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ABRAHAM, ISAAC AND JACOB 
STUDY 2 - ISAAC WEEK 2 

The Promise, Highjacked! 
Read Genesis 25; 27 - 34… 
Like we saw with the first sixty or so years of Isaac’s life, the narrative deals 
with the early years of the twins, Esau and Jacob, very quickly. They are 
recorded as born in verse 26, and by the next verse they are all grown up! 
The two names bear thinking about a little though. 


‘Esau’, when he was born was described as ‘…ruddy, like a hairy mantle…
(is) Esau…’ but the name ‘Esau’ doesn’t really mean ‘red’ or ‘ruddy’ or 
‘hairy’ However, his other known name is ‘Edom’ (which becomes an area 
eventually, as the place where his descendants will settle) is very similar to 
the Hebrew ‘adom’ from which ‘Edom’ is derived does mean ‘Ruddy’ and 
‘se’ar’ (another name used for him) gives us the place name ‘Seir’ which is 
the exact locality where his people lived.
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‘Jacob’ or Ya’aqob’ may well be a play on the Hebrew ‘aqeb’, which 
means, ‘heel’ and is an obvious allusion to his emerging into the world 
holding onto his elder sibling’s heel at birth. ‘Jacob’ itself probably means 
‘God Protects’ or ‘God follows after’ - and both the heel incident and his 
name proper become emblematic of his life story. I have heard people say 
‘Jacob’ means ‘Twister’, but I cannot find any actual evidence for that here 
at the start of the story, although we will see as to whether that epithet is 
appropriate!. ‘aqob’ does seem to acquire that meaning in books like 
Jeremiah 17;9 so perhaps the life of Jacob produced the etymology (the 
way a word develops and mutates to produce other words in a language) in 
this case.

The two bothers characters are as different as their names… - 

What sort of man is Esau?…


And how is Jacob described?


The problem the unfolding story has could be seen as ‘Who is worthy to 
receive the Promise?’ We have already learned that ‘primogeniture’ - the 
natural order of the eldest inheriting the Father’s estate and title - is not 
God’s way of doing things. But the story needs to establish that there is a 
‘Right’ established from these stories that underpins the destination for the 
Promise.


The two young men grew up in a household where both parents conversed 
with YAHWEH and who set good examples of how to live Righteously 
before their God. For the second generation now, the Promise was central 
to the life and worship of this family unit, and the two boys must have 
grown up with a very clear sense of the importance of the Promise, which 
represented both material providence but also and importantly, spiritual 
blessing. How the two brothers handled these privileges and 
responsibilities are what the rest of this story is about… and, of course, 
Faith…

In fact, I think that this is still very much a story about what Faith is. The 
unfolding of the stories of each generation build on the simple, foundational 
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Outdoor type. Hunter. rough and tumble… - the Lion providing game for the 
household - picture of a Lion carrying home the animal in its mouth for the cubs 
c.f. Esau bringing home game for his Father’s mouth!. Isaac, we hear, loved 
Esau - ‘for the game he brought him’!

the Hebrew ‘tam’ - is ‘simple’ but in the context of integrity and innocence! but 
its opposite in Hebrew is ‘aqob’ - the root we have already seen of Jacob, so 
perhaps there is a little complicating irony going on here by the narrator  
introducing the two brothers like this. Jacob is loved by his mother, Rachael!



statements about Abram’s/Abraham’s faith and expand and elaborate with 
each passing on of the Promise. 

Read Genesis 27; 1-4…

Isaac, as we can see from his own words, was firmly of the opinion that the 
Rights and Responsibilities of the Promise would be passed on by him to 
his eldest son, Esau. But his words also veil but thinly the idea that Isaac, in 
his dotage as we might say, seemed utterly oblivious to something that had 
already happened in his sons’ lives….

Read Genesis 25; 29-end… 
What sounds odd here about Jacob? and, does this story remind you 
of a previous story from earlier on in Genesis about two brothers? 

Some commentators even go so far as to suggest that Jacob is already up 
to his tricks. They see too much of a simple co-incidence that Jacob had 
this stew on the boil just as his elder brother arrived, ‘famished’ (very 
strong word beyond simply ‘very hungry’) But maybe it was simple chance, 
through which the character of both young men directs the plot.

Whatever the case, how do the two emerge from this encounter? 

The word used for Esau’s eating of the stew, (which appears nowhere else in the 
Scriptures, but is found elsewhere in the Rabbinic writings), is one that is more 
usually reserved for the way animals go at their food when the farmer feeds them!


3

Whilst he is only the second son, albeit only just!, why is Jacob doing the 
cooking??? Perhaps it is simply that both sons provided the materials for the 
family meals - one by going out and hunting, and one through more ‘Pastoral’ 
means - the produce, in this case, simply of the fields. Is there here an echo of a 
previous story about two brothers? Cain and Able? Again, meat c.f. vegetable 
fare is at the root of the story, and if the previous story is about who is and isn’t 
accepted and why?, then is it valid to read this historical meaning again into this 
story?

Esau is apoplectic with hunger! In the Hebrew this comes out very clearly - ‘Let 
me gulp down some of this RED RED Stuff!, for I am famished!’ He appears not 
even to be able to remember the word for ‘Stew’! But the Hebrew original hides 
other pointers to Esau’s character… he sounds and behaves rough and 
shortsighted. His values are grounded in the here and now, which in some ways 
can be a good thing, but is this someone to whom you would entrust the 
Promise? His body / physical world experiences direct his thoughts and actions 
and he lets them cloud the bigger, longer view.

By contrast, Jacob’s words are carefully chosen and ordered. The language 
used is almost formal, legal jargon and is deceptive in its simplicity. Whether 
pre-planned, or an impulsive opportunistic idea, Jacob’s eye is on the future and 
the big picture! ‘Simplistic’ he may seem, ‘Simple’ he is not! Count your 
change!!




That ‘Red Red stuff’ in Hebrew is ‘’adom - ’adom’ becomes, for the generations to 
follow, a play on ‘Edom’ the descendants of Esau, and the perennial enemies of 
the Israelites.


Jacob’s words are careful, thoughtful and ordered. ‘Sell now your birthright to me’ 
This is formal, proper language, and he even thinks on to leave the ‘me’ to the end 
of the phrase. You can almost hear his voice drop on that final word, as if to mute 
it so that Esau is not alarmed by Jacob’s depth of desire for this valuable right. 
‘Just swap your birthright - which is not even something you will receive for ages 
yet anyway… so not worth much… otherwise, why would I ask for it, in exchange 
for this bowl of lentil soup, which you could get from the door of any of our tents if 
you bothered to ask!’


Esau’s final words here betray his priorities and his heart. - ‘Look, I am at the point 
of death, so why do I need my birthright?!!’ Like Cain many, many years before 
him, Esau cannot see the provision he could have accessed so easily to save his 
life. No-one would have denied Esau sustenance to restore him, and Cain could 
not see that his sin could be covered by the offering God himself directed him to 
(‘See, a sin offering is at the door’) All Esau can see is his immediate carnal need 
and literally, all he sees is ‘Red’ as the saying goes, - a red mist that clouds his 
vision!


Can you think of a vital issue that the World faces today where the 
‘immediate’ need clouds and prevents action to deal with future 
catastrophe?………………………………………………………………………………. 
‘Global Warming, Species Extinction, … and our needs for what we want / 
perceived needs in the now - although it seems we may live in an age where the 
past and present are catching up with our future! So when we, either spiritually or 
from a secular point of view, deride Esau for his shortcomings, we need maybe to 
recognise ourselves in his story!

Read genesis 26; 34 & 35… Can you guess where we might be going from 
this short story? 

Read Genesis 27; 5 - end, a 
few verses at a time… 
It would seem that not only 
was there some favouritism in 
the family, but also that the two 
brother’s characters are 
derived each from the father, 
for Esau and mother for Jacob! 
Rebekah overhears the 
conversation between Father 
Isaac and Son Esau, and 
recognises here an opportunity, 
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Jacob is not yet married, and he will need an ‘acceptable’ betrothal! - one will 
have to be found, but first…



not really to show favour to her favourite offspring, but rather, if we can be 
charitable, to ensure that the Promise is entrusted to someone who will value it for 
what it really is! 

One of the conventions for narrating a story at the time of the final formation of 
this account was that each section of speech, - of ‘dialogue’ - could only take 
place between two persons. One of those ‘persons’ might be a crowd or group, 
but if you think about the word ‘dialogue’ it actually contains the idea of a two-
way conversation within the word! So the narrator here conforms with and uses 
this convention to frame the story. So we get a series of ‘Dialogues’ - Isaac - 
Esau; Rebekah - Jacob; Jacob - Isaac; Isaac - Esau; Rebekah - Jacob; Rebekah - 
Isaac; and finally, in the next chapter, Isaac - Jacob’ We get first the two pairs of 
‘Favourites’ in discussion, then the meat of the story, and almost at the end and 
only then do the two parents talk! The two ‘opponents’ never actually encounter 
each other in conversation during this bit of the story. 

This series of conversations contains seven sections, and includes the word 
‘Blessing’ seven times too! Not necessarily deliberate, but it seems to be a 
deliberate ploy by the Narrator. If, as seems valid, we equate Promise with 
Blessing as the means of conveyance of the Promise, then this zeros in our 
thoughts on Rebekah’s motives and the kernel of the whole story. She wants 
Jacob to steal the Blessing, and so to highjack the Promise!

Isaac says to Esau l ‘…that I may solemnly bless you before I die’ but Rebekah 
rephrases this as ‘… and I shall bless you in the LORD’s presence before I die’ She 
has subtly but significantly sharpened the issue. First, Isaac’s ‘may’ becomes 
‘Shall’, then ‘the blessing is elevated from a ‘Solemn blessing’ to a blessing 
conferred in the presence of YAHWEH. The loss of a Father’s Blessing is displaced 
by the abrogation of the LORD’s Blessing. Rebekah sees the Promise for what it is 
and so values it on a different and higher level. 

One of the problems with passing 
on an inheritance, as we have 
previously seen, is how to convey 
its true value so that future 
generations will treasure it and 
preserve it for the future. A 
Father’s Blessing is important, but 
is temporal and subject to chance 
and happenings. GOD’s Blessing 
is rooted in that which cannot 
change and cannot lie and so is 
sure and immutable! 

Verse 9 - ‘Two choice kids’ - 
Jacob would encounter a kid’s 
blood when his own sons deceive 
him over his favourite son, 
Joseph! The deceiver of Jacob 
will be Judah, who will send a kid 
as a gift to the woman he thinks 
is a common whore and who he 
wishes to impress, but by whom 
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he in turn is deceived, for the woman is actually his own Daughter-in-Law who is 
plotting to ensure she and her offspring get the inheritance that is rightly hers! 
Much later on, when the Tabernacle Cultish Worship is instigated in Moses’ time, it 
will be Goats that are at the heart of the Day of Atonement - one dying for the sins 
of the people, (Their deceptions?) and one carrying those sins out into the 
wilderness. 

Isaac is deceived good and proper, by the food, the odour and the feel of Jacob, 
presented as his brother, through those kids. Taste, smell and touch all led astray 
by this seemingly clumsy subterfuge, yet the one sense that fails to be deceived is 
Isaac’s hearing. Why did Isaac ignore this obvious clue? 

The blessing that follows is a wonderful piece of poetry, as well as a lovely 
interpretation of the Promise, as Isaac had experienced it and as he wished it to 
be for his son. Rebekah’s 
careful preparation has born 
fruit, right down to the smell 
of the field - ‘See, the smell of 
my son is like the smell of the 
field that the LORD has 
blessed!’ declares Isaac, 
totally unaware, it seems, of 
his error. Even this comment 
from the father becomes part 
of the blessing of the younger 
son, and now Jacob, whilst 
the younger, is the senior of 
the two in ranking.

Esau was understandably 
distraught. His short oration 
is full of pathos, …


‘Was his name called Jacob 
that he should trip me now twice by the heels? 
My birthright he took, 
and look, now, he has taken my blessing’


Of course, it was not twice, but three times that Jacob had his brother by the heel! 
- for once before, at his birth, Jacob took hold of his brother’s heel, setting the 
scene for this whole episode. 

It is worth noting here that Rebekah is again on the money! She cannot help but 
hear the outburst from her bereft and dismayed son, and she is keenly aware of 
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Did Isaac actually want to be deceived? Did he allow himself to be led up the 
garden path? Blind old Joseph, when his eldest son presented his grandsons 
for this same blessing, deliberately crossed his hands to ensure the blessing 
went where he intended although it did not follow the usual convention - or did 
it? Joseph’s action would also reflect how the two boys would go on to live out 
their lives. That Oracle given to Rebekah as she carried the twins was worked 
out by her, in accordance with how she believed the LORD would have it.



what one son might do to the other! If Esau made good on his threat then she 
would lose both, for Esau would become an outcast at best, like Cain before him, 
or even be executed for murder perhaps! Once again, the Mother (of both 
remember!) has a plan…


And poor, old Isaac is once again the unwitting agency for her plan to come to 
fruition. In fact, really, the whole of Isaac’s life is lived, according to these stories, 
in the passive mode rather than the active. Think about it! What is it that is 
recorded that Isaac ever did on his own initiative? Nothing! Even his wife is 
chosen by others! He just seems to sail through life, responding to what happens 
around him by going with the flow, or more to the point maybe, bending to the will 
of those around him, and in particular his wife, Rebekah. 

Or does Isaac tell us something about living the Life of the Promise through Faith 
by Trust? We read elsewhere in the Scriptures - ‘Trust in the Lord with all your 
heart and do not lean on (rely on) your own wisdom (in these matters)’ 


But on with the story… - Rebekah ‘loathes her life because of the Hittite women - 
(Esau’s wives)’ Maybe she remembers her own story of being brought into this 
Family of the Promise? Her plan seeks both to preserve the lives of her sons, 
(Both of them!), and to not add to her misery either. So a suitable wife for Jacob 
must be found (One from their own kindred and whose inclusion in the family will 
not dilute the line of inheritance. Whilst the Promise is obviously meant to be seen 
as Spiritual, it is depicted and expressed in all these stories as being of the 
material world, concrete and evidenced in goods, herds of sheep and cattle and 
general prosperity. The preservation of the inheritance and the leadership of the 
clan are both ‘proof’ of YAHWEH’s spiritual blessings, and for the families 
concerned in these stories Spiritual Blessing and Earthly Increase are not seen as 
two distinct areas of life, but as one and the same thing - as proceeding from, 
through and because of the Blessing - The Promise - of the LORD ) - a family for 
the Promise! Isaac does love Rebekah, and so, through her dropping a rather 
heavy hint to him, he calls Jacob, blesses him again - this time willingly - and 
sends him away to Canaan to find a wife. Remember, they are not even living in 
Canaan at this time! 

In many ways, despite the possession of the Promise, we have here a tale of a 
broken and dysfunctional family, much like any of our own I suspect. Family 
reunions at funerals and weddings, wrangling over inheritances and family 
headship, Mother-in-Law / Daughter-in Law frictions,, and there is more to come…

However, Isaac knows there is family over there in Canaan, so is sure a suitable 
wife will be found in the household of Laban, his Brother-in-Law, - Rebekah’s 
tricksy brother! (who we met last week very briefly as he eyed up those heavy, 
costly and valuable gold rings that had been given to his sister before any contract 
or agreement had been established for her betrothal, - indeed, before the question 
had even been asked!) … but… That, as they say, will be another story!
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