Joseph tells them his dreams, they get even angrier with him (Gen 37:2–8).

Eventually, Joseph’s brothers betray him, sell him into slavery, and lie about it to
their father, Jacob (Gen 37:18–35).

To make a long story short, Joseph goes from slave to Pharoah’s right-hand 
guy. Eventually, his brothers come to him during a famine. He finally reveals 
himself to them and forgives them (chapters 39–45).

One of the 313 times Joseph’s mentioned in Genesis is by a new Egyptian 
name given to him by Pharoah: Zaphenath-Panea (Gen 41:45), which is thought
to mean “God speaks; he lives.”



2. Jacob
The second-most mentioned character in Genesis is Jacob, the father of the 
twelve patriarchs of Israel. He’s mentioned a total of 706 times: 538 by his given
name, Jacob, which means “heel-catcher” or “trickster.”

Trickery seems to be a common theme in Jacob’s life. Here are a few events 
that stand out:

 He tricked his older brother, Esau, into giving him his birthright (Gen 
25:29–34).

 He and his mother tricked Isaac into giving him the blessing meant for the 
eldest son (Gen 27:1–29).

 He himself was tricked by his uncle, Laban, into marrying the wrong 
daughter (Gen 29:21–27) .

 He was tricked by his own sons into believing Joseph, his favorite, was 
killed by a wild animal (Gen 37:31–33).

After wrestling with either an angel—or possibly God himself—he gets a new 
name, Israel, which can be translated “he who contends with God (Gen 32:28).”

At the end of his life, Jacob and 70 of his descendents move to Egypt to be with 
Joseph. Several generations after he dies, the Egyptians enslave the Israelites.

1. Abraham
Abraham lands the number-one spot with 910 mentions in Genesis. 118 of 
those were by his old name, Abram, which means “exalted father.”

God calls him to leave his home and go to a new land (Gen 12:1–3). God makes
a covenant with him, which kicks the entire narrative of the nation of Israel into 
gear. He promises to bless Abraham, and to make his offspring a blessing (Gen 
15:1-21).

It is with Abraham that God establishes the covenant of circumcision, as well: a 
way for this nation to be set apart from others (Gen 17:1–22). This is when 
Abraham and Sarah get their names changed: his new name is to represent him
as the “father of a multitude.”

After these promises, Abraham and Sarah struggle to have a child. It’s not until 
his wife is well past childbearing age that she finally, miraculously, gets pregnant
with their son, Isaac.



God tells Abraham to sacrifice Isaac—at the time, his only legitimate child—as 
an offering to him. Abraham shows great faith by acting on these instructions, 
and God intervenes at the last moment to spare Isaac from death (Gen 22:1–
18).

God keeps his promise: Abraham’s grandson (and Isaac’s son) Jacob, becomes
the father of the nation of Israel.

So there you have it: these ten characters were mentioned more than any 
others in the book of Genesis.
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