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Part 54 – The Covenant Counts 
 
Genesis 25:19-34  
At the heart of this passage is God’s promise to 
preserve his gracious covenant through his chosen 
line, beginning with Abraham and carrying on through 
Isaac and then Jacob.1 Undergirding this promise to 
preserve the covenant is God’s sovereign grace 
(Romans 9:10-11).  
 

The stories of Isaac and Jacob, like the story of Abraham, serve as testimonies to the substance of God’s 
gracious covenant. Sin has rendered mankind unable and unwilling to know and relate to God apart from 
God’s own gracious arrangement. Scripture calls this sovereignly initiated and administered relationship a 
covenant. God’s Covenant of Grace, first announced in Genesis 3:15, to send a Savior was the same 
covenant formally ratified with Abraham (Genesis 12, 15, 17). It was the same everlasting covenant fulfilled 
in Jesus Christ. This is why it is called the Covenant of Grace. And it is why the Covenant truly counts. 
 
Esau and Jacob are born (vv. 19-28)  

 Vs. 19 – “These are the generations of…” is a translation of the Hebrew toledot. Throughout the Book of 
Genesis, there are ten uses of toledot, which serve as section headings signaling the continuing advance 
of God’s Covenant of Grace. With the burial of Abraham, Isaac now takes his place as the patriarch and 
focus of God’s covenant promise. But Isaac’s place on center stage is soon overshadowed by the 
remarkable birth of his sons Esau and Jacob. From this moment on, Jacob’s life will span most of the 
remainder of Genesis. Isaac’s life, on the other hand, must be pieced together from other passages. “The 
first half of Isaac’s life is full of God’s providence and Isaac’s faith: God’s miraculous gift of birth (21:1-7), 
Isaac’s superb theological education (18:17-19), Isaac’s faith and obedience when facing death (22:1-
19), God’s providential gift of marriage (24:1-67), Isaac’s reliance on God (25:20-21), and God’s 
transmission of Abraham’s blessing (26:1-24).”2 However, Isaac does not age well. As time passes we 
see him portrayed as a man given over to his appetites, blind to God’s leading (25:28; 26:34-27:46). In 
his old age Isaac seems to not possess the wisdom or godliness necessary to lead his family well or to 
submit his desires to God. Isaac’s life is testimony to the fact that early faithfulness does not guarantee 
the same in later life.  

 The struggle between Esau and Jacob began in the womb as Jacob clutched the ankle of his twin during 
delivery. Their odd birth foreshadows the conflict that will mark their lives as adults. To add to the conflict 
we are told that Isaac preferred the hunter Esau and Rebekah preferred the more respectable Jacob. As 
we will see, Esau’s love of good food mirrors his father’s taste for wild game. And the conflict between 
the parents is merely a reflection of their own distance from the Lord.  

 Jacob, like so many of the others that inhabit God’s story of redemption, is a deeply flawed man. And yet, 
despite his sins and character flaws he believed. And just as surely as He does for everyone who believes, 
God counted his faith as righteousness (Genesis 15:6). 

 
The birthright sold for stew (vv. 29-34)  

 Vs. 27 - To a Hebrew reader of the Bible, the distinction here drawn between the two brothers clearly 
favors Jacob. Jacob was a more civilized man. Indeed, the term here translated “quiet” is perhaps better 
rendered “fine” or “civilized”, drawn as it is from the Hebrew root meaning “to be complete or finished.” It 
is used in the Song of Songs to describe the beloved as “flawless” or “perfect.”3 

 Vs. 30 – The Edomites, a perpetual thorn in Israel’s side, descended from Esau. And as Esau sounds 
like the Hebrew word for red, so does Edom. It is very possible that Esau, like almost everyone but the 
Hebrews in the ancient near east, thought that the red color of the stew resulted from the presence of 
blood in it and that by drinking blood – which the Hebrews were forbidden to do – he would be revitalized 
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– a point of view shared by almost all ancient people. If so, Esau is here presented to us as a pagan man 
with pagan ideas.4 

 Vs. 31 – Jacob exhibited an appalling lack of compassion and hospitality. Birthright is a term that means 
the rights of the firstborn, both the privileged status and the right of inheritance and succession. In 
Abraham’s family, of course, the stakes were much higher. The one who possessed the birthright was 
the heir to the covenant. It would be the possessor of the birthright who would determine the spiritual life 
of the family in the next generation. 

 Vs. 32 – Esau was a man who lived for the moment because he had no faith, and so no vision of the 
future. To such a person the birthright and so the covenant was of little consequence.  

 
1. The Covenant counts because God is sovereign.  

 God’s gracious covenant would be no more than sentiment if he had not the power to carry it out. The 
Covenant counts because God is sovereign to accomplish all that he wills. No doctrine is more attested 
in Scripture than God’s sovereign control over all that he has made. He promised an everlasting covenant 
with Abraham which would continue on through a righteous line; a line that God himself would preserve 
(Romans 9:6-10). Such a promise depends upon God’s sovereign mastery over all things. For our lives 
and our eternal salvation, we are utterly dependent upon God’s power to rule over all things and people. 
As the Apostle Paul helps us to understand, the story of Jacob and Esau illustrates God’s sovereignty 
over the salvation of his people (Romans 9:10-18). God’s ancient promise in the garden to provide a 
Savior (Genesis 3:15); a promise ratified with Abraham (Genesis 12, 15, 17), was fulfilled by the dying 
and rising of Jesus precisely according to the sovereign plan of God.  

 
2. The Covenant counts because God is gracious.  

 The Book of Genesis reminds us time and again of God’s grace. Jacob’s rather serious flaws serve, in 
part, to highlight the glorious grace of God toward sinners. Jacob’s sins are pointed out “in order to show 
that the divine grace is not the reward for, but the source of noble traits. Grace overcoming human sin 
and transforming human nature is the keynote of the revelation here.”5  

 The inspired commentary on this passage found in Romans chapter 9 highlights God’s grace as being 
decisive. We are told that God will have mercy upon whom he will have mercy. God’s grace in choosing 
Jacob to be the channel of the Covenant does not bind him to show the same grace to Esau. This is the 
nature of grace. Grace is never earned. God is never required, as a matter of justice, to give grace to 
sinners. Rather, out of the reservoir of his own kindness, God bestowed mercy upon countless sinners 
throughout the ages while choosing to pass over others.  

 
3. The Covenant counts because faith is decisive.  

 God has sovereignly chosen a vast company of the elect from every nation, tribe, and tongue. However, 
God has also determined the means by which they will come to him. Only by faith may sinners lay claim 
to the salvation purchased by Jesus. Faith is decisive; a real cause. Salvation does not come to pass 
without faith. The gospel is the announcement of God’s saving acts in Jesus Christ. But the gospel is also 
a summons to believe.  

 Neither Jacob or Esau are particularly attractive figures. They are both deeply flawed individuals. Neither 
of them are held up as examples to emulate (Though, through many trials, Jacob will grow in maturity). 
Nevertheless, the defining difference between Jacob and Esau is the younger’s faith. He believed in the 
promise. He treasured the promise. He invested his life in the household and the land; something Esau 
showed contempt for. Jacob’s conniving was a sinful expression of his correct belief that the Covenant 
actually counts; the promise is one of real substance. In contrast, Esau placed such little value on the 
Covenant that he traded it away for stew. In spite of all his flaws, Jacob is the one whose life was 
characterized by faith. And in the end, his life-long struggle with God will end in his mature humility.  

 Jacob’s flaws and sins are not excused here. Rather, it is the meaningfulness of faith that Jacob’s story 
serves to highlight. In the end, faith makes the real, substantive difference. It matters what and in Whom 
we believe. In other words, the covenant counts because God is sovereign and gracious. It counts 
because faith really matters.  
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