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Lesson 6  Commentary  Genesis 25:19 – 28:9

Lesson 7  Questions        Genesis 28:10 – 36:43

JACOB AND ESAU

Genesis 25:19 - 28:9

INTRODUCTION


In last week’s lecture we saw Isaac as a child who knew the terror of being bound and prepared for sacrifice by his own father, then saved by an angel. Nothing else is said of his childhood, and our story moves immediately into his marriage. As we saw last week, the girl is beautiful, she comes from his father’s family, she comforts him for the loss of his mother. Like Abraham himself, she is magnanimous, “running” to her mother’s house to report the arrival of Abraham’s servant, going beyond the requirements of hospitality to water the traveler’s camels, expressing her willingness to go with the stranger, even without the interim period usually allowed between an engagement and the bride’s departure from her parental home. So much for a lovely wedding.

I. ESAU AND JACOB (Genesis 25:19-26)


A. Rebekah (Genesis 25:19-23). Like Sara before her, Rebekah proves to be barren; the children born of her are given by God in answer to Isaac’s prayer. Unlike Sara (at least as the stories are told), Rebekah is something other than an extension of her husband.


In a troubled pregnancy she goes, seemingly alone, “to consult the Lord.” She is told that the infants “jostling one another” in her womb are two nations, two peoples enacting even before their birth the struggle that will still be going on centuries later when the final redaction of the story is written, that in fact goes on in our own day.


The story of the infants’ birth is filled with elements of folklore based on etymology. The first born of the boys is usually called Esau, but sometimes referred to as Edom (Genesis 25:30, 36), from the Hebrew word for “red.” Notice how many times the color is spoken of in connection with Esau. The country of Edom, later inhabited by the descendants of Esau, is known for its reddish sandstone, and sometimes is referred to as the “red country.” Here later history is anticipated in the story.


B. Birth of Esau and Jacob (Genesis 25:24-28). But back to the children. The younger is born “grasping the heel” of his brother, and therefore named Jacob. Again we are into popular etymology. There are three very similar Hebrew words, any of which could be the root of Jacob’s name. One means “gripping the heel,” another means “supplants.” The probable meaning is “May God protect.” From the boys’ birth, when their father was sixty years old, the narrative moves us directly into their pattern as adults: Esau became a skilled hunter; Jacob was a quiet man (NAB says “simple”) who stayed among the tents. Does verse 28 strike you as strange: “Isaac preferred Esau, for he was fond of wild game; but Rebekah preferred Jacob!”


Here we have four adults relating to one another, and they are clearly paired off, not according to generations, but according to those things we sometimes call “chemistries” that are mutually attractive. The brothers have been rivals, nearly enemies, since childhood; now the parents are divided according to favorites. Having a taste for wild game is hardly a basis for favoring one son over another. Jacob’s tendency to dwell among the tents might win his mother’s approval, but we can only guess the family tensions summarized in that one verse. They will surface later in the story as well as in the subsequent history of the twins’ descendants.


At this point we might notice the extraordinary conciseness of the story-telling. Within nine verses we have had a marriage, barrenness, fruitfulness as a result of prayer, a prophecy of both immediate and distant future, birth, childhood, adolescence, adult choice, and family problems. Try retelling the story that concisely!


C. Exchange of Birthright (Genesis 25:29-34). The next incident, told in seven short lines, gives further insight into character. Esau comes in hungry from his day in the countryside. There is something uncouth, discourteous in his demand: “Give me a mouthful of that red stuff there.” For that short sentence he receives a new name! Obviously we are dealing with remote sources. Jacob’s response is equally improbable in a supper-table conversation: “First, give me your birthright in exchange.” Describing himself as “at death’s door,” the older brother agrees on the trade and even seals it with an oath. Now does that seem probable? Who would seem to be the stronger of the two men? The more able to take the food by force if need be? Granted, Esau is tired, perhaps weak, but the story simply does not ring true. Verse 34 gives us the narrator’s view of the significance of the event: “That was all Esau cared about his birthright.”


Such an attitude could justify Jacob’s descendants in entering into their ancestor’s wheeling and dealing. The story also points up two very different attitudes. For Esau, huntsman, what would the right to a double portion of the inheritance mean? And what was the inheritance? flocks?… Who wanted them? land?… Who had any? God’s promise to their father? (or was it only to their grandfather?) Who believed it?


Jacob lived in another world, close to the tents, the flocks; close to his mother, who was ambitious for him. Might he have been aware of the promises? It would seem not at this point. But he is so preoccupied with concern for the birthright, as he will later be for the blessing, that he raises the question at the barest opportunity. He at least, we are led to believe, cared about whatever was implicit in the birthright. This, together with the prophecy made before his birth, implies that it is right that he should take precedence, that he the younger will have mastery over the elder, as the nation that will flow from him will dominate the Edomites, Esau’s descendants.


Have you noticed what happened between verses 19 and 34? We are told: “This is the story of Isaac, son of Abraham.” But the story we are told deals with Esau and Jacob! Now chapter 26 returns us to Isaac. But don’t you have a sense of having heard these tales before? We have the memory of a famine and the now-familiar story of the beautiful wife having been claimed as a sister, though the setting here is Gerar rather than Egypt.


Scholars say that this is probably the original story, whereas the two incidents with Abraham are repetitions. Notice that here the patriarch makes no effort to justify himself morally as his father does in the doublet of this story (Genesis 12:10-20 and Genesis 20:1-18). There he tries to justify his untruth; there too he is enriched because of his wife. In the first account Pharaoh is stricken with plagues; in the second account God Himself appears to King Abimelech in a dream to identify Abraham as a prophet and advise Abimelech to seek his intercession.


The Isaac story is simpler: Abimelech simply sees Isaac fondling his wife, draws a most charitable conclusion, reproaches the husband for his deceit and orders all of his kingdom to treat the man and his wife with respect. Isaac will have to leave the country and return to the promised land, but only because God blesses him with incredible prosperity; he acquires flocks and herds and a large retinue, and the Philistines began to envy him. Elements of folklore persist in all three stories: the man is clever, the woman beautiful, they prosper in the land not their own. But the story is theologized: however negligent the patriarch, God defends the wife of the promise.

II. ISAAC’S MOVE TO GERAR (Genesis 26:1-35)


A. The Wells (Genesis 26:1-15). On to the next incident, which also has a familiar ring. What we have is another story of the digging of wells—but they are the same wells that Abraham had dug! Most scholars see verse 15 as an attempt to smooth over this difficulty. Improbable as it would seem, the Philistines have filled the wells with dirt. So it is Isaac’s servants who dig them now, and another generation of Philistines who dispute ownership. The names given them reflect the stories told by Isaac’s descendants.


B. God’s Promise (Genesis 26:2-5). Verse 24, however, is crucial. We are told for the first time that God appeared to Isaac and renewed to him the promise made to his father. The land is not mentioned, but the promise is: “I am with you; I shall bless you and multiply your offspring.” The next line is surprising, for the Lord says that He will do this for the sake of His servant Abraham.


C. Isaac and Abimelech (Genesis 26:6-33). It is hardly surprising that the next section, concerning the alliance with Abimelech, is also a repeat. What we realize when we read carefully this section of Genesis is that Isaac scarcely has a story of his own. He figures in the story of his father and in that of his son, recognized as a bridge between them. His cycle of stories is lost. But one memory he leaves behind: in several passages of scripture the God of the Fathers is given different names according to the relationship he had established with each, so that we may speak of “The God of Abraham, the Awesome One (Fear) of Isaac, and the Strong One of Jacob.” It was Isaac who knew both the doting love of his father and the awesomeness of faith-filled obedience that led that same father to lift a knife above the frightened child. However secondary it might be, Isaac played his role and received the promise that he would pass on to his son.



1. The Lord Appears (Genesis 26:23-25). This short but important story shows Isaac worshipping the Lord as his father did.



2. Esau (Genesis 26:34-35). But back to his sons! It is mentioned in passing that Esau has married two Hittite women, both marriages “a bitter disappointment” to his parents. Later we will see his misguided attempts to remedy the situation, a difficulty that becomes a perfect foil for Jacob, who must do otherwise.

III. JACOB’S DECEPTION (Genesis 27:1-40)


A. Rebekah’s Action (Genesis 27:1-17). Chapter 27 takes us into the best-known incident in the brother’s relationship. Isaac is an old man now, blind and apparently rather senile. Faithful to his preference for Esau (and his taste for wild meat!) he sends his huntsman son out to get him one special meal before receiving a special blessing. And Rebekah? Gone is the shy bride of chapter 24 and in her place we find a conniving woman out to obtain whatever is to be had for her own favorite son!


Characters are consistent. Isaac wants a good meal and prepares to bless the son who is both first-born and favorite. Esau readily goes out to the hunting fields he loves. Jacob is at home in the tent, and soon involved in cooking up something other than lentil soup!


B. The Blessing (Genesis 27:18-29). Details of the story are interesting if not always convincing. Touch, taste and smell are all used by the blind old man to compensate for his lack of sight. And Rebekah manages all with more craft than grace. The meal has a certain solemnity, apparently a kind of sealing of a covenant, as Isaac says: “I finished eating; I blessed him and now blessed he will remain.”


How are we to look at the deceit practiced by Jacob and his mother? Our minds, trained to Anglo-Saxon law, would say that a blessing given Jacob, contrary to the intention of the speaker, is invalid. That mentality reflects a totally different set of assumptions, rooted in a totally different culture. The narrator follows the Hebrew assumption that the word is creative, that what is pronounced is effected. “I have made him your master,” Isaac says to Esau. “I have given him all his brothers as servants. I have given him grain and wine to sustain him.” Nor can Isaac curse his perfidious son for his deceit, because he himself declared: “Accursed be whoever curses you, and blessed be whoever blesses you.” The deed is done.


But where is God in all this? Is this divine justice? Can Jacob claim from God and others what he has obtained through deceit? The author makes no effort to justify the action. Jacob has lied, cheated and stolen. He expresses no moral qualms when his mother urges him on, only a fear that he might bring upon himself a curse rather than a blessing.


Did you notice Rebekah’s response? “On me be the curse, my son.” And does it not indeed fall on her, as she must send away the son close to her heart to rescue him from his brother’s anger? Her relations with Isaac and Esau must have been less than satisfying as they come to realize the role she played in Jacob’s deceit. And once he leaves, she never sees him again.


And Jacob? He who yearned to possess the land must live outside it for twenty years before returning—and he will die in Egypt, guest of his son Joseph, while Esau lives and dies in the land he little cares for. In his time of exile Jacob will match wits with Laban, an uncle who will become a father-in-law. Delightful (if less than edifying) stories will mark those encounters.


Yet the blessing is really his, irrevocably his. Navone, in his book Personal Witness, speaks of Abraham as the father of faith and Joseph as the father of love. Jacob he sees as the father of hope. Jacob, he says, “is a most dislikeable character—treacherous, deceitful, acquisitive, proud and self-centered. The disreputable Jacob tricks his brother Esau out of his birthright and his father’s blessing.”


Yet God chose Jacob. Before his birth it is announced that he will have mastery over his brother. When Isaac realizes that he has blessed the wrong son he is seized with a great trembling because he knows that the blessing he has pronounced is God’s blessing, uttered in his name, with his creative word.


It is surely not his own will that Isaac has done, nor is it Esau’s. Yet neither is it simply that of Rebekah and Jacob. He has uttered the blessing God gave him to utter over the son on whom he laid his hands. In spite of Jacob’s unworthiness, God has chosen him. “In Jacob,” says Navone, “the people of God read the shame of their own sinfulness, and the hope offered by God’s eternal goodness and saving love.”


C. Esau’s Vengeance (Genesis 27:30 28:9). Yet Jacob has to face the consequences of his sin. He recognizes the vengeance that is in his brother’s heart. “Mother’s boy” that he is, he learns of it from Rebekah, who tells him that Esau means to take revenge and kill him. It is she again who tells him what to do. “Listen to me,” we hear her say, as she has said before. Jacob listens, as Isaac listens when Rebekah urges him to send Jacob to her father’s house to seek a bride, since neither Isaac nor herself has approved of the Hittite wives Esau has married.


Once more Isaac blesses Jacob, this time knowing what he is doing. And the blessing he imparts is specifically the blessing of the God of Abraham, so that Jacob and his descendants may “one day own the country where you are now living as a stranger—the country God gave to Abraham.”


So Jacob sets out, as Abraham had done, on a journey. In the next lesson we will meet him in the house of his uncle Laban in a story that is a wonderful mixture of theology and dark comedy. Never did two connivers better deserve each other! But we will also see him encounter the God whom he has not known, an encounter that will change his life and the lives of his descendants. We will have occasion to reflect upon our own lives in the light of that encounter, and of Jacob’s later wrestling with God, and to marvel at the interaction of sinful humans and a sinless God. In doing that we will recognize that Jacob is indeed our father in hope.


One final observation: the non-blessing bestowed on Esau would seem to reflect the situation at the time the narrative was written down, since David conquered the Edomites and held them in subjection for some time. The final sentence, promising that “you will shake his yoke off your neck” seems to be a later addition to the text, reflecting the Edomites’ later gaining of their independence. This kind of literary adjustment is based on the assumption that nothing happens outside the plan of God. What occurs now he knew from the beginning. Esau and his descendants will live basically as the “hairy man” wanted to live, roaming the desert land in search of food. There is a certain nobility about them. But it is nowhere written that Esau encountered the God of his fathers, or even that he yearned to do so. He too is loved by that God; given life by Him. But it is not he who is chosen for the wonderful and terrible responsibility of being father of the people chosen to prepare the coming of the Christ who will be savior to all.

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 7

Genesis 28:10 - 36:43

Day 1

Read the notes.


a.
Has there been some area of sinfulness (your own or others) as shown here in Rebekah, Jacob and Esau, that God used in His plan of salvation? Give thanks to God for this.


b.
Write a sentence on your reaction to Genesis 27’s events.

Day 2

Read Genesis 28:1-22


a.
What promise did Jacob make to God in verse 22? Consider what this would be in your own income. If you know of anyone who does this today, briefly describe it. Is this fair in your opinion?

Day 3

Read Genesis 29:1-35 to 30:24.


a.
What is your impression of Rachel? Of Leah?


b.
As we can see, neither the actions of Laban or of Jacob were too admirable, yet God kept His plans for their posterity. Apply God’s relationship with us, as well as with members of the Church, in comparison.

Day 4

Read Genesis 30:25 - 31:18.


a.
What characteristics do you see in Jacob?


b.
In Laban?

Day 5

Read Genesis 32.


a.
Who did Jacob think had wrestled with him?


b.
What stands out for you in Genesis 32:23-33?


c.
Skim Genesis 33-34. In these early descendants of Abraham, the Chosen People, were there still human and cultural standards? What does this say to you?


d.
What do you learn of God in these accounts?

Day 6

Read Genesis Chapters 35-36.


a.
What new promise does God make to Abraham’s grandson, Jacob?


b.
What can we learn about God from this?
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