
The Twelve Tribes of Israel

Introduction
Listing the Twelve Tribes of Israel is a bit of a tricky exercise. A simple 
comparison between the birth lists of the sons of Jacob (also known as 
Israel), and the map in the back of your Bible of the tribes of Israel will  
already raise some questions on who the Twelve Tribes of Israel are.

There  are  a  number  of  key  lists  of  the  tribes  of  Israel  scattered 
throughout the Scriptures, and each of them is different. At first it  is 
confusing, but soon you realise how each of them teach us profound 
lessons about God's dealings with His chosen people throughout the Old 
Testament and extending to the End Times. 

Births and Blessings of Jacob's Sons
In Genesis 29–30, 35, and 41, the birth accounts of Jacob's sons are 
given. Then, in Genesis 49, Jacob blesses his sons and lists them all by 
name.  Already,  though,  it  is  important  to  take  note  of  the  blessings 
given to Joseph's (the eleventh son) two sons in the preceding chapter. 
All together, there are 13 blessings handed out: 11 blessings among the 
twelve  sons,  with  Simeon  and  Levi  sharing  a  blessing,  and  then  1 
blessing to each of Joseph's two sons (Jacob's grandsons through the 
favoured son).

Inheritances of the Promised Land
After Jacob moved to Egypt, his descendants grew into a large nation, 
brought out of Egypt by God and led to the Promised Land. However, 
in the allocation of the Promised Land among the Twelve Tribes, the 
tribe of Levi and Joseph are not mentioned (cf. the maps at the back of 
our  Bibles).  The  absence  of  Levi  is  explained by Moses  already in 
Deuteronomy  10:8-9,  for  Levi  is  set  apart  from  the  other  tribes  to 
worship God and therefore has no need of land to work. Joseph is also 



not listed on the maps, for he received a double portion named after his 
two sons Manasseh and Ephraim.

Genealogies at the End of the Old Testament
The next prominent list is in 1 Chronicles 2:1-2 where we read "These 
are the sons of Israel: ...". There are twelve names, matching the twelve 
sons of Jacob. 

However, in the chronologies that follow in 1 Chronicles chapters 2 to 
8, only eleven names are listed, and number of other anomalies occur.

First of all,  Judah, born fourth, is listed first, reminding us that Judah 
was the kingly tribe—chapters 2 to 4 are dedicated to his descendants. 

Secondly,  Joseph is not listed, but his sons  Manasseh and Ephraim 
are listed in his place. In fact, Manasseh is listed twice, in terms of two 
"half-tribes".  The reasons  for  this  is  geographical.  When Moses  and 
Joshua led the Israelites in conquering the Promised Land, Manasseh 
was given land on each side of the Jordan river, divinding the tribe in 
two (cf. Josh 13:7-8). 

Third, Dan and Zebulun are not mentioned at all. We are not told why 
these two tribes are excluded in the list, but it is presumably because 
they no longer existed as distinct tribes by the time of the exile, for in 1 
Chronicles  9:1  we  are  told  that  these  genealogies  excluding  Dan, 
includes the record of "all Israel". Dan is possibly disinherited because 
of  its  infamous relocation  and idolatry centuries  before (Judges  18). 
Dan is also excluded in the list in Revelation 7:4-8 in the 144,000 from 
the twelve tribes of Israel. 

Fourth anomaly, Benjamin is listed twice. This might well be because, 
along with the prominent tribe of Judah, it was the tribe of Benjamin 
that were spared the original Assyrian exile in which the other ten tribes 
were taken. 



1  Chronicles  5:1-2  explains  the  most  important  of  these  anomalies. 
Reuben, though firstborn, lost his birthright because of his sin, and it 
was given instead to Joseph, which explains why Joseph got a double-
blessing given to each of his sons. However, Judah was always a strong 
leader  and thereby the kingly line,  but  the  double  blessing was still 
Joseph's.

This  list  in  the  opening  chapters  of  1  Chronicles  was  compiled 
historically at the end of the Old Testament, after the return from exile 
and, and therefore form the closing genealogies of the Old Testament. 
By listing the original twelve sons of Jacob, and then proceeding with 
genealogies  contained  all  the  various  changes,  we  realise  that  the 
Twelve Tribes of Israel have undergone significant changes,  some of 
which have been previewed in the blessings of Genesis 48-49.

144,000 of the End Times
Then again,  in Revelation 7:4-8 the twelve tribes of Israel are listed 
with 12,000 from each tribe to make up the 144,000 "sealed servants of 
our God" (cf. Rev 14:1-5 for the only other information on this group of 
Israelites).  There  are  twelve  names  included.  However,  Dan is 
excluded. Also, Joseph is listed by his own name, but one of his sons, 
Manasseh, is also listed, taking the place of Dan. Joseph's other son, 
Ephraim is not listed. We are not told why this is the case, except that 
this group is set apart "from mankind as firstfruits for God and for the 
Lamb" (Rev 14:4).

Conclusion
So,  who  are  the  twelve  tribes  of  Israel?  The  answer  needs  to  go 
something like this:  They are the twelve sons of Jacob, with Joseph 
often replaced by his two sons because of the double portion of the 
blessing of the favoured son. Judah rises to prominence as the kingly 
tribe; Levi is set apart as the priestly tribe. Dan eventually disappears 



altogether, and Zebulun (son of Jacob) and Ephraim (son of Joseph) are 
sometimes not mentioned.

The lessons to us in all of this should not be missed.

1. Sin  is  serious.  Just  because  a  particular  family  receives 
extraodinary blessing from the LORD, does not mean that each 
of  the  descendants  will  continue  with  the  LORD,  for  Dan 
departed to worship idols (cf. warning in Heb 3:12). 

2. God is  gracious. The LORD often chooses the lowly,  not the 
notable, to demonstrate his wisdom and strength; Judah, Levi, 
and  Joseph  were  chosen  for  special  prominence  instead  of 
Reuben, the firstborn (cf. 1 Cor 1:26-29). 

3. God does  not  change as  we do.  God keeps  His  promises  no 
matter how much chaos develops over the course of history; the 
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Israel), would choose from 
Israel those to be "sealed servants" of His in the End Times. No 
matter how many changes occured throughout the time of the 
original twelve sons in Genesis, the receiving of the Prominsed 
Land under Moses and Joshua, the chaos of Judges, the exile of 
the northern 10 tribes,  the exile  of  the southern 2 tribes,  the 
return from exile of the 2 tribes, and the lost records of them in 
the infamous destruction of Jerusalem after the time of the NT, 
God will preserve His people and fulfil His promises to them 
(cf. Heb 6:17-18). 

The Twelve Tribes of Israel play an important part in God's plan for 
mankind,  as  promised  to  Abraham  already.  They  also  stands  as 
testimonies to us as Christians that sin is serious, God is gracious, and 
God never alters as we do.


