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The story of Jacob and Esau is about passion and conflict, but also about woundedness, 
struggle, confrontation, wholeness, and healing. Like so many of the scripture stories, 
we are made whole through our brokenness.  Their story is a story of identity theft, 
estrangement (broken relationships), and a conflicted conscience. Jacob has carried a   

      terrible burden of conscience all of his life. His grandfather is Abraham. His uncle is 
Abraham’s oldest son, Ishmael, by Hagar, who was despised by his grandmother, Sarah and was sent 
into exile. Isaac, son of Abraham and Sarah, married Rebecca and she conceived twin boys, Jacob and 
Esau, and constantly felt the two fighting with each other. It hurt her body so much that she wanted  
a way out.

But the children jostled each other in the womb so much that she exclaimed, “If it is like this, why go on 
living!” She went to consult the Lord, and the Lord answered her: Two nations are in your womb, two 
peoples are separating while still within you; But one will be stronger than the other, and the older will 
serve the younger. (Genesis 25:22-23)

Fast forward many years and when Isaac is on his deathbed, he is ready to give out his paternal 
blessing. Realizing that as the firstborn twin, Esau is destined to receive it, Rebecca conspires with her 
favorite son, Jacob, to trick Isaac by impersonating his brother Esau before a weak and blind Isaac, and 
the two succeed. It means the blessing of God will go through Jacob, who will later be called Israel and 
forever be remembered by his people. 

Esau is furious and threatens to kill Jacob. But Rebecca is keen at getting her way. She convinces 
Isaac to send Jacob away to her brother Laban and by doing so, preserves Jacob’s life. Esau’s anger 
subsides, but he chooses to marry Canaanite women, to the distaste of his parents. Esau’s many 
descendants represent some of the most fiercest enemies of Israel.

Meanwhile, when coming upon Laban, Jacob again attempts to flout the rules by bartering first for 
Rachel, the younger of two sisters, when tradition dictates he marry the elder first. When Laban, their 
father, refuses to overlook Leah, Jacob stays long enough to secure them both. But Rachel remains 
his favorite.  When Jacob departs from Laban, he and Rachel conspired and takes much of Laban’s 
livelihood with them. 
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Jacob’s entire life to date has been a lie. His identity has been based on his brother’s heritage. Now, he 
is returning to his brother and it’s time to own up to his truth. I wonder if Jacob has any idea who he is. 
He carries a “blessing” to “lead a nation” that he doubts in his heart is valid from God, because it was 
secured falsely. He has shrewdness to be sure. Passion. And drive. All admirable traits. But if he wants 
to start a new life and take seriously God’s promise of covenant for a blessed people, he needs to admit 
fault and reconcile with his brother by telling the truth.

READ GENESIS 33:1-17

At first read, this story has every bit of a feel-good-reconciliation drama—twins, at odds with each other 
from before they were born, find themselves bowing, embracing one another with tears, and finally 
burying the hatchet. In an elaborate ritual of reconciliation, they seem to find it here. This is what we 
need to find in life, the text suggests. Reconciliation. Or in the words of today’s stewardship theme, 
restoration.  

But let’s not jump to easy conclusions. Perhaps there’s a lot more going on here. This is not so easy for 
Esau and Jacob. For one thing, neither party seems particularly at ease in this entire interaction. Esau 
has 400 men with him which might sound more like an army than a family reunion. Jacob responds by 
using his least favorite wife, children, and maids as human shields, to protect his most favorite wife and 
family members in case things turn ugly. Prior to all this Jacob has sent three waves of extravagant gifts 
to Esau perhaps to show his loving intent, or perhaps to signal to his brother, “I’m rich and powerful so 
don’t mess with me.” 

Esau surprises everyone by running to meet his brother. There are offers of more gifts plus awkward 
negotiations about whether the two should travel together or separately. Then, finally, after what a 
seems like agreement to accompany each other to the next town, Jacob goes somewhere else.

Wait a minute! If God’s at work here shouldn’t they live together in peace? Shouldn’t we get a “and 
they lived together happily ever after” kind of ending? Some restoration.  It’s really disappointing as 
a preacher to think more deeply about the Scriptures. It’s mushy, I know, but I’d prefer a tear-stained 
Hollywood ending. But then, as I keep thinking about the Scriptures, they open up to us in new ways.

I know a lot of our stories are more like Esau and Jacob than the romanticized versions we might prefer 
to tell. These two siblings can’t ever really go back and restore a relationship because there wasn’t really 
one there to begin with. Their relationship of competition started out in the womb, according to the story 
– a division so deep that there is no going back to restore what was. There is only going forward to see 
if they can create something in the future that might yet be.

A lot of the country right now is obsessed with trying to get back and restoring things. “Build back 
better,” on the Democrat side has some similar overtones to “make America great again” on the Republic 
side. And both make reference to the past as a kind of anchoring place. But what if those anchoring 
places, tether us to possibilities that aren’t real possibilities at all?  What if instead of anchoring ourselves 
to some past, we latched onto a future possibility that we haven’t yet experienced together?

When we hear the word, “restore,” we think of putting things back the way they were – in their ideal 
state.  But Esau and Jacob can’t do that. They can’t do that on their own.
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Jacob and Esau both seem bound to some impossible idea from their own past that they are supposed 
to be best buds, that’s what brothers are, after all. And yet what seems most significant on this day 
of their detente, is not their meeting itself, but what takes place after it. Each moves on in different 
directions. Jacob goes a different way and Esau doesn’t try to pursue him. It’s as if they both are freed 
finally not simply from a frayed relationship, but from the expectations they had both followed of what 
that relationship needed to be. They are restored by God to be more than their story.

Their old script has been put to rest. What lies ahead now is the opportunity to write a new story. And 
that might be a terribly frightening place to be. Because this non-existent relationship has governed both 
of their entire lives to this point. The division between them has ruled their existence, governed their 
choices, inflamed their fears, shaped their stories more than any other force until this moment in time. If 
anything is restored it is their own agency, the reality that from here on out their choices are their own to 
make.

You see, Jacob didn’t need to be someone else in order to receive God’s blessing. He needed to 
receive God’s blessing to be more honest with himself, more honest with God, and more honest with 
his brother. And it is in this work that he moves from Jacob the Deceiver, the hardy and feisty, weak in 
faith and broken in relationships toward his new identity as Israel, the Blessed, humble and limping, but 
strong in identity and fortified in spirit. We too can be restored to a primal identity as God’s beloved child. 
And as we move into our new truer identity, then we live, and we give to others out of that blessing.

This is the story of God’s amazing grace. It’s Jacob and Esau’s story. And it’s our story.

In just a few moments, Larry is going to sing newer version of Amazing Grace. And as we prepare 
to receive this song, it can be helpful to remember that John Newton, the author of the hymn, was 
the “ultimate blasphemer,” in his own words. A slave trader, John claimed to have been converted to 
Christianity after his ship was saved from a storm, and yet he continued in his unsavory profession until 
confronted with his hypocrisy in his relationship with his fiancé Mary Catlett. His desire truly to be honest 
in his relationship both with Mary and with God finally convinced him to change not only his own ways of 
treating his fellow brothers but urged him to convince others to do so as well.

You see, our God is a patient God. God waits for us. God waits—for us to realize our need, to recognize 
our need for restoration, and to accept His grace. When we struggle like Jacob, God will be there, 
engaging with us, loving us, restoring us, saving us from ourselves. How we use our money can be part 
of God’s work in us as much as it can be part of God’s restoration work through us for others, for our city, 
for God’s beloved world.


