GENESIS 25:12 – 36:43 

THE ACCOUNT OF ISHMAEL,

THE ACCOUNT OF ISAAC,

THE STORIES OF JACOB  AND  ESAU,

AND THE ACCOUNT OF ESAU

Part One

25:12-18 THE ACCOUNT OF ISHMAEL

Genesis tells the history of Israel’s ancestors by interspersing long accounts of the chosen line of Abraham (12-25), Isaac (25-35) and Jacob (37-50) with very short summary accounts of the sidelines of Ishamel (here) and Esau (36:1-37:1).

Ishmael was Abraham’s eldest son and the ancestor of the Ishmaelites, a group of twelve tribes who inhabited the deserts to the south and east of Israel.  Many of the names in 25:13,14, seem to be places or tribes in Arabia or Sinai.

Genesis 25:18 is a fulfilment of 16:12 both in terms of the location and character of the Ishmael line.

25:19-34 FIRST ENCOUNTERS OF JACOB AND ESAU

The life of Jacob, which spans almost the whole remainder of the book, is well summarised in Hosea 12:3, 
“In the womb he grasped his brother’s heel;

as a man he struggled with God”  (NIV).

If we insert between these two lines the parenthesis of Hosea 12:12 

“Jacob fled … served to get a wife … tended sheep”

then in the main nouns we trace his successive concerns

“his brother … a wife … God”

and in his actions, his rough path to maturity

“he grasped his brother’s heel … fled … served … tended sheep … struggled”

Hosea 12:3 enshrines in the Hebrew form his two names, recording the beginning and end of his pilgrimage, from Jacob (aqab = took by the heel) to Israel (sara = struggle, contend)

Two short sketches introduce us to Jacob and Esau.

After twenty years of childlessness (25:20,26) and after Isaac’s intercession, Rebekah conceives.  Her pregnancy is difficult.  The as yet unborn babies’ struggle within her womb, foreshadows the life long struggle between them. Rebekah sought God who spoke to her.  “Two nations are in your womb… and the older will serve the younger” (25:23).  The future domination of Israel over Edom originates here (eg. 2 Samuel 8:14).  That the prophecy is made before the birth of the children stresses that Jacob’s elevation is due to God’s grace and decree, and not to any merit in Jacob.

Even as they were born, there was no let up in the struggle between the boys.  Jacob came out second, clutching his brother’s heel.  Esau was red (admoni) and hairy (sear), and this anticipated his future homeland known as Edom and Seir.  Similarly, Jacob’s name related to his birth.  “Jacob” is linked with “heel” (eqeb) and is probably understood to mean “he clutches 
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at the heel.”  “Jacob” was a more common second millennium name which probably traditionally meant “God rewards or protects” in the sense of being one’s rearguard by protecting our heel.  But the name also lends itself to the sense of a grasping, even cheating competitor.  

Though twins, their characters developed quite differently.  Jacob was doted on by his mother and became “a quiet man, staying among the tents” (25:27 NIV).  Esau knew more of his father’s favour and became “a skilful hunter, a man of the open country” (25:27 NIV).

Esau’s strength was his weakness.  Famished from a hunt, he is willing to abandon his birthright in return for some red stew Jacob was cooking. The birthright was the status of being the firstborn.  It meant the headship of the family, and in later Israel, a double share of the estate (Deuteronomy 21:17).  Evidence from Nuzi shows that among contemporary Hurrians, it was transferable (see “Genesis”, Derek Kidner, IVF, 1981, p.152).

Hebrews 12:16 calls Esau “immoral … and godless.” Jacob has him swear that he is giving over the birthright before giving him the food which he gulps down (25:34 says Esau “ate and drank” but the Hebrew is stronger).  The chapter doesn’t close with “so Jacob supplanted his brother”, but “so Esau despised his birthright” (25:34).  Esau lived for the present, was flesh oriented, and failed to value those things God valued.

26:1-34 ISAAC AND THE PHILISTINES


The similarities between this story and Abraham’s in Genesis 12 and 20 have left some commentators concluding there was one incident repeated with minor variation twice more.  But the text itself separates Isaac’s story from Abraham’s (26:1 “besides the earlier famine of Abraham’s time”).

Famine has again struck the land and Isaac is forced to seek better pasture for his flocks and herds.  As his father had done, he relocates to Gerar, a settlement on the trade route to Egypt and about 15kms south east of Gaza.  The king is Abimelech, but because the name is a dynasty name, like the title “Pharaoh,” this king is almost certainly not the same Abimelech of 20:1-18.

The Lord appears to Isaac (the first Biblical account), and tells him not to go into Egypt, but to stay in the land.  The promises made to Abraham are then repeated to Isaac, with some further clarity (26:4 “I will give your descendants all these lands”), “because Abraham obeyed me and kept my requirements, my commands, my decrees and my laws” (26:5 NIV).  God is now establishing His covenant with Isaac and assuring him of His faithfulness to fulfil the promises. And as Abraham walked in obedience, Isaac is being called to the same walk.

As Abraham had done earlier with Sarah, so now Isaac, to protect his life, has Rebekah claim to be his sister.  Unlike Sarah, Rebekah doesn’t join the king’s harem.  This time the king sees Isaac caressing Rebekah and confronts Isaac. The first Abimelech (20:3) had been taught by Yahweh that to take another man’s wife was wrong.  We don’t know whether this would have been different to the king’s established values, but the lesson seems to have been remembered. The Abimelech of Isaac’s time realises that for anyone to have taken Rebekah as a wife would have brought “guilt” on all the people (26:10), and he sets the penalty of death for anyone violating either of them.

Like his father, Isaac experiences supernatural blessing over what he puts his hand to.  He reaps a hundred fold from what he plants.  His prosperity provokes jealousy and the Philistines cover up the wells Abraham had previously dug.  Digging a well was considered tantamount to a claim of ownership of the land on which it was located.  It enabled a man to dwell there and sustain herds.  The Philistine desire to overthrow all claim on their land was so intense that they would rather lose a well, an asset of obviously great value, than to allow 
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this claim to go unchallenged.  By filling the wells they were repudiating Isaac’s rights of property and residence. So Isaac was caught between a hostile city and a waterless countryside.  Abimelech finally brings everything to a head by telling Isaac to leave; and so he does, settling in the region of Gerar but away from the city.

Isaac dug two more wells, appropriately name Esek (contention, quarrelling) and Sitnah (enmity) because the herdsmen of Gerar contested each, before a third, Rehoboth (broad places), was uncontested.  Clearly Isaac was being pushed further and further away from the city.  His seeming unwillingness to take a more determined stand may have been prompted by a lack of strength in his character or because he was a peacemaker.

Isaac’s move to Beersheba seems hard to understand in the natural.  Up to this time his decision as to where he should stay was based on finding water and the lack of hostility.  So having dug a well that was uncontested, we would have expected him to stay there.  Something deeper seems to be giving direction to his life.  A change is taking place.

Beersheba was the first place Abraham had gone with Isaac after they came down from the “sacrifice” on Mount Moriah (22:19).  Isaac knew clearly that God had promised to give him the land promised to his father (26:3-5).  Isaac may have come to see that through all the opposition over the wells, God had been guiding him back to the land of promise, back to those places where his father had walked with God.  He may have sensed on a spiritual level that this was where God wanted him to be.  If God had previously been “driving” Isaac through opposition, he was now willing to be led.

The Lord appeared to Isaac “that night,” presumably his first night in Beersheba, and said “…Do not be afraid, for I am with you; I will bless you and increase the number of your descendants…” (26:24  NIV).  Isaac built an altar, his only one recorded in Genesis.  Altars built by the patriarchs were a response to God rather than an initiative (12:7; 13:17,18; 35:7).  As if to confirm God’s promises, a delegation from Gerar led by Abimelech arrives asking Isaac to make a security pact with them because “we saw clearly that the Lord was with you” (26:28 NIV).  The men ate together, a common way of cementing a covenant (31:54 cf. Exodus 24:8,11; Matthew 26:26-29).

The day Abimelech leaves, Isaac’s servants find water.  The well is called Shibah and the area Beersheba.  Whether this was Abraham’s well now reopened (21:30,31; cf. 26:18), or a second one, the name Beersheba now commemorates two pledges.  Abraham had called the place “the well of seven” (sheba) alluding to their “sevening” of themselves by means of the seven lambs (21:29-31).  Isaac now gives it the same name, but for his own reason, the discovery of water on the day of the oath (shaba).  To Abraham it was “the well of seven,” but to Isaac “the well of the oath.”

The chapter closes with Esau marrying two wives, both Hittites.  This marriage with those outside the family line was a breach of the purity of lineage to which Abraham had been called (24:7,47,48), and serves as a contrast with Jacob’s wife coming from Abraham’s family.  Esau’s marriages grieve Isaac and Rebekah (26:35 cf. 27:46).

27:1 – 28:9 JACOB CHEATS ESAU OF HIS BLESSING


On a first reading of this story, we tend to see Rebekah and Jacob as complete villains, exploiting the blindness of Isaac, to rob Esau.  In fact the situation is not so black and white.  Isaac, Rebekah, Esau and Jacob are each at fault in some way.  The family unit has been split into two factions, each headed by a parent who wants to live out their expectations through one son, at the expense of the other.
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Isaac is old, probably 137 years, is largely blind, and possibly thinks himself not far from death.  His half brother, Ishmael, had died at this same age (25:17).  Isaac shows urgency in wanting Esau to hunt and prepare his favourite meal for him, and then receive his blessing.

Isaac is doing this secretively.  Normally the blessing would have been given before the entire family, because it was in reality, an oral will which legally determined the disposition of all that the father possessed.  Distribution of family wealth and headship would normally be carried out in the presence of all concerned (cf. Genesis 49).  Isaac deliberately only summoned Esau, his favourite son.

Isaac is actually conspiring to thwart God’s purposes for Jacob.  It is inconceivable that Isaac would have been unaware of God’s word to Rebekah “Two nations are in your womb … and one people shall be stronger than the other; and the older shall serve the younger.”  (25:23).  Isaac would certainly have known too that Esau had sold his birthright to his brother.  We find Esau making open mention of this a little later (27:36).

Isaac, blinded by his favouritism for Esau, had not insisted that Esau only marry a woman from within the family, as his father Abraham had insisted for him (24:3,4).  Esau’s wives were both Hittites (26:34) meaning they were Canaanites (23:3,10).

So Isaac is clearly at fault.  His conspiracy is aided by Esau, who not only agrees to it, but does so, having sold his right to the blessing, once he sold his birthright.

But Rebekah is not entirely innocent either.  She knew it was God’s purpose that Esau, though born first, would serve Jacob (25:23), but we hear nothing of her either pleading before God or her husband Isaac, for God’s purpose to be honoured.  Instead, she chooses deception to have her favourite son blessed, and reaps appropriately

. 

And finally to Jacob.  The narrative tells us nothing of him refusing to be part of the deception because it was wrong – only expressing concern that he might get found out, and his father curse him as a result (27:12).

Rebekah has overheard Isaac’s instruction to Esau to hunt and prepare his favourite meal before receiving his father’s official blessing (27:7 “that I may give you my blessing in the presence of the Lord”).  She quickly prepares the meat and has Jacob dress in Esau’s clothes, carefully covering his exposed skin with the skins of young goats.  She takes full responsibility if anything goes wrong, even taking upon herself Jacob’s curse should the ruse be discovered.

Isaac at first questions whether it really is Esau.  The voice is Jacob’s but the smell and ‘hairyness’ are Esau’s.  Probably because of his urgency to bless his son before anyone else finds out, Isaac overcomes his reservations, and blesses Jacob, thinking it is Esau “… May nations serve you and peoples bow down to you.  Be lord over your brothers, and may the sons of your mother bow down to you…” This kind of wording was the essence of what the birthright blessing consisted.

Jacob has barely left his father when Esau enters and the deception is uncovered.  Esau cries for the blessing (Hebrews 12:17), but his father explains that Jacob has received it, and the blessing is irrevocable.  For a second time there is a play on Jacob’s name.  In tears and anger, Esau says “Isn’t he rightly named Jacob, for he has supplanted me these two times?”  (27:36  NASB).  The Hebrew name “Jacob” (heel) and the Hebrew word for “supplant” are alike.

Isaac answers Esau’s continued cry for blessing with “your dwelling will be away from the earth’s richness [ie. away from the blessing of prosperity] … you will live by the sword, and you will serve your brother.  But when you grow restless, you will throw his yoke from off your 
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neck” (27:39,40 NIV).  In a much later time in history, Edom, descended from Esau, would throw off subservience to Israel, descended from Jacob.

Predictably, Esau’s anger will only be satisfied by revenge.  He plans to murder Jacob once their father has died.  Hearing of the plan, Rebekah urges Jacob to go to her brother in Haran.  But she knows he mustn’t go as a fugitive, but with Isaac’s backing.  So she puts forward a very different reason for Jacob’s departure than the real one, expressing concern that Jacob will otherwise marry a Hittite.  This plays both on Isaac’s self interest and his principles.

Isaac sends Jacob off to his wife’s homeland, the plain of Aram, near Haran in northwest Mesopotamia, fully acknowledging that Jacob has received his blessing (28:3) and has inherited his father, Abraham’s blessing (28:4).  

Esau witnesses the sending off, and hearing his father’s charge to Jacob to not take a Canaanite wife, tries to win his father’s favour by taking a third wife, the daughter of Ishamel.

This whole episode clearly brought terrible consequences for everyone.  Isaac had sought to give all to his favourite son Esau at Jacob’s expense.  Instead he gave all to Jacob at Esau’s expense.  Isaac set his heart on what he seems to have known was contrary to the revealed will of God, and because of this, his world came crashing down on him when God’s purposes prevailed.  Esau despised spiritual things and so sold his destiny for a meal.  Then he attempted to get it back by renouncing a solemn oath and conspiring with his father to dishonestly regain what he had lost through his own profanity.  Esau learnt that there comes a point of no return in every person’s life when regret can’t bring a reversal of past decisions.

For Rebekah and her son Jacob, the price of their success was as costly as that of Isaac and Esau for their defeat.  Rebekah’s love for Jacob was not a wholesome love.  She sought his success (which happened to correspond with God’s revealed will) at any price, even deception and deceit.  The price she paid, separation from him, appears to have lasted for the rest of her life.  Jacob was never to see his mother again.

Jacob faced alienation from his father, whom he had not only deceived but also mocked (27:12 NASB marginal note).  He now had a brother who despised him and who looked for the day when he could put him to death.  And worst of all, he had to leave the mother he loved.  Whatever he had gained in a material way, he had to leave behind to flee for his life.

And Jacob, who cheated his father, would soon be cheated by his father-in-law, Laban, who would force him to marry Leah as well as Rachel.  This would be a cause of perpetual distress to Jacob for the rest of his days.  In their turn, Leah’s sons would deceive Jacob with a young goat about Joseph’s fate, just as Jacob deceived his father with a young goat (37:31-35; 27:9,16).

Here, as so often in Genesis, this new step forward in the history of salvation, is set against the backdrop of unscrupulous behaviour by the patriarchs involved. Once again, it is God’s purpose expressed in mercy and not through human merit that forms the ultimate hope of redemption.  The purpose of the Genesis stories in chapters 11 to 50 is to illustrate the election of one family through whom the nations will be blessed, the promises made to that family, and God’s commitment to those promises.

28:10-22 JACOB MEETS GOD AT BETHEL


At an early point in his journey (cf. 28:19 Bethel is 19kms north of Jerusalem), Jacob has a dream (cf. 15:12; 20:3).  In his dream Jacob sees a stairway stretching from heaven to earth, with angels ascending and descending on it.  Above this ladder was Yahweh who begins by repeating personally to Jacob the promises of land, descendants and blessing to the nations made first to Abraham and repeated to Isaac.  God tells Jacob, as He had told Abraham (17:7,8) and Isaac (26:24), that He will remain with him and protect him, but then adds “I will 
Genesis 25:12 – 36:43







Page Six

bring you back to this land” (28:15).  Jacob was about to leave the land of promise for twenty years in Paddan-aram.  In the natural, he might have been tempted never to return to the land again. The dream impressed Jacob with the significance of the land.  It was the place where God would come down to man, and where man would find access to God, the place where heaven and earth met.  As Jacob states, “this is the gate of heaven” (28:17).  Through the next twenty years, Jacob would never forget this dream.  He would realise that ultimately, to be in the will of God, he must be in the place of God’s choosing, the land of promise.  When he finally did return, Jacob quoted God’s words back to Him (32:11,12), calling on God to fulfil the promises made those many years before.

Jacob’s response to the dream is fear, born of a combination of awe at God’s presence, his own spiritual insensitivity, and a profound sense of the state of his heart.  To memorialise this encounter with God, Jacob takes the stone he has laid his head on, and erects it as a pillar.  This kind of action was not unknown in ancient Semitic custom, though without the animistic motives of the Canaanite shrines that would later lead to such pillars being forbidden (Leviticus 26:1; Deuteronomy 16:22).  Jacob pours oil over it, a symbol of consecration, (Leviticus 8:10,11), and names the place Bethel (house/abode of God).  Judges 1:23 tells us that the name Bethel was transferred to the neighbouring city, previously named Luz.

Jacob then proceeds to make a vow to God, that if He will remain with him, protect him, and safely return him to the land, “then the Lord will be my God” (28:12).  He further promises to build an altar to God where he has left the pillar, and give a tenth of all to Him. Jacob’s vow clearly picks up on God’s promises of 28:15, but mentions nothing of the promises of 28:13,14.  While Jacob is still drawn to promises of personal safety (v.15) over promises of descendants, the land and blessing (vs.13,14), his vow to tithe is a clear step toward self denial and stewardship.  There was no command to tithe, so Jacob’s action is entirely volountary.

Vows like Jacob’s, were, and are, commonly made by people in distress, but as long as the “votary” performed his vow, the Old Testament did not discourage them (Deuteronomy 23:21-23).  Vows were not necessarily bargaining with God.  They were to express dependence on Him.

29:1-30 JACOB MARRIES RACHEL AND LEAH

Like Abraham’s servant years earlier (24:1-62), Jacob journeys to northern Syria.  He comes to a well, surrounded by shepherds and their flocks.  They know Laban, and point out Laban’s daughter, Rachel, approaching with a flock of sheep.  Jacob rolls the stone from the mouth of the well, presumably for Rachel’s sake more than the other shepherds, and explains to her who he is.

Jacob is received into Laban’s home.  After a month the issue of wages comes up, and Jacob offers to work seven years for Rachel’s hand in marriage.  Normally, betrothal was sealed by the payment of the bride price (marriage present), given by the man’s family to the bride’s family (cf. 24:53).  Jacob’s offer is in lieu of such gifts and Laban agrees to it.  This is seemingly one of the few clearly romantic marriages in Genesis.  Jacob’s seven years “seemed like only a few days to him because of his love for her” (29:20 NIV).

The years were completed, but Laban seems reluctant to go ahead.  Jacob has to remind him of the agreement.  Little is known of wedding procedures in Old Testament times except what can be inferred from this passage and Judges 14.  A seven day celebration was the main event, but doubtless vows and pledges were exchanged too (cf. Hosea 2:16).  On the first night, the veiled bride was brought to her husband.  Doubtless the veil, darkness and alcohol all prevented Jacob from realising Rachel’s sister Leah had been substituted for Rachel.  Jacob the deceiver is now Jacob the deceived.
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The next day Laban defends his action, claiming the cultural convention is for the first born sister to always marry first.  He does make one concession to Jacob, that he can marry Rachel at the end of the seven day celebration, but he cruelly demands another seven years service for her.  Genesis 31:14 may leave some people with the impression that Jacob married Rachel after this extra seven year service, but 29:28 explicitly states the seven years followed the wedding.

It was the universal custom in the orient for the bride to be given a large gift by her father when she married.  This was called the dowry, and for each daughter included a maid servant, Zilpah for Leah (29:24), and Bilhah for Rachel (29:29).
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