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THE	FACE	OF	GOD	
Primary	Research	on	What	God	Is	Like	

(Genesis	23—36)	
	
Since	the	beginning	of	people	–	no	matter	how	we	imagine	that	beginning	–	we’ve	been	curious	
about	whether	a	greater	being	exists	and,	if	so,	what	that	being	is	like.	The	book	of	Genesis	gives	
us	access	to	one	version	of	that	quest,	but	you	may	not	have	thought	of	Genesis	that	way.	After	
all,	the	Bible	is	a	big	book.	Really,	it’s	66	books	(73	for	Catholics)	brought	together	in	an	order	
that	builds	a	loose	beginning,	middle,	and	end	story.	Because	we	have	specific	needs	and	hopes	
when	we	open	it,	most	Christians	don’t	read	it	as	we	would	read	other	beginning-middle-end	
books,	like	novels	or	history	books.	Instead,	we	understandably	look	for	parts	of	the	Bible	that	
will	help	us	learn	God’s	ways	and	strengthen	ourselves	spiritually.		
	
When	we	treat	the	Bible	this	way,	as	our	source	book	or	anthology	for	those	purposes,	the	
characters	in	Genesis	tend	to	end	up	in	the	same	broad	“biblical	people”	pool	as	the	ones	in	2	
Kings	or	Isaiah	or	the	Gospel	of	Mark	or	the	Book	of	Revelation.	They	all	help	us,	in	one	way	or	
another	–	whether	they	are	villains	or	heroes	–	to	access	God	and	God’s	ways.	But	the	order	of	
the	books	in	which	they	appear	is	usually	irrelevant	to	us.	
	
This	kind	of	reading	has	merits,	obviously,	but	it	hampers	us	in	one	important	way:	we	miss	the	
first-time	discoveries	those	characters	make	about	the	character	of	God	as	“first”	discovered.	If	
we	read	the	Bible	as	a	story	–	“the	greatest	story	ever	told”	–	Genesis	is	naturally	chock	full	of	
new	discoveries	about	God.	The	people	we	meet	in	its	pages	are	explorers	and	pioneers.		

o Adam	and	Eve	give	us	first	access	to	a	God	who	both	blesses	and	sets	limits;	
o Cain	and	Abel	are	the	first	to	attempt	(apparently	without	instruction)	to	try	pleasing	God	

by	offering	sacrifice;	
o Noah	lets	us	in	on	God’s	judgment	and	God’s	favor;	
o Abraham	and	Sarah	learn	about	a	promising	God	with	global	purposes…and	a	serious	

demand	that	they	trust	God;	
o Etc.	

	
In	Genesis,	first	all	humanity	and	then	(in	a	more	focused	way)	the	specific	family	of	Abraham	
and	Sarah	are	novices	at	the	task	of	figuring	out	who	God	is	–	and	they	don’t	have	much	data	for	
their	assessment.	You	can	tell	a	lot	about	a	character	if	you	know	what	she	or	he	wants	done,	
but	think	about	it:	the	only	specific	commands	God	has	given	this	family	are		

o “leave	your	clan’s	home	and	move	to	a	place	I	will	show	you,”	(Genesis	12)		
o “trust	me,”	(Genesis	15)	
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o “circumcise	all	the	males	of	your	household	on	the	8th	day,”	(Genesis	17)	
o “sacrifice	your	only	son,	whom	you	love.”	(Genesis	22)		

	
That’s	not	much	to	go	on!	We’re	still	a	few	chapters	away	from	Moses,	so	these	folks	have	never	
been	told,	“Don’t	kill,	don’t	commit	adultery,	don’t	steal…”	(Exodus	20)	They	certainly	don’t	have	
“Love	the	Lord	your	God”	(Deuteronomy	6)	or	“Love	your	neighbor	as	yourself.”	(Leviticus	19),	
the	two	Jesus	quotes	as	the	greatest	commands.	They	don’t	have	“for	God	so	loved…”	(John	
3.16)	And	they	know	of	no	theological	treatise	or	commentary	or	any	other	form	of	access	to	
chat	about	God.	They	basically	have	creation	to	look	at,	which	the	Apostle	Paul	will	eventually	
say	is	good	access	to	God’s	character	(Romans	1.19-20);	but	these	people	aren’t	yet	familiar	with	
a	very	large	body	of	God’s	work.	They’re	figuring	God	out	through	their	experience.	
	
When	Esau	and	then	Jacob	show	up	on	the	scene,	Abraham’s	family	is	still	figuring	out	what	their	
grandfather’s	God	is	like.	In	these	pages,	we’ll	intro	the	characters	(Isaac,	Rebekah,	Esau,	and	
Jacob)	and	then	focus	on	a	few	especially	revelatory	moments:	a	dream,	a	wrestling	match	with	
God,	and	the	reunion	between	two	estranged	siblings.	
	
A	Quick	Review	
	
In	our	four	sessions	together	thus	far	in	Genesis,	we’ve	caught		

o God’s	character	by	looking	at	creation	(Session	1);	
o human	frailty	and	faith	through	the	decisions	of	Adam	and	Eve,	Cain	and	Abel,	Noah,	and	

the	Tower	of	Babel	(Session	2);	
o God’s	promise	and	God’s	purpose	in	the	call	and	catechism	of	Abraham	and	Sarah	

(Session	3);	and		
o God’s	perplexing	command	to	Abraham	to	sacrifice	his	son	Isaac	(Session	4).	

	
On	to	Isaac	and	Rebekah	and	Esau	and	Jacob!	
	
Part	One	–	The	Cast	
	
Isaac	
	
When	last	we	saw	Isaac,	he	was	inestimably	relieved,	as	father	and	son	had	just	arrived	home	
from	a	traumatic	three-day	trip	to	Moriah.	In	the	pages	that	follow,	we	learn	very	little	more	
about	this	crucial	link	in	the	family	chain	of	promise.		

o As	a	young	man,	he	mourns	his	mother’s	death.	
o Shortly	after	Sarah’s	death,	Isaac’s	father	Abraham	sends	a	servant	to	arrange	a	marriage	

for	him	with	a	young	woman	from	their	extended	family	in	Haran	named	Rebekah;	
o At	age	40,	“Isaac	took	Rebekah,	and	she	became	his	wife;	and	he	loved	her.”	(Gen	25.67)	
o “After	the	death	of	Abraham	God	blessed	his	son	Isaac.	And	Isaac	settled	at	Beer-lahai-

roi.”	(Gen	25.11)	
o After	having	initial	difficulty	having	a	child,	Isaac	prayed	to	God	for	help.	Then	he	and	

Rebekah	welcomed	into	the	world	twin	sons,	Esau	and	Jacob.	(Gen	25.19)	
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o Of	his	two	sons,	Isaac	favored	Esau,	who	loved	to	hunt.	
o In	a	crucial	moment,	God	speaks	his	promise	to	Abraham	again	to	Isaac.	(Gen	26.2-5)	
o To	save	his	own	skin	in	a	new	part	of	the	land,	Isaac	repeats	his	father’s	duplicitous	

strategy	of	passing	his	wife	Rebekah	off	as	his	sister	to	Abimalech…and	is	found	out.	(Gen	
26.2-11)	

o His	land	bears	astonishing	fruit,	and	Isaac	amasses	significant	wealth.	(Gen	26.12-14)	
o After	neighbors	and	rivals	hassle	Isaac	about	wells	and	land,	God	then	repeats	his	

promise	that	Isaac	will	be	blessed.	(Gen	26.24)	
o On	his	death	bed,	Isaac	mistakenly	blesses	his	younger	son	Jacob,	rather	than	his	elder	

son	Esau.	
Isaac	gets	the	fewest	column	inches	of	the	patriarchs	and	comes	off	as	a	minor	link	between	two	
major	links	in	the	chain.	The	ancient	rabbis	saw	fit	to	fill	in	some	of	those	gaps	by,	among	other	
things,	depicting	Isaac	praying	alone	in	a	field	when	Rebekah	first	sees	him.	(She	is	drawn	to	such	
a	spiritual	man.)	Scholars	and	amateur	psychologists	alike	have	speculated	as	to	what	impact	the	
“sacrifice	of	Isaac”	trauma	would	have	had	on	the	person.	With	the	stories	that	we	have,	the	
biblical	character	comes	off	as	a	mildly	flawed	man	(he	lies	to	the	would-be	suitors	of	Rebekah	
about	his	identity,	favors	one	son	over	the	other,	and	is	susceptible	to	being	duped	by	Jacob)	
who	nonetheless	loves	his	wife	and	trusts	God	with	his	and	his	family’s	future.	
	
Rebekah	
	
Women	simply	don’t	get	as	much	press	as	the	men	do	in	Genesis.	After	Eve’s	central	role	in	the	
Drama	of	Eden	(Genesis	2—3)	

o we	don’t	hear	much	at	all	of	Noah’s	wife	(she	isn’t	even	named	in	the	text,	though	later	
Jewish	writings	will	call	her	Naamah);	

o Sarah	only	shows	up	as	a	supporting	actress	when,	
o unable	to	give	birth)	tries	to	help	God	out	with	the	promise	by	offering	her	

servant	Hagar	to	Abraham;	
o then	is	catastrophically	jealous	of	Hagar	after	Ishmael’s	birth,	and	finally		
o when	she	laughs	at	God’s	messenger	for	suggesting	that	a	boy	will	be	born	to	her	

after	all.	
o Hagar	taunts	Sarah	and	then	suffers	her	jealousy,	being	banished	to	the	wilderness	with	

her	son	Ishmael.	
o The	wife	of	Abraham’s	cousin,	Lot	(again,	her	name	is	not	given),	is	turned	into	a	pillar	of	

salt	when	she	disobeys	God	and	looks	back	at	Sodom	as	they	escape.	
	
Rebekah	captures	our	imagination	a	bit.	Our	narrator	portrays	her	as	a	beautiful	young	woman	
who	is	hospitable	to	Abraham’s	servant	when	he	seeks	Isaac’s	bride.	She	endures	a	difficult	and	
painful	pregnancy	with	Esau	and	Jacob.	When	they	are	grown,	she	serves	as	Jacob’s	co-
conspirator.	She	favors	him	from	the	start	(against	Isaac’s	preference	for	Esau)	and	helps	him	
scheme	to	steal	Esau’s	birthright	by	deceiving	the	now-decrepit	Isaac.	
	
Rebekah’s	latter	years	passed	gravely.	With	Jacob	now	far	away,	she	is	stuck	with	a	blind	
husband	and	a	seething	elder	son	who	could	not,	in	the	short	run,	forgive	her	for	plotting	against	
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him	with	Jacob.		
	
Esau	
	
Esau	was	a	hunter	and	Daddy	Isaac’s	favored	son.	When	Esau	is	a	boy	and	a	young	man,	our	
narrator	paints	him	impulsive	and	highly	emotional.	Hungry	from	a	hunt,	he	bargains	away	a	
valuable	inheritance	for	a	meal.	And	later,	when	Jacob	tricks	him	out	of	Isaac’s	final	blessing,	he	
seethes	with	such	murderous	rage	that	Rebekah	sends	Jacob	far	way	to	keep	him	safe.		
	
Here’s	some	context.	In	agrarian	cultures	like	the	one	depicted	in	Genesis,	the	firstborn	son	
enjoyed	important	advantages	over	all	other	siblings.	Two	of	those	perks	come	to	the	fore	in	the	
story	of	Esau	and	Jacob.	
	
The	Birthright.		
	
The	elder	son	would	normally	inherit	his	father’s	mantle	as	the	patriarch.	This	involved	both	
privileges	and	responsibilities.	The	privilege	had	to	do	with	power	to	move	the	family	in	
directions	he	saw	fit.	He	would	be	responsible	to	see	to	the	well-being	of	the	family.	
	
A	scholar	named	David	Daube	has	published	a	piece	in	the	Cambridge	Law	Journal	reflecting	on	
Jacob’s	successful	ruse.	He	classifies	Jacob’s	theft	as	a	case	in	which	the	two	parties	interpret	the	
stakes	of	their	transaction	differently.	He	distinguishes	between	Verba	(what	is	said)	and	
Voluntas	(what	is	meant).	Daube	offers	a	couple	ancient	examples	to	illustrate.	

o The	Spartan	king,	Cleomenes,	concluded	a	truce	with	Argos	for	thirty	days;	but	he	broke	
it	by	night,	the	truce	having	been	made	for	thirty	days.	

o Q.	Fabius	Labeo,	for	the	Roman	senate,	arbitrated	a	boundary	dispute	between	Nola	and	
Naples.	He	interviewed	the	parties	separately,	appealed	to	their	generosity	and	induced	
them	to	make	substantial	concessions.	In	the	end,	there	was	a	large	strip	of	territory	left	
between	Nola	and	Naples,	which	Labeo	awarded	to	Rome.		

By	the	time	of	Cicero,	both	these	cases	were	regarded	as	cases	of	fraud.	(How	Esau	Sold	His	
Birthright,	(CLJ	March	1942,	pp.	70-75)	
	
In	other	words,	for	Daube,	Jacob	intentionally	defrauded	his	older	brother.	No	wonder	Esau	was	
upset!	
	
The	Blessing.		
	
It	was	customary	in	the	ancient	near	east	(and	many	cultures	across	the	globe	before	and	since)	
for	the	aging	father	to	bless	the	eldest	son	before	he	died.	Isaac’s	blessing	includes:	
	

May	God	give	you	of	the	dew	of	heaven,	
				and	of	the	fatness	of	the	earth,	
				and	plenty	of	grain	and	wine.	
29	Let	peoples	serve	you,	
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				and	nations	bow	down	to	you.	
Be	lord	over	your	brothers,	
				and	may	your	mother’s	sons	bow	down	to	you.	
Cursed	be	everyone	who	curses	you,	
				and	blessed	be	everyone	who	blesses	you!”	

	
This	splendid	bequest	of	prosperity	and	power	was	supposed	to	go	to	Esau,	but	Jacob	
intercepted	it.	Again,	who	could	really	blame	him	for	being	mad?	
	
The	Legacy.	
	
The	Jewish	Encyclopedia	and	the	extensive	commentary	of	the	rabbis,	which	it	reflects	are	not	
kind	to	Esau.	Headings	within	the	article	entitled	“Esau”	include:	
	

o His	Vicious	Character	
o As	the	Cause	of	Isaac’s	Blindness	
o His	Murderous	Intentions	toward	Jacob	

	
The	conclusion	of	this	article	emphasizes	Esau’s	role	as	the	father	of	the	Edomites,	a	neighboring	
people	with	whom	the	Israelites	(Jacob’s	clan)	will	experience	a	checkered	history.	Many	biblical	
scholars	see	the	framing	of	Esau’s	anger	and	murderous	tendency	as	a	way	of	distinguishing	the	
people	Israel	(Jacob’s	kin)	from	their	inferior	neighbors	of	Edom.	
	
If	I	were	writing	the	legacy	of	Esau,	I’d	lead	with	the	time	when	he	looked	like	a	spitting	image	of	
his	Creator.	More	on	that	later.	For	now,	on	to	that	little	brother.	
	
Part	Two	–	Jacob	(aka	“Israel”)	
	
This	character	gets	a	full	“Part”	named	after	him.	If	Abraham	is	the	father	of	all	monotheists	
(Ishmael	being	the	father	of	the	Arabs	and	ultimately	the	thread	to	Islam),	Jacob	(whose	name	
God	changes	to	“Israel”)	becomes	the	father	of	all	Jews.	From	the	womb,	his	relationship	with	
his	older	brother	is	contentious,	and	that	plays	its	way	out	dramatically	in	the	incidents	of	the	
birthright	and	the	blessing	described	above.	Maybe	the	best	way	to	unpack	the	character	of	
Jacob	is	to	look	closely	at	the	stolen	blessing	through	the	eyes	of	a	real	pro.	For	that	purpose,	
let’s	go	to…	
	
The	Theft	
	
Jonathan	Sacks	is	my	favorite	Superhero	Rabbi	from	London.	He	is	an	important	author	on	issues	
ranging	from	biblical	interpretation	to	multi-culturalism	in	the	UK.	His	work	has	helped	people	
around	the	world	understand	both	the	Bible	and	Judeo-Christian	morality	better.	In	the	article	
below,	“Was	Jacob	Right	To	Take	Esau’s	Blessing?”	he	brings	a	simple	and	utterly	central	moral	
question	to	our	story.	To	get	home	with	it,	he	surveys	two	common	replies	to	his	title’s	question:	
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1. Jacob	(and	Rebekah)	were	interested	in	the	future	of	Israel.	They	were	right	to	push	
Jacob	forward	ahead	of	Esau,	because	of	Esau’s	warlike	ways	and	disregard	for	the	
covenant	(he	marries	Hittite	wives).	

2. Jacob	(and	Rebekah)	are	selfish	swindlers,	a	truth	we	know	because	of	the	extreme	
distress	Isaac	expresses	when	he	realizes	their	ruse.	They	were	thoroughly	wrong.	

	
Rabbi	Sacks	finds	a	third	answer	in	the	text:	everyone	was	trying	to	get	this	right,	but	Jacob	and	
Rebekah	missed	a	distinction	between	the	blessing	of	covenant	and	the	blessing	of	wealth,	so	
wrongly	took	them	both.	The	divine	order	of	things	caught	up	with	Jacob,	though,	in	a	sort	of	
Karmic	revenge.	He	had	to	serve	Laban	(his	father	In	law)	for	nearly	21	years	in	order	to	win	the	
hand	of	his	chosen	wife	Rachel,	because	“in	this	land	the	younger	never	precedes	the	elder”;	he	
then	had	to	fear	his	brother	Esau	and	deal	with	the	enmity	between	his	own	sons	until	his	dying	
days.	A	morally-ordered	universe	straightened	things	out	eventually,	says	Sacks.	Jacob	didn’t	
“get	away	with”	his	error.	He	had	to	pay.	
	
We	almost	never	intersperse	full	articles	in	these	handouts.	Why	now?	Because	Rabbi	Sacks	is	in	
a	class	all	his	own.	This	guy	has	game,	so…Enjoy!		
	
(Note	to	readers:	“Rivka”	=	Rebekah)	
	

 
	
	

“Was Jacob Right to Take Esau’s Blessing?” 
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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 

http://rabbisacks.org/jacob-right-take-esaus-blessing-toldot-5775/ 

Was Jacob right to take Esau’s blessing in disguise? Was he right to deceive his father and 
to take from his brother the blessing Isaac sought to give him? Was Rivka right in 
conceiving the plan in the first place and encouraging Jacob to carry it out? These are 
fundamental questions. What is at stake is not just biblical interpretation but the moral life 
itself. How we read a text shapes the kind of person we become. 

Here is one way of interpreting the narrative. Rivka was right to propose what she did and 
Jacob was right to do it. Rivka knew that it would be Jacob, not Esau, who would continue 
the covenant and carry the mission of Abraham into the future. She knew this on two 
separate grounds. First, she had heard it from God himself, in the oracle she received 
before the twins were born: 

‘Two nations are in your womb, 

and two peoples from within you will be separated; 

one people will be stronger than the other, 

and the elder will serve the younger.’ (Gen. 25: 23) 

Esau was the elder, Jacob the younger. Therefore, it was Jacob who would emerge with 
greater strength, Jacob who was chosen by God. 

Second, she had watched the twins grow up. She knew that Esau was a hunter, a man of 
violence. She had seen that he was impetuous, mercurial, a man of impulse, not calm 
reflection. She had seen him sell his birthright for a bowl of soup. She had watched while he 
“ate, drank, rose and left. So Esau despised his birthright” (Gen. 25: 34). No one who 
despises his birthright can be the trusted guardian of a covenant intended for eternity. 

Third, just before the episode of the blessing we read: “When Esau was forty years old, he 
married Judith daughter of Beeri the Hittite, and also Basemath daughter of Elon the 
Hittite. They were a source of grief to Isaac and Rivka”(Gen. 26: 34). This too was evidence 
of Esau’s failure to understand what the covenant requires. By marrying Hittite women he 
proved himself indifferent both to the feelings of his parents and to the self-restraint in the 
choice of marriage partner that was essential to being Abraham’s heir. 

The blessing had to go to Jacob. If you had two sons, one indifferent to art, the other an art-
lover and aesthete, to whom would you leave the Rembrandt that has been part of the 
family heritage for generations? And if Isaac did not understand the true nature of his sons, 
if he was “blind” not only physically but also psychologically, might it not be necessary to 
deceive him? He was by now old, and if Rivka had failed in the early years to get him to see 
the true nature of their children, was it likely that she could do so now? 

This was, after all, not just a matter of relationships within the family. It was about God and 
destiny and spiritual vocation. It was about the future of an entire people since God had 
repeatedly told Abraham that he would be the ancestor of a great nation who would be a 
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blessing to humanity as a whole. And if Rivka was right, then Jacob was right to follow her 
instructions. 

This was the woman whom Abraham’s servant had chosen to be the wife of his master’s 
son, because she was kind, because at the well she had given water to a stranger and to 
his camels also. Rivka was not Lady Macbeth. She was the embodiment of loving-kindness. 
She was not acting out of favouritism or ambition. And if she had no other way of ensuring 
that the blessing went to one who would cherish it and live it, then in this case the end 
justified the means. This is one way of reading the story and it is taken by many of the 
commentators. 

However it is not the only way.[1] Consider, for example, the scene that transpired 
immediately after Jacob left his father. Esau returned from hunting and brought Isaac the 
food he had requested. We then read this: 

Isaac trembled violently and said, ‘Who was it, then, that hunted game and 
brought it to me? I ate it just before you came and I blessed him – and indeed he 

will be blessed!’ 

When Esau heard his father’s words, he burst out with a loud and bitter cry and 
said to his father, ‘Bless me – me too, my father!’ 

But he said, ‘Your brother came deceitfully [be-mirma] and took your blessing.’ 

Esau said, ‘Isn’t he rightly named Jacob? This is the second time he has taken 
advantage of me: he took my birthright, and now he’s taken my blessing!’ Then 

he asked, ‘Haven’t you reserved any blessing for me?’ (Gen. 27: 33-36) 

It is impossible to read Genesis 27 – the text as it stands without commentary – and not to 
feel sympathy for Isaac and Esau rather than Rivka and Jacob. The Torah is sparing in its 
use of emotion. It is completely silent, for example, on the feelings of Abraham and Isaac as 
they journeyed together toward the trial of the binding. Phrases like “trembled violently” and 
“burst out with a loud and bitter cry” cannot but affect us deeply. Here is an old man who 
has been deceived by his younger son, and a young man, Esau, who feels cheated out of 
what was rightfully his. The emotions triggered by this scene stay with us long in the 
memory. 

Then consider the consequences. Jacob had to leave home for more than twenty years in 
fear of his life. He then suffered an almost identical deceit practised against him by Laban 
when he substituted Leah for Rachel. When Jacob cried out “Why did you deceive me 
[rimitani]” Laban replied: “It is not done in our place to place the younger before the elder” 
(Gen. 29: 25-26). Not only the act but even the words imply a punishment, measure for 
measure. “Deceit,” of which Jacob accuses Laban, is the very word Isaac used about 
Jacob. Laban’s reply sounds like a virtually explicit reference to what Jacob had done, as if 
to say, “We do not do in our place what you have just done in yours.” 

The result of Laban’s deception brought grief to the rest of Jacob’s life. There was tension 
between Leah and Rachel. There was hatred between their children. Jacob was deceived 
yet again, this time by his sons, when they brought him Joseph’s bloodstained robe: another 
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deception of a father by his children involving the use of clothes. The result was that Jacob 
was deprived of the company of his most beloved son for twenty-two years just as Isaac 
was of Jacob. 

Asked by Pharaoh how old he was, Jacob replied, “Few and evil have been the years of my 
life” (Gen. 47: 9). He is the only figure in the Torah to make a remark like this. It is hard not 
to read the text as a precise statement of the principle of measure for measure: as you have 
done to others, so will others do to you. The deception brought all concerned great grief, 
and this persisted into the next generation. 

My reading of the text is therefore this.[2] The phrase in Rivka’s oracle, Ve-rav yaavod 
tsair (Gen. 25: 23), is in fact ambiguous. It may mean, “The elder will serve the younger,” 
but it may also mean, “The younger will serve the elder.” It was what the Torah calls 
a chidah (Numbers 12: 8), that is, an opaque, deliberately ambiguous communication. It 
suggested an ongoing conflict between the two sons and their descendants, but not who 
would win. 

Isaac fully understood the nature of his two sons. He loved Esau but this did not blind him to 
the fact that Jacob would be the heir of the covenant. Therefore Isaac prepared two sets of 
blessings, one for Esau, the other for Jacob. He blessed Esau (Gen. 27: 28-29) with the 
gifts he felt he would appreciate: wealth and power: “May God give you heaven’s dew and 
earth’s richness – an abundance of grain and new wine” – that is, wealth. “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” – that is, power. These are not the covenantal blessings. 

The covenantal blessings that God had given Abraham and Isaac were completely different. 
They were about children and a land. It is this blessing that Isaac later gave Jacob before 
he left home (Gen. 28: 3-4): “May God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful and 
increase your numbers until you become a community of peoples” – that is, children. “May 
He give you and your descendants the blessing given to Abraham, so that you may take 
possession of the land where you now reside as a foreigner, the land God gave to 
Abraham” – that is, land. This was the blessing Isaac had intended for Jacob all along. 
There was no need for deceit and disguise. 

Jacob eventually came to understand all this, perhaps during his wrestling match with the 
angel during the night before his meeting with Esau after their long estrangement. What 
happened at that meeting is incomprehensible unless we understand that Jacob was giving 
back to Esau the blessings he had wrongly taken from him. The massive gift of sheep, 
cattle and other livestock represented “heaven’s dew and earth’s richness,” that is, wealth. 
The fact that Jacob bowed down seven times to Esau was his way of         fulfilling the 
words, “May the sons of your mother bow down to you,” that is, power. 

Jacob gave the blessing back. Indeed he said so explicitly. He said to Esau: “Please accept 
the blessing [birkati] that was brought to you, for God has been gracious to me and I have 
all I need” (Gen. 33: 11). On this reading of the story, Rivka and Jacob made a mistake, a 
forgivable one, an understandable one, but a mistake nonetheless. The blessing Isaac was 
about to give Esau was not the blessing of Abraham. He intended to give Esau a blessing 
appropriate to him. In so doing, he was acting on the basis of precedent. God had blessed 
Ishmael, with the words “I will make him into a great nation” (Gen. 21: 18). This was the 
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fulfilment of a promise God had given Abraham many years before when He told him that it 
would be Isaac, not Ishmael, who would continue the covenant: 

Abraham said to God, “If only Ishmael might live under your blessing!” Then God 
said, “Yes, but your wife Sarah will bear you a son, and you will call him Isaac. I 

will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his 
descendants after him.  As for Ishmael, I have heard you: I will surely bless him; I 
will make him fruitful and will greatly increase his numbers. He will be the father 

of twelve rulers, and I will make him into a great nation.” (Gen. 17: 18-21) 

Isaac surely knew this because, according to midrashic tradition, he and Ishmael were 
reconciled later in life. We see them standing together at Abraham’s grave (Gen. 25: 9). It 
may be that this was a fact that Rivka did not know. She associated blessing with covenant. 
She may have been unaware that Abraham wanted Ishmael blessed even though he would 
not inherit the covenant, and that God had acceded to the request. 

If so then it is possible all four people acted rightly as they understood the situation, yet still 
tragedy occurred. Isaac was right to wish Esau blessed as Abraham sought for Ishmael. 
Esau acted honourably toward his father. Rivka sought to safeguard the future of the 
covenant. Jacob felt qualms but did what his mother said, knowing she would not have 
proposed deceit without a strong moral reason for doing so. 

Do we have here one story with two possible interpretations? Perhaps, but that is not the 
best way of describing it. What we have here, and there are other examples in Genesis, is a 
story we understand one way the first time we hear it, and a different way once we have 
discovered and reflected on all that happened later. It is only after we have read about the 
fate of Jacob in Laban’s house, the tension between Leah and Rachel, and the animosity 
between Joseph and his brothers that we can go back and read Genesis 27, the chapter of 
the blessing, in a new light and with greater depth. 

There is such a thing as an honest mistake, and it is a mark of Jacob’s greatness that he 
recognized it and made amends to Esau. In the great encounter twenty-two years later the 
estranged brothers meet, embrace, part as friends and go their separate ways. But first, 
Jacob had to wrestle with an angel. 

That is how the moral life is. We learn by making mistakes. We live life forward, but we 
understand it only looking back. Only then do we see the wrong turns we inadvertently 
made. This discovery is sometimes our greatest moment of moral truth. 

For each of us there is a blessing that is ours. That was true not just of Isaac but also 
Ishmael, not just Jacob but also Esau. The moral could not be more powerful. Never seek 
your brother’s blessing. Be content with your own.[3] 

[1] Critical readings of Rivka’s or Jacob’s conduct appear in several midrashic 
works: Bereishit Rabbah, Tanhuma (Buber), Yalkut Reuveni, Midrash ha-
Neelam and Midrash Socher Tov (to Psalm 80: 6). Among critical commentators are R. 
Eliezer Ashkenzi, Tzeda le-derekh, and R. Yaakov Zvi Mecklenberg, Ha-Ktav veha-
Kabbalah. All these interpretations are based on the textual clues cited in what follows. 
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[2] For a more detailed explanation, see Covenant and Conversation Genesis: The Book of 
Beginnings, Maggid Books, 2009, 153-158, 219-228. 

[3] This later became the tenth of the ten commandments. 

	
The	Dream	
	
Traveling	alone	and	harried	on	his	journey	north	to	Haran	when	he	flees	Esau,	Jacob	has	a	
famous	dream.	Father	Isaac	has	recovered	from	the	shock	of	a	misplaced	blessing	and	sent	him	
off	to	find	a	spouse	in	the	north.	He	is	surely	harried	and	likely	haggard,	and	he	stops	to	sleep	
with	a	rock	as	a	pillow.	No	wonder	he	didn’t	sleep	well!	
	

Jacob	came	to	a	certain	place	and	stayed	there	for	the	night,	because	the	sun	had	
set.	Taking	one	of	the	stones	of	the	place,	he	put	it	under	his	head	and	lay	down	in	
that	place.	12	And	he	dreamed	that	there	was	a	ladder[b]	set	up	on	the	earth,	the	top	
of	it	reaching	to	heaven;	and	the	angels	of	God	were	ascending	and	descending	on	
it.	13	And	the	LORD	stood	beside	him[c]	and	said,	“I	am	the	LORD,	the	God	of	Abraham	
your	father	and	the	God	of	Isaac;	the	land	on	which	you	lie	I	will	give	to	you	and	to	
your	offspring;	14	and	your	offspring	shall	be	like	the	dust	of	the	earth,	and	you	
shall	spread	abroad	to	the	west	and	to	the	east	and	to	the	north	and	to	the	south;	
and	all	the	families	of	the	earth	shall	be	blessed[d]	in	you	and	in	your	
offspring.	15	Know	that	I	am	with	you	and	will	keep	you	wherever	you	go,	and	will	
bring	you	back	to	this	land;	for	I	will	not	leave	you	until	I	have	done	what	I	have	
promised	you.”	16	Then	Jacob	woke	from	his	sleep	and	said,	“Surely	the	LORD	is	in	
this	place—and	I	did	not	know	it!”	17	And	he	was	afraid,	and	said,	“How	awesome	
is	this	place!	This	is	none	other	than	the	house	of	God,	and	this	is	the	gate	of	
heaven.”	(Genesis	28)	
	

The	improvisational	God	who	has	adapted	to	all	that	humanity	has	thrown	at	Him,	here	blesses	
the	scoundrel	who	will	later	pay	the	price	of	his	deception.	God	shows	up	and	reassures	the	
anxious	Jacob	that	he	is	not	alone	and	will	not	be	alone.	As	with	Abraham	and	Isaac,	so	now,	the	
God	who	called	this	family	restates	the	promise	at	a	crucial	time:	“I	am	with	you	and	will	keep	
you	wherever	you	go,	and	I	will	bring	you	back	to	this	land!”	
	
Have	you	ever	had	a	dream	that	relieved	your	anxieties?	
	
Wrestling	with	Angels	
	
A	venerable	adult	education	group	at	Pinnacle	Church	has	gone	by	the	name	“Wrestling	with	
Angels,”	a	label	that	was	surely	inspired	by	an	episode	in	Genesis	32,	where	Jacob	,	well,	
wrestled	an	angel!
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After	20	years	north	in	Aram/Paddan-
Aram/Haran	serving	Laban	to	win	the	hand	
of	his	beloved	Rachel,	Jacob	finally	bolts	
with	his	angry	father-in-law	chasing	him.	His	
trip	back	to	the	Promised	Land	is	forced,	and	
what	lies	at	its	destination	is	also	very	
troubling	to	him.	There	he	will	meet	the	
brother	whom	he	defrauded,	Esau.	When	
last	we	saw	these	two,	Jacob	was	fleeing	for	
life	and	limb	from	his	bilked	brother’s	
murderous	rage.	This	is	not	a	culture	in	
which	Jacob	could	check	Esau’s	Facebook	or	
Instagram	page	for	signs	of	softening.	He	is	
flying	blind	and	the	peril	that	awaits	leaves	
him	with	troubled	dreams.	
	

On	the	very	eve	of	his	encounter	with	Esau,	Jacob	does	not	sleep	well.	Here’s	the	story	from	
Genesis	32.	
	

The	same	night	Jacob	got	up	and	took	his	two	wives,	his	two	maids,	and	his	eleven	
children,	and	crossed	the	ford	of	the	Jabbok.	23	He	took	them	and	sent	them	across	
the	stream,	and	likewise	everything	that	he	had.	24	Jacob	was	left	alone;	and	a	man	
wrestled	with	him	until	daybreak.	25	When	the	man	saw	that	he	did	not	prevail	
against	Jacob,	he	struck	him	on	the	hip	socket;	and	Jacob’s	hip	was	put	out	of	joint	
as	he	wrestled	with	him.	26	Then	he	said,	“Let	me	go,	for	the	day	is	breaking.”	But	
Jacob	said,	“I	will	not	let	you	go,	unless	you	bless	me.”	27	So	he	said	to	him,	“What	is	
your	name?”	And	he	said,	“Jacob.”	28	Then	the	man[b]	said,	“You	shall	no	longer	be	
called	Jacob,	but	Israel,[c]	for	you	have	striven	with	God	and	with	humans,[d]	and	
have	prevailed.”	29	Then	Jacob	asked	him,	“Please	tell	me	your	name.”	But	he	said,	
“Why	is	it	that	you	ask	my	name?”	And	there	he	blessed	him.	30	So	Jacob	called	the	
place	Peniel,[e]	saying,	“For	I	have	seen	God	face	to	face,	and	yet	my	life	is	
preserved.”	31	The	sun	rose	upon	him	as	he	passed	Penuel,	limping	because	of	his	
hip.	32	Therefore	to	this	day	the	Israelites	do	not	eat	the	thigh	muscle	that	is	on	the	
hip	socket,	because	he	struck	Jacob	on	the	hip	socket	at	the	thigh	muscle.	

	
This	divine-human	wrestling	match	lives	in	that	mysterious	world	where	strange	things	happen.	
He	wrestles	with	“a	man”	(verse	24),	of	whom	he	demands	a	blessing	(we’ve	heard	that	from	
Jacob	before!),	ultimately	to	discover	that	he’s	actually	wrestling	with	God	–	that	he	has	seen	
God	face	to	face.	
	
What?!	Earlier	in	Genesis,	we	meet	three	guys	who	end	up	being	God’s	messengers	and	of	
whom	the	New	Testament	Book	of	Hebrews	tells	us	that	Abraham	and	Sarah	have	“entertained	
angels	unaware”	(Hebrews	13.2).	Is	that	what	Jacob	has	run	across	here?	An	“angel	unaware”?	
Artists	across	the	centuries	have	thought	so.		
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God’s	presence	is	less	malleable	in	the	scriptures	than,	say,	the	Greek	gods	are	in	Homer’s	
picture	of	the	Trojan	War.	Did	Jacob	see	God	face	to	face?	
	
Let’s	return	to	our	starting	point	in	this	guide:	these	people	are	just	figuring	out	who	God	is.	So	
what	does	it	mean	when	Jacob	says,	“I’ve	seen	God	face	to	face”?	What	does	he	know	of	God	at	
this	point?		Jacob’s	God	has	reassured	him	at	Bethel	(after	the	ladder	dream)	and	now	grappled	
with	him	at	Peniel	(the	wrestling	match).	He’s	begun	a	strange	composite	portrait	of	who	God	is.	
All	of	this	sets	the	table	for	one	of	the	most	beautiful	and	surprising	scenes	in	all	of	scripture.	
	
Recognizing	God’s	Face	
	
The	tensions	leading	up	to	war	are	palpable,	even	in	the	modern	age	of	long-distance	
communications	and	tech	contact.	None	of	us	knows	how	things	felt	in	Sarajevo	on	June	28	of	
1914,	when	Gavrillo	Princep	shot	Archduke	Franz	Ferdinand.	Or	at	Fort	Sumber	in	April	of	1861.	
Or	in	Lexington	and	Concord	during	the	spring	of	1775.	Could	people	taste	the	tension?	Did	hair	
stand	up	on	necks?	
	
However	people	in	those	tense	times	felt,	our	man	Jacob	could	relate.	He’s	just	had	a	weird	night	
grappling	with	God.	Then	morning	comes,	when	he	and	his	company	set	out	to	the	south.	His	
stomach	acid	level	is	high	already.	But	then	his	scouts	spot	out	in	the	distance	Esau	himself,	the	
last-time-we-saw-him-he-was-murderously-angry	Esau,	approaching	with	400	men	arrayed	
alongside.	I’m	pretty	sure	Jacob	assumes	that	bloodshed	lies	ahead,	but	Jacob	has	no	army.	So	
he	shoves	his	bribes	forward,	as	a	buffer	in	the	form	of	the	wealth	he	has	accrued	and	taken	
from	Laban,	in	the	form	of	his	children	and	wives,	in	the	form	of	special	gifts.	Then	he	very	
clearly	bows	himself	down	seven	times	toward	Esau.	(Is	this	an	ancient	version	of	the	white	flag	
of	surrender?)	
	
Jacob	expects	Esau’s	wrath.	But	instead	he	gets	something	that	must	utterly	astonish	
him…and	us.	
	

But	Esau	ran	to	meet	Jacob,	and	embraced	him,	and	fell	on	his	neck	and	kissed	
him,	and	they	wept.	5	When	Esau	looked	up	and	saw	the	women	and	children,	he	
said,	“Who	are	these	with	you?”	Jacob	said,	“The	children	whom	God	has	
graciously	given	your	servant.”	6	Then	the	maids	drew	near,	they	and	their	children,	
and	bowed	down;	7	Leah	likewise	and	her	children	drew	near	and	bowed	down;	
and	finally,	Joseph	and	Rachel	drew	near,	and	they	bowed	down.	8	Esau	said,	
“What	do	you	mean	by	all	this	company	that	I	met?”	Jacob	answered,	“To	find	
favor	with	my	lord.”	9	But	Esau	said,	“I	have	enough,	my	brother;	keep	what	you	
have	for	yourself.”	10	Jacob	said,	“No,	please;	if	I	find	favor	with	you,	then	accept	
my	present	from	my	hand;	for	truly	to	see	your	face	is	like	seeing	the	face	of	God—
since	you	have	received	me	with	such	favor.	(Genesis	33.4-10)	
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Suddenly,	in	his	flabbergasted	relief,	the	very	Jacob	who	has	dreamt	of	a	ladder	to	heaven	at	
Bethel	and	called	what	he	sees	there	God,	then	had	a	stress-induced	vision	at	Peniel	and	called	it	
God,	realizes	something	he	has	never	known	before:	Esau’s	forgiveness	is	what	God	looks	like.	I	
wonder	what	his	voice	sounded	like	when	he	gasped,	“Truly	to	see	your	face	is	like	seeing	the	
face	of	God!”	I	picture	the	sort	of	light	bulb	over	the	head	moment	when	someone	shouts	
“Eureka!”	
	
The	God	who	created	the	cosmos,	who	laid	down	the	law	that	stumped	Adam	and	Eve,	who	both	
condemned	and	continued	with	Cain,	who	commissioned	Noah	and	flooded	the	earth,	who	
called	Abraham	and	Sarah	out	of	the	comfort	of	home,	who	demanded	trust	beyond	our	
imagination	at	Moriah	–	that	God	shows	up	in	the	embrace	of	a	wronged	brother.	This	is	one	
very	complex	God!	Let’s	read	on!	
	
Looking	Ahead	
	
Next	session,	we	take	on	the	tyke	with	the	technicolor	dream	coat,	watch	more	sibling	rivalry	get	
violent,	and	then	see	how	God	engineers	Israel’s	safety	without	ever	stepping	on	the	stage.	Read	
Genesis	37—50	if	you	have	some	time:	Joseph	and	his	brothers.	


