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Genesis 25:19-34 
 
Over the next three weeks, the lectionary readings from the book of Genesis focus on the story of 
Jacob.  I imagine many of you were first introduced to the story of Jacob, as I was, in Sunday 
School, through the popular children’s hymn “We are climbing Jacob’s ladder.”  Remember?  
“We are climbing Jacob’s ladder.  We are climbing Jacob’s ladder.  We are climbing Jacob’s 
ladder.  Soldiers of the cross.” 
 
But how many of us remember anything more about Jacob’s story?  How many of us remember 
the sibling rivalry that went on between Jacob and his twin brother Esau?  How many of us 
remember the struggle that Jacob had to go through to marry the woman he loved?  How many 
of us remember Jacob’s wrestling all through the night with God and living to tell the tale?  And 
how many of us realize that the story of Jacob is also the story of how ancient Israel came into 
existence?  Jacob himself is eventually given the name Israel.  And he is blessed with twelve 
sons, who become the patriarchs of the twelve tribes of Israel.   
 
Since the lectionary readings from Genesis cover this ground and lend themselves well to a 
series of sermons, I thought that over the next three Sundays I would focus on the story of Jacob, 
a central figure in the history of ancient Israel. 
 
Our passage for this morning begins with Jacob’s parents: Isaac (the son of Abraham) and 
Rebekah, his Aramean wife.  In nearly twenty years of marriage, Isaac and Rebekah had not 
been able to have children.  Isaac prayed for his wife, that she might conceive and bear a child.  
And finally, God answered his prayer.  Rebekah conceived, but the pregnancy was difficult, so 
difficult that she began to wonder out loud whether or not she could endure the pain and 
discomfort.  “If it is to be this way,” she asked, “why do I live?”  She was very troubled, and 
understandably so.  It was becoming a life and death matter for her.  She prayed to God about it.  
And God answered her.  She was going to have twins.  “Two nations are in your womb, and two 
peoples born of you shall be divided; the one shall be stronger than the other, the elder shall 
serve the younger.”  The twins were going to have a conflicted relationship with each other, and 
their conflict was being played out even before their birth as they struggled within her womb. 
 
When it came time for them to be delivered, the first born was named Esau.  The description of 
him as red and hairy is a play on the Hebrew words ”Edom” and “Seir.”  Edom, Esau’s other 
name, would refer to his descendents, the Edomites.  They would settle in Seir, the mountainous 
region of red sandstone southeast of the land of Canaan, and they would become Israel’s rivals. 
 
The second born came out gripping his brother’s heal, so they named him Jacob, meaning “heal 
grabber.” 
 
Esau and Jacob couldn’t have been more different from each other.  Esau grew up to be a skillful 
hunter.  He was the rugged outdoorsman in the family, a man’s man, and his father’s favorite.  
Jacob, on the other hand, led a more quiet existence at home.  He was a mama’s boy, who 
learned how to cook at his mother’s side. 



 
Now it was the tradition in those days, that the eldest son received preferential treatment.  This 
included his so-called “birthright,” which entitled him to receive a larger (double) share of the 
family inheritance than his younger brothers would receive.  Esau, being the firstborn of the 
twins, was the eldest, if only by a matter of seconds or minutes.  How much older he was did not 
matter.  As the oldest, the birthright belonged to Esau.  But Esau did not value it as most first-
born sons might.  He carelessly traded it away as if it meant nothing to him. 
 
As the story is told, one day Jacob was at home cooking a stew of red lentils.  When Esau came 
in from working in the fields, he was starved!  He asked his brother, Jacob, for some of the stew 
to eat.  But Jacob said to him, “First sell me your birthright.”  It was an outrageous proposal!  
What nerve Jacob had!  Esau’s birthright for a bowl of stew?  How could Jacob even conceive of 
such a thing?  And how could anyone in their right mind consider such a proposal seriously?  
Only a fool would sell his birthright for a bowl of stew!  But that’s exactly what Esau did.  He 
gave in to the instant gratification of satisfying his immediate hunger at the cost of his future 
inheritance. 
 
Neither brother comes out looking good in this story.  Jacob comes off as a shrewd, conniving 
opportunist, who goes after what he wants, taking advantage of his brother in a time of need.  
Esau, on the other hand, ends up looking like an unthinking, uncaring dolt. 
 
Why God would choose to use either of these men to further God’s will in the world is a 
mystery.  They do not appear to be men of exceptional character.  I don’t think any of us would 
hold them up as role models to be emulated.  And yet, God will use them nevertheless.  Esau will 
give rise to the nation of Edom, and Jacob will give rise to the nation of Israel.  They will play 
central roles in God’s plan for the world. 
 
What meaning might this story of Jacob and Esau have for us today?  Let me briefly suggest 
three things we might take away from this story. 
 
First, the story reaffirms for us that God answers prayer.  When Isaac and Rebekah have been 
unable to have children for nearly twenty years, Isaac prays to God, and in answer to his prayer, 
Rebekah finally conceives.  When Rebekah is in the middle of a difficult and painful pregnancy, 
she prays to God, and in response to her prayer she learns that she is carrying twins and that in 
giving birth to them she with be giving birth to nations.   
 
God answers prayer.  We may need to be patient in listening for God’s answer, and the answer 
we receive may not be the answer we want.  (Indeed, sometimes God’s answer is “no.”)  But if 
we have ears to hear and eyes to see, we will eventually receive God’s answer. 
 
Second, the story of Jacob and Esau is a cautionary tale for those who tend to be short-sighted in 
their approach to life, those who seek immediate gratification without regard for the long-term 
consequences of their actions.  Esau was hungry and wanted to eat after a hard day’s work.  
Satisfying his hunger at that moment was so important to him that he was willing to give up his 
birthright, his inheritance, for nothing more than a bowl of stew.  He offers us an example of 
what not to do.  By contrast, a wise person is willing to delay gratification in the short run in 
order to reap greater benefits in the long run. 
 
Third, and finally, the story of Jacob and Esau shows us that God uses the most unlikely 
individuals to further God’s will in the world.  Somewhere we get the idea that you have to be 



perfect and saintly to be worthy enough for God to work through you.  But nothing could be 
further from the truth.  God uses flawed characters -- even scoundrels like Jacob and fools like 
Esau -- to do amazing things in spite of themselves.  Remember that next time you are down on 
yourself or feeling estranged from God, thinking that God would never use you as an instrument 
of God’s will in the world.  God uses ordinary people just like you and me to do extraordinary 
things.  Such is the wondrous miracle and mystery of God’s work in us, among us, and through 
us.  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 
 
 


