
Bible 101:  Oct. 10, 2021 (JAK) 1 

Bible 101:  Jacob 
Oct. 10, 2021 

 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
Book of Genesis: 

• Reminder:  Genesis chapters 1-11 are pre-history: how people explained the creation, 
evil in the world, different races, different languages, etc. 

• Chapters 12-50:   ancestral history of the Israelites:  stories of the founding 
fathers/mothers and many genealogies leading into later history. 

• Likely written or finished at the time of the Babylonian Exile in the 6th century BCE. 
 
[About these notes:  The book of Genesis records few details between the defining moments in 
the lives of Abraham, Sarah, Hagar, Ishmael, Isaac, Rebekah, and Esau.  That changes with Jacob 
where there is “so much” information, especially about what happened after Rebekah sends 
him on his way to Haran.  So, background information is included in two places in these notes 
to give context to what happens in the episodes to be discussed.] 
 
 
Birth of Jacob and Esau (Gen. 25:19-28) 

• Background for the birth of the twins Jacob and Esau: 
o We don’t know anything about Isaac’s life from the time he wasn’t sacrificed by 

Abraham until chapter 24 of Genesis when Abraham sends his servant to return 
to Abraham’s country/kindred to find a wife for Isaac; Abraham doesn’t want 
Isaac to marry a Canaanite woman. 

o The unnamed servant travels to that country with many of Abraham’s richest 
possessions including camels and precious jewelry.  He prays to God for help in 
identifying the appropriate young woman to be Isaac’s bride from those women 
who come to the well.  He said he would know God had found a wife for Isaac if 
she offers him a drink and offers to water his camels as well.  Rebekah says those 
words and the servant arranges with her father Bethuel and her brother Laban 
for Rebekah to become Isaac’s wife. 

o The servant and Rebekah travel back to where Isaac is now living in the desert in 
the southern part of the land in the area of Beer-lahai-roi.  Beer-lahai-roi (“well 
of the Life which saw me”) is the well where Hagar first met God when she ran 
away from Sarai. 

 

• When Rebekah doesn’t become pregnant after 19 years, Isaac prays to the Lord and 
then Rebekah becomes pregnant – with twins.  Rebekah prays to the Lord when she 
doesn’t think she will survive the pregnancy and the Lord replies with a familiar 
announcement:  two nations that will be against each other and the older brother will 
serve the younger. 

o Jewish legend says that the sons tried to kill each other before they were born. 
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• The first son to be born was named Esau (“hairy”) referring to his hairy skin and red hair.  
Jacob is holding the heel of Esau when he is born; “Jacob” means “supplanter” = 
someone who seizes or usurps a situation.  We’ll see how what the Lord told Rebekah 
plays out between the brothers. 

• The sons had very different personalities.  Esau, the hunter, is the favorite of Isaac who 
is said to like game.  Rebekah’s preference for Jacob isn’t explained but it’s not 
uncommon for parents to favor different children.    

 
Esau selling his birthright to Jacob (Gen. 25:29-34) 

• A birthright is the right of the firstborn son to inherit the leadership of the family and to 
receive a double portion of the father’s possessions.  The leadership role includes the 
spiritual leadership. 

• Jacob wants what Esau has and bargains with Esau to get it for just a bowl of stew.  The 
inheritance represented by the birthright must not have been valued by Esau because 
he was willing to sell it for just a bowl of stew.  The actions of both sons are far from 
appropriate for the situation. 

• The reference to “red” returns in these verses:  the red stew, the other name “Edom” 
(“red”) assigned to Esau. 

  
Blessings from Isaac (Gen. 27:1-40) 

• Many more years have passed.  Esau has married two women of Hittite families, 
peoples of Canaan who don’t worship God.  Isaac, who is losing his eyesight, wants Esau 
to hunt game and prepare a special meal for him so he can bless Esau with the blessing 
for the older son. 

o It seems surprising that Isaac will give the blessing to him considering that Esau 
sold his birthright and has pagan wives, much less that the Lord told Rebekah 
that the older would serve the younger.  Later, Esau will go to his uncle Ishmael 
to marry one of his daughters so that he will have a non-Canaanite wife. 

• Rebekah overhears that conversation and sees an opportunity for Jacob to get Esau’s 
blessing.  She cooks the food Isaac likes and gives some of Esau’s clothes to Jacob so he 
can trick Isaac.  Jacob doesn’t object to his mother’s plan. 

• When Jacob goes to Isaac, Jacob lies in response to Isaac’s questions if he really is Esau.  
Because what Jacob is wearing feels and smells like Esau, Isaac gives him the blessing 
belonging to Esau.  Once he has the blessing, he can pass it along to his descendants.   

 

• When Esau returns with meal he has cooked for Isaac, he is distraught that Isaac has 
given his blessing to Jacob.  He says that this is the second time Jacob has taken 
something from him; but, he was not honest about the birthright because he was willing 
to sell it for a bowl of stew.  Isaac answers with a limited blessing for Esau that sounds 
both negative and possibly positive:  he’ll live in a wilderness and he’ll serve his brother 
but not forever. 

• Esau vows that he will kill Jacob after Isaac dies, although it will be many years before 
Isaac dies.  Rebekah learns of his plan and sends Jacob away to her brother Laban for a 
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“few days” until Esau calms down and she tells Jacob it is safe for him to return; Jacob is 
away for many years.  She tells Isaac she doesn’t want any more Hittite daughters-in-
law; so, in the first verses of chapter 28, Isaac blesses Jacob and tells him to find a wife 
from Laban’s family. 

 
Jacob’s ladder (Gen. 28:10-22) 

• On his way to Haran where Laban lives, Jacob stops to sleep on the ground using a stone 
as a pillow.  In a dream, he sees a ladder that reaches from the ground up into heaven; 
angels of God are going up and down the ladder. 

o In John 1:51, when Jesus is speaking with Nathaniel after calling him to be a 
disciple, Jesus indicates he is the access to heaven when he says, “... Very truly, I 
tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and 
descending upon the Son of Man.” 

 

• Then the Lord appears in Jacob’s dream and confirms the promises He had given to 
Abraham and to Isaac: (1) to give him land and numerous descendants, (2) that all the 
families of the earth will be blessed, and (3) that He will be with Jacob. 

o God’s promise to be with Jacob is the same promise we have that God will be 
with us in our lives. 

• When Jacob wakes up, he realizes that he was in a holy place and he didn’t know it; he 
takes the stone, sets it up on a pillar, and pours oil on it.  He calls the place Bethel 
(“house of God”).  That is in the same area where Abram stopped to build an altar when 
he first moved south after answering God’s call to leave Haran. 

• Jacob’s response to the promises of God is not the same as that of Abram.  Jacob makes 
a bargain with God: Jacob says if God will go with him on his journey and bring him back 
safely, then the Lord will be his God -- and Jacob even promised “paying God” (giving a 
tithe) if God kept up his end of the bargain.  

 
Jacob wrestling with God; new name (Gen. 32:22-32) 

• Background:  Jacob’s time with Laban’s family (Gen. 29-31 and Gen. 32:1-21):   
o Jacob sees Laban’s younger daughter Rachel at a well where the animals are 

being watered.  He returns with her to her father’s house. 
o Jacob agrees to work for Laban for seven years to be married to Rachel.  After 

those years, Laban tricks Jacob at the wedding by substituting his older daughter 
Leah for Rachel.  Then, a week later, Laban agrees Jacob can have Rachel as his 
wife if he serves Laban for another seven years after they’re married. 

o So many sons:  Leah and Jacob have four sons but Rachel is barren; so Rachel 
gives her maid Bilhah to Jacob and two more sons are born.  Leah gives her maid 
Zilpah to Jacob and two more sons are born.  Then Leah and Jacob have two 
more sons and a daughter (Dinah).  Now Rachel finally has a son with Jacob and 
he is named Joseph and is Jacob’s favorite son.  Total = 11 sons and a daughter. 

o Jacob decides it’s time for him to take his wives and children back to his home in 
Canaan.  There are confrontations between Jacob and Laban who follows them 
on that journey but they eventually make a covenant between them.  
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o Of course, Jacob is worried about his reunion with Esau; he fears that Esau will 
kill him and all his family, he knows he wronged Esau, and Rebekah has not yet 
told him it is safe to return.  Jacob then reminds God that God promised to 
return Jacob safely to his home.  As Jacob nears where Esau and his people have 
camped, Jacob sends ahead of him gifts of many animals for Esau, hoping to 
appease him and to indicate he has enough property that he won’t be asking 
Esau for anything.  

 

• Jacob sends his family (two wives, two maids, eleven sons – no mention of his daughter) 
and all he has across the stream; he returns alone.  

• He wrestles with a man all night; neither wins but the man (whom we know was God) 
could have won. When the man doesn’t overpower Jacob, he strikes Jacob on the hip, 
causing that hip to be out of joint; the resulting limp will be a reminder for Jacob.  The 
man tells Jacob to let him go but Jacob requests a blessing first. 

• After the man asks for Jacob’s name and Jacob replies, the man says that his name will 
now be Israel (“strives with God”) because he had now struggled with both human and 
divine beings.   

• When Jacob in turn asks the man’s name, the man doesn’t reply because Jacob should 
have known who He was.  God does bless Jacob. 

• When Jacob finally realizes that the man was God and that this place was also holy just 
as he realized at Bethel, he names the place “Peniel” (“the face of God”).  

 
What happens to Jacob after this chapter 32 episode? 

• He is welcomed wholeheartedly by Esau who wants to accompany Jacob on the 
remainder of the journey.  Jacob doesn’t agree (perhaps he doesn’t trust Esau), travels 
with his own extended family/all their belongings, and eventually buys land near 
Shechem.  Esau returns to his own home area. 

• During the journey, Dinah, Jacob’s only daughter, is raped; two of her brothers pretend 
to make an agreement with her attackers but say all the men of the town had to be 
circumcised as part of the agreement; while the men of the town are recovering from 
the procedures, her brothers take revenge on the whole town, killing all the males and 
taking all the women and all the property from the town.  Jacob is concerned about his 
safety. 

• God tells Jacob to go back to the area of Bethel (where Jacob first stopped when he was 
fleeing from Esau so many years before) and make an altar there.  God blesses him, 
promising him many descendants (saying some will be kings) and land for his people.  
He also gives Jacob the name “Israel.”  

• A second son, Benjamin, is born to Rachel and Jacob but Rachel dies in childbirth.  Now 
Jacob has 12 sons and they will represent the Twelve Tribes of Israel.  

• Meanwhile, Esau has taken his extended family, servants, etc., and moved “some 
distance from his brother Jacob” to the hill country of Seir in the southeastern part of 
the land. That area becomes known as Edom (the other name given to Esau, both 
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meaning “red”).  In the future, the Edomites will fight with the Israelites, reflecting what 
the Lord told Rachel about the sons being two nations fighting against each other. 

• Esau and Jacob do come together to bury their father Isaac. 
 
 
 
Tangent:  Esau and Jacob in the Qur’an: 

• Jacob did have 12 sons that became the heads of the Twelve Tribes.  Jacob is considered 
to be a great prophet along with his father and grandfather.  He is said to be inspired 
and was given a "tongue of truthfulness to be heard." 

• The Qur’an doesn’t have the Jacob stories about him wrestling with an angel/God, him 
seeing the ladder to heaven, and him tricking Esau out of his birthright; all three stories 
are included in Muslim commentaries. 

• Esau is not mentioned in the Qur’an but is mentioned in Muslim commentaries. 
 
Really major tangent but a Library of Congress “shoutout”: 

• The Library’s copy of Thomas Jefferson’s English translation of the Qur’an is now at the 
World Expo in Dubai:  https://blogs.loc.gov/loc/2021/10/thomas-jeffersons-quran-at-
the-world-expo-in-dubai/?loclr=ealocb 

• U.S. Rep. Keith Ellison, who in 2006 became the first Muslim elected to Congress, took 
his oath of office on Jefferson’s copy of the Qur’an. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
No session on Oct. 17, 2021. 
 
For Oct. 24, 2021, read these sections:  
-- chapters 37, 39-45 (main story of Joseph). 
-- chapters 46-60 (epilogue:  final stories about Jacob and Joseph). 
 
Consider these questions as you read: 

• What was interesting and/or surprising for you? 

• What spoke to you about your past/present situation? 

• What do the verses say about your relationship with God? 
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