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Chapter 4: The Blessing of Jacob

Genesis 26:34–27:46

There are no role models in Genesis 26:34–27:46. Esau, the man of the field (Gen. 25:27), sets his 
mind entirely on the things of this world from the beginning by taking two Canaanite wives. Isaac, 
whose own father explicitly forbade Isaac from taking Canaanite wives (Gen. 24:3), nevertheless sets 
his mind and heart on giving the patriarchal blessing to Esau in exchange for some food—the exact 
same price for which Esau sold his birthright to Jacob (Gen. 25:29–34). Rebekah, who was so 
industriously servant-hearted in the days of her youth (Gen. 24:15–20), now industriously 
orchestrates a plan to deceive her blind husband in order to steal the blessing for Jacob. Jacob, a 
“blameless” man (ESV: “quiet”; Gen. 25:27), protests his mother’s plan initially out of a concern for 
getting caught, but he becomes altogether blameworthy when he carries out the deception that his 
mother proposes.

In this mess, God is silent and seems absent. Nevertheless, we know that God is working behind 
the scenes to bring about the fulfillment of his original birth oracle, when he prophesied that “the 
older [Esau] shall serve the younger [Jacob]” (Gen. 25:23). Neither Esau’s baseness, nor Isaac’s 
gluttony, nor Rebekah’s treachery, nor Jacob’s deceptiveness can overturn the promises of God. 
Indeed, God is not establishing his kingdom on the merits of these broken, sinful people. Rather, 
God made the original birth oracle, and he sovereignly works in and through the events of this awful 
chapter “in order that God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works, but because 
of his call” (Rom. 9:11). Through Jacob, God will bring forth the Lord Jesus Christ as the offspring 
of Abraham and Isaac (Gal. 3:16; Gen. 21:12) and Christ’s kingdom as the blessing through whom all 
the nations of the earth will be blessed (Eph. 1:11; 3:6; Gal. 12:3). In Genesis 26:34–27:46, we see 
vividly that God blesses his people according to his purposes, not ours.

Wrong Senses: Worldly Goals (Genesis 26:34–27:4)

The majority of Genesis 26 narrates how Isaac lays hold of the promises that God made to his 
father, Abraham. The last two verses of Genesis 26, however, change the subject to describe how 
Isaac’s son Esau took for himself two wives from the Canaanites:

[34] When Esau was forty years old, he took Judith the daughter of Beeri the Hittite to be his 
wife, and Basemath the daughter of Elon the Hittite, [35] and they made life bitter for Isaac 
and Rebekah. (Gen. 26:34–35)

Just as Isaac married Rebekah at age forty (cf. Gen. 25:20), so Esau marries his wives at age forty; 
however, Esau’s marriages are different from Isaac’s in two important respects: “When Abraham’s 
intense concern that Isaac should on no account marry a Canaanite is recalled [cf. Gen. 24:3–4], it is 
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somewhat unexpected that Esau should marry two.”¹ Esau is a man given over to his appetites—
whatever he wants, he takes, without any thought of the consequences for him (Gen. 25:34) or to his 
family (Gen. 26:35). Kenneth Mathews observes that Judith only appears here in the Bible, while 
Basemath appears in all of Esau’s genealogies (Gen. 36:3, 4, 10, 13, 17), which possibly implies “that 
Judith was barren, motivating him to take a second wife.”² Even so, bigamy falls outside the scope of 
God’s command for the nature of marriage as a lifelong, one-flesh covenantal union between one 
man and one woman (cf. Gen. 2:24). We should note, though, that Abraham himself took at least 
one other wife beyond Sarah (Gen. 16; cf. Gen. 25:1–6), and so will Jacob (Gen. 29).

Forfeiting the Blessing
Still, Abraham’s and Jacob’s marriages to multiple women do not invalidate the promises of God 

toward them. On the other hand, if God has promised to give the land to Abraham’s offspring (e.g., 
Gen. 12:7) and to expel the Canaanites from the land (Gen. 15:16–21), then Esau should recognize 
that taking a Canaanite wife will disqualify himself from laying hold of God’s promises. Indeed, this 
seems to be the “good and necessary consequence” that Abraham deduces from God’s word when he 
insists that Isaac must not marry a Canaanite (Gen. 24:3–4).³ For Esau to take two Canaanite wives, 
then, becomes “a kind of prelude of his rejection.”⁴ That is, this seemingly unimportant remark gives 
critical background information behind the narrative of Genesis 27. Not only has Esau despised and 
sold his birthright (Gen. 25:34), he has taken Canaanite wives. In this light, we see that “Esau was 
not fit to inherit the blessing.”⁵ Additionally, this background information raises serious questions 
about Isaac. By faith, Abraham made the necessary arrangements to seek a wife from Mesopotamia 
for Isaac so that his son would not marry a Canaanite, but Isaac does nothing to seek out brides 
outside of Canaan for Esau or Jacob.⁶ 

Furthermore, in light of Esau’s persistent rebellion against God’s word and God’s birthright, we 
can clearly judge that Isaac is wrong to give the blessing to Esau rather than Jacob.⁷ Esau’s actions 
only confirm the original birth oracle that Esau must serve Jacob (Gen. 25:23), but Isaac stubbornly 
persists to bless Esau when he should bless Jacob. None of this excuses Rebekah and Jacob for their 
treachery in Genesis 27, but this information does explain some of their desperation. Isaac has 
abdicated his spiritual leadership in the family, and Rebekah steps in the fill the void that her 
husband’s failures have created. Here, Esau’s actions makes the lives of his parents’ bitter; in Genesis 
27, it is the actions of the parent (Rebekah) who will make Esau bitter (Gen. 27:38, 41).⁸ 

Gluttony and Sensuality
In opposition to the testimony of God’s word and to the evidence of Esau’s life, Isaac summons 

Esau to give his oldest son the blessing:

[1] When Isaac was old and his eyes were dim so that he could not see, he called Esau his 
older son and said to him, “My son”; and he answered, “Here I am.” [2] He said, “Behold, I 
am old; I do not know the day of my death. [3] Now then, take your weapons, your quiver 
and your bow, and go out to the field and hunt game for me, [4] and prepare for me 
delicious food, such as I love, and bring it to me so that I may eat, that my soul may bless you 
before I die.” (Gen. 27:1–4)
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The statement about Isaac’s old age and dim eyesight is critical for understanding the passage as a 
whole. First, Isaac’s old age tells us when and why Isaac is seeking to bless his son Esau. Isaac is old and 
near to death (Gen. 27:2), so he wants to bless his son before he dies. A similar scene will take place 
at the end of Jacob’s life (Gen. 49) and Joseph’s life (Gen. 50:24–25), but they summon all their male 
relatives without distinction (Jacob’s sons and Joseph’s brothers) “to bless them publicly and in this 
way to organize the succession.”⁹ Here, Isaac strangely calls Esau alone to bless him to the exclusion 
of Jacob. Abraham also excluded all of his other sons to give “all that he had to Isaac” (Gen. 25:5). 
Abraham’s other sons, however, were not the sons of his legitimate wife, Sarah, but only the sons of 
his concubines (Gen. 25:6). Esau and Jacob, on the other hand, are twin brothers from the same 
mother.

Second, Isaac’s dim eyesight tells us how his plan will fail: “Isaac appears ‘blind’ in more than one 
way; he is blind to the betrayal of his wife and Jacob, apparently unaware of the forces that will rip 
apart his family.”¹⁰ Indeed, Isaac is blind throughout this passage—not only blind to the trickery of 
Rebekah and Jacob, but he is also blind to the will of God in this situation. Isaac’s blessing is not his 
to bestow as he alone sees fit, since his blessing is prophetic and spiritual in nature: “For the 
benediction here spoken of was not a mere prayer but a legitimate sanction, divinely interposed, to 
make manifest the grace of election.”¹¹ To some degree, then, we must distinguish the spiritual 
benefits of the blessing from the material benefits of the birthright that Esau sold in Genesis 25:29–
34.¹² Even so, the author of Hebrews suggests that Esau, by selling his birthright, also forfeited the 
blessing:¹³ “[16]…Esau, who sold his birthright for a single meal. [17] For you know that afterward, 
when he desired to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no chance to repent, though he 
sought it with tears” (Heb. 12:16–17). The birthright and the blessing are different in what they 
confer, but they are connected in their source, since both arise from God’s gracious promises to his 
people. In spite of Esau’s forfeiture of the birthright (and, therefore, the blessing), Isaac seeks to bless 
Esau with his soul (Gen. 27:4, 19, 25, 31)—that is, “with all the blessing that he had received and with 
all his desire and vitality. It is more than saying that he wished ‘with all his heart’ to bless Esau; it 
would be passing on his lifetime of blessing.”¹⁴ Esau has disqualified himself from the blessing, but 
Isaac is blind to this spiritual reality. By determining to give the blessing to Esau, Isaac acts foolishly 
and sinfully.

The worst part of all this is the reason why Isaac chooses to bless Esau instead of Jacob: food. 
Previously, we read that “Isaac loved Esau because he ate of his game” (Gen. 25:28), and now Isaac 
instructs Esau to hunt game and prepare “delicious food, such as I love, and bring it to me so that I 
may eat, that my soul may bless you before I die” (Gen. 27:3–4). In opposition to God’s word and 
with a blind eye to Esau’s actions, Isaac allows his gluttony to guide his blessing. As Gordon 
Wenham puts it, “Isaac’s sensuality is more powerful than his theology.”¹⁵ In Genesis 26, Isaac trusted 
the word of the Lord above his desire for food, by not going down to Egypt in the midst of a famine 
(Gen. 26:1–2, 6). Now, rather than a man who walks by faith, Isaac makes the same mistake as Esau 
by exchanging God’s promises for a little food.¹⁶ Outside of Genesis 27, the Hebrew word for 
“delicious food” only appears elsewhere in the warnings of Proverbs 23:3 (“Do not desire his 
delicacies, for they are deceptive food”) and Proverbs 23:6 (“Do not eat the bread of a man who is 
stingy; do not desire his delicacies”).¹⁷ Even worse, Isaac makes the same mistake that Adam made by 
passively awaiting the forbidden food that his wife will give to him (Gen. 3:6) rather than leading his 
family spiritually according to the word of God. 
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The Deceptiveness of our Senses
On this note, the narrative sets up a shocking contrast: the man with the impaired sense (“his eyes 

were dim”) pursues sensual pleasures (“delicious food, such as I love”) at the expense of God’s word. 
Through the rest of this passage, Isaac will not only lean on his sight and his taste, but his hearing 
(Gen. 27:22), touch (Gen. 27:22), and smell (Gen. 27:27)—all five senses—as well.¹⁸ The fight of faith 
against the allurements and deceptions of our senses is the ongoing battle in the lives of God’s 
people. God calls us to listen to his word, no matter what our eyes, our hands, our tongues, or our 
noses may tell us. While God spoke to Rebekah in Genesis 25 and appeared twice to speak his word 
to Isaac in Genesis 26, God is tragically silent in this chapter as everyone follows their natural 
impulses and desires rather than the word that God has already revealed.¹⁹ Still, God’s silence does not 
mean that he is inactive. God will use even these events for his own glory and his purposes, blessing 
Jacob according to his own, sovereign election, even in spite of the will of Isaac.²⁰

Wrong Seeking: Worldly Control (Genesis 27:5–29)

Just as Sarah listened to Abraham’s conversation with the three visitors (Gen. 18:10), so Rebekah 
listens to Isaac’s conversation with Esau:²¹

[5] Now Rebekah was listening when Isaac spoke to his son Esau. So when Esau went to the 
field to hunt for game and bring it, [6] Rebekah said to her son Jacob, “I heard your father 
speak to your brother Esau, [7] ‘Bring me game and prepare for me delicious food, that I may 
eat it and bless you before the LORD before I die.’ [8] Now therefore, my son, obey my 
voice as I command you. [9] Go to the flock and bring me two good young goats, so that I 
may prepare from them delicious food for your father, such as he loves. [10] And you shall 
bring it to your father to eat, so that he may bless you before he dies.” [11] But Jacob said to 
Rebekah his mother, “Behold, my brother Esau is a hairy man, and I am a smooth man. [12] 
Perhaps my father will feel me, and I shall seem to be mocking him and bring a curse upon 
myself and not a blessing.” [13] His mother said to him, “Let your curse be on me, my son; 
only obey my voice, and go, bring them to me.”

[14] So he went and took them and brought them to his mother, and his mother 
prepared delicious food, such as his father loved. [15] Then Rebekah took the best garments 
of Esau her older son, which were with her in the house, and put them on Jacob her younger 
son. [16] And the skins of the young goats she put on his hands and on the smooth part of his 
neck. [17] And she put the delicious food and the bread, which she had prepared, into the 
hand of her son Jacob. (Gen. 27:5–17)

Notice the differentiation of Esau as Isaac’s son (“his”; Gen. 26:5) and Jacob as Rebekah’s son (“her”; 
Gen. 26:6), confirming that the division in the holy family from Genesis 25:28 still exists.²² Indeed, 
through this entire chapter, the entire family is never in the same place at the same time, and Esau 
never finds himself in the same place with Jacob or Rebekah.²³ While there is much to criticize about 
Isaac, Rebekah is equally flawed, albeit as a contrast and a foil to Isaac. Where Isaac is passive and 
decrepit, Rebekah is as active as she was when Abraham’s servant first encountered her at the well in 
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Nahor (Gen. 24:15–21).²⁴ Where Isaac is enslaved to sensuality, Rebekah’s mind is ruthlessly rational. 
Where Isaac ignores God’s birth oracle (Gen. 25:23), Rebekah is willing to do anything to fulfill it—
even through the “immoderate zeal” that leads her into treachery and deceit.²⁵ The husband and wife 
are divided against each other in every possible way.

Worldly Control
In reaction to what she has overheard, Rebekah sets in motion a plan for Jacob to steal the 

blessing from Esau. Rebekah usurps God’s own authority by demanding that Jacob “obey my voice 
as I command you” (Gen. 27:8).²⁶ Just as Adam sinfully listened to the voice of Eve (Gen. 3:17) and 
Abraham sinfully listened to the voice of Sarah (Gen. 16:2; cf. Gen. 21:12), Rebekah sinfully instructs 
Jacob twice to “obey [lit., “listen to”] my voice” (Gen. 27:8, 43). Additionally, Rebekah twists God’s 
own commanding authority in the life of her husband by using the two imperatives, “Go” and 
“take” (ESV: “bring”; Gen. 27:9). These are the same two imperatives by which God commanded 
Abraham to “take” his son Isaac and “go” to Moriah to offer him as a sacrifice (Gen. 22:2). What 
were sacred words in the life of her husband become words of blasphemous authority in the voice of 
Rebekah. Later, Rebekah will repeat her command to “obey my voice” along with employing those 
two imperatives in Genesis 27:13 (“go, take [ESV., “bring”] them to me”). Ultimately, Jacob indeed 
will obey Rebekah’s voice by those same two verbs in Genesis 27:14 (“So he went and took them…”).

Now, Rebekah indeed is blameworthy for her actions; however, she is not the primary 
blameworthy figure in this story. Rebekah is stepping in to fill the vacuum of spiritual leadership that 
Isaac abdicated. While Isaac pursues the wrong goal (blessing Esau) for the wrong reasons 
(sensuality), Rebekah pursues the right goal (blessing Jacob), albeit in the wrong manner (deceit and 
manipulation). We should commend Rebekah for listening more carefully to God’s word by 
recognizing that Esau must serve Jacob (Gen. 25:23); however, we should also recognize precisely 
where Rebekah goes wrong. It is not merely that Rebekah does not trust Isaac to do the right thing. 
Ultimately, Rebekah does not trust God to do the right thing, so she takes it upon herself to make 
sure the “right thing” happens by any means necessary. Like Eve, Rebekah steps in to fill the void left 
by the spiritual abdication of her husband, bringing disastrous consequences upon the holy family 
(Gen. 3:1–7). The perennial temptation of women is to seek control in order to ensure that their 
vision is accomplished in the world. In the home, this means that wives seek to rule over their 
husbands (Gen. 3:16), especially when their husbands fail to lead their families. It is not that Rebekah 
should have gone along with Isaac’s sinful, selfish plan, in some false sense of “submission.” Instead, it 
is that Rebekah should have used her God-given strength to confront her husband and cry out to 
God, rather than seeking to control the situation herself. By taking matters into her own hands, 
Rebekah brought misery on the entire family.

An important contrast to this passage appears in Numbers 22–24, when the Moabite king Balak 
sent to the prophet Balaam, asking Balaam to curse Israel before Israel can destroy the nations of 
Moab and Midian. There, God supernaturally prevents Balaam from cursing his people, first by 
telling Balaam not to go at all (Num. 22:7–14). Then, God permits Balaam to go, but he sends an 
angel and causes Balaam’s donkey to talk (Num. 22:22–35). Ultimately, God supernaturally prevents 
Balaam from cursing Israel across three oracles, where each oracle confirms God’s blessing for Israel 
in grander ways (Num. 23–24). We do not know what would have happened if Rebekah and Jacob 
had confronted Isaac, or if they had sought the Lord’s blessing by prayer rather than deception; 
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however, it is possible that if they had done so, “as with Balaam, the Lord would have overruled the 
effort by some unusual means.”²⁷ And yet, how much pain and sorrow this family could have likely 
avoided by seeking to honor and obey God’s will and instructions, rather than taking matters into 
their own hands! Referring to Genesis 48, Derek Kidner writes, “Long afterwards Jacob would learn, 
as he blessed Ephraim and Manasseh, with what simplicity God could order such affairs.”²⁸ 

Faithless Faith
In Rebekah’s plan, the reason that Jacob must take animals from the flock is that they may 

prepare “delicious food” for Isaac, “such as he loves” (Gen. 27:9). Then, Rebekah says that Jacob will 
“bring” (Gen. 27:10) her food to Isaac so that he will bless Jacob instead of Esau.²⁹ Jacob protests, but 
not because of the immorality of the plan.³⁰ Instead, Jacob worries that if he brings Rebekah’s food to 
Isaac, he will “bring” a curse on himself (Gen. 27:12; cf. Gen. 20:9; 26:10). Specifically, Jacob worries 
that Isaac will feel the smoothness of his own skin, since Esau is a hairy man (Gen. 27:12; cf. Gen. 
25:25). To address this concern, Rebekah promises that the curse will fall upon her, not him (Gen. 
27:13), and then she fashions the skins of the young goats into fake hair for Jacob’s heck and hands 
(Gen. 27:16) to complement Esau’s “best garments” (Gen. 27:15). Jacob, clothed in Esau’s garments 
and holding Esau’s food, symbolically represents the older brother as he prepares to take the blessing 
for himself.³¹

We should, however, recognize that even though Jacob is acting deceitfully, he is nevertheless 
pursuing the right thing. Earlier, we read that Jacob is a “blameless [ESV: “quiet”] man, dwelling in 
tents” (Gen. 25:27). Jacob’s cunning sale of food to his famished brother for a birthright (Gen. 25:29–
34) and his theft of Esau’s blessing prohibits us from declaring Jacob perfect in all respects; however, 
we see the fundamental difference between Jacob and Esau. Esau despises his birthright (Gen. 25:34) 
and he marries Canaanite women (Gen. 26:34–35). Later, Esau will seek to murder his brother (Gen. 
27:41) and marry an Ishmaelite woman as his third wife (Gen. 28:6–9). The only thing Esau really 
wants is the material, worldly, temporal blessings that the birthright and blessings can offer to him. 
When he can trade his birthright for a meal, he willingly does so because the lasting, spiritual nature 
of his birthright means nothing to him. Rather than believing that God will not give the inheritance 
to the offspring of Canaanites, Esau intermarries with them. Esau truly is a man whose mind is set on 
this earth, a “man of the field” (Gen. 25:27). By contrast, Jacob sets his mind on God’s heavenly 
promises by faith, even if he often pursues those promises in deeply flawed, faithless ways.³²

Doubling Down on Deception
After all the preparations are made, Jacob fraudulently enters into his father’s tent to seek the 

blessing:

[18] So he went in to his father and said, “My father.” And he said, “Here I am. Who are you, 
my son?” [19] Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau your firstborn. I have done as you told me; 
now sit up and eat of my game, that your soul may bless me.” [20] But Isaac said to his son, 
“How is it that you have found it so quickly, my son?” He answered, “Because the LORD 
your God granted me success.” [21] Then Isaac said to Jacob, “Please come near, that I may 
feel you, my son, to know whether you are really my son Esau or not.” [22] So Jacob went 
near to Isaac his father, who felt him and said, “The voice is Jacob's voice, but the hands are 
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the hands of Esau.” [23] And he did not recognize him, because his hands were hairy like his 
brother Esau's hands. So he blessed him. [24] He said, “Are you really my son Esau?” He 
answered, “I am.” [25] Then he said, “Bring it near to me, that I may eat of my son's game 
and bless you.” So he brought it near to him, and he ate; and he brought him wine, and he 
drank. (Gen. 27:18–25)

Even though Jacob speaks only two syllables in Hebrew (“My father”), Isaac immediately senses that 
something is not right and asks the pointed question, “Who are you, my son?” (Gen. 27:18). Jacob 
overcompensates by using an unusually strong phrase to say “I am Esau” and then a superfluous 
number of words to try to pull off the ruse (Gen. 27:19).³³

Isaac, unsatisfied with Jacob’s response, asks how Esau could have possibly have found game so 
quickly, to which Jacob replies not merely with a lie, but with blasphemy: “Because the LORD your 
God granted me success” (Gen. 27:20).³⁴ Still Isaac is not convinced, so he asks Jacob to come near to 
him to feel whether this is indeed Esau (Gen. 27:21). This is the moment that Jacob feared (Gen. 
27:11–12), but Rebekah’s plan of equipping Jacob with goat skins works so that Jacob does feel like 
Esau. Even so, Isaac has doubts: “The voice is Jacob’s voice, but the hands are the hands of 
Esau” (Gen. 27:22). Nevertheless, Isaac offers some kind of blessing to Jacob (“So he blessed him”; 
Gen. 27:23), even though the best part of the blessing will not come until later.

While Jacob previously overcompensated by speaking too much, Jacob now realizes that his 
father recognizes his voice. Through the rest of this encounter, Jacob speaks only one more word 
(two syllables): “I (am)” (Gen. 27:24).³⁵ Instead, Jacob serves his father the food and lets the elderly 
glutton eat (Gen. 27:25). Here, we read for the first time that Jacob also serves his father wine, which 
his father drinks. Although it is common sense that Isaac would want something to drink as he eats, 
it is a typical Hebrew narrative strategy to introduce an important, surprising detail late in the 
narrative. By the wine, Isaac’s dull senses will only be further dulled, keeping him from thinking 
clearly and recognizing Jacob’s deception.³⁶ Wine caused Noah (Gen. 9:20–21) to act against his 
better judgment and helped Lot’s daughters conspire against their father (Gen. 19:30–38). Here also, 
Jacob uses wine to conspire against his father by leading Isaac to act against his better judgment by 
blessing Jacob instead of Esau.

Betraying Isaac with a Kiss
Thus far, Jacob’s plan is succeeding. Only one test remains—the test of smell—before Isaac will 

give Jacob the blessing:

[26] Then his father Isaac said to him, “Come near and kiss me, my son.” [27] So he came 
near and kissed him. And Isaac smelled the smell of his garments and blessed him and said,

“See, the smell of my son
is as the smell of a field that the LORD has blessed!

[28] May God give you of the dew of heaven
and of the fatness of the earth
and plenty of grain and wine.

[29] Let peoples serve you,
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and nations bow down to you.
Be lord over your brothers,

and may your mother's sons bow down to you.
Cursed be everyone who curses you,

and blessed be everyone who blesses you!” (Gen. 27:26–29)

At this point, Isaac is satisfied by what his hands feel, what his tongue tastes, and what his nose smells. 
His dim eyes cannot help him with sight (Gen. 27:1), and only his ears register any red flag to tell 
him that he is being deceived.³⁷ This point may be important, since God regularly teaches us to know 
the truth by listening to his word, rather than by following any other sense. For this reason, God 
explicitly forbids that we seek him by sight (Ex. 20:4–6), and he declares that we cannot find him 
unless we hear someone preaching his word (Rom. 10:14). Isaac’s only hope for cutting through the 
deception is what he hears with his ears, and yet he ignores his sense of hearing in favor of what the 
rest of his senses told him. Jacob, like Judas, betrays the source of God’s blessing with a kiss.³⁸

Disgraceful, Underhanded Ways
At root, Jacob is seeking God’s blessing by ungodly means. Paul addresses the New Testament 

corollary to Jacob’s actions in 2 Corinthians 4:2: “But we have renounced disgraceful, under-handed 
ways. We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by open statement of the 
truth we would commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God.” Allen Ross 
explains the timeless principle we should glean from Jacob’s actions: “God will not permit his people 
to secure his blessings through deceptive and manipulative schemes.”³⁹ God does bless Jacob, but he 
blesses Jacob in spite of Jacob’s actions, not because of them. Ultimately, Jacob will suffer much from 
his deceit:

Jacob, the deceiver, is for his part cruelly deceived by his father-in-law Laban, who makes 
him marry the unlovely Leah, as well as beautiful Rachel. And Jacob never accepted Leah or 
her sons, and the bitter tensions between them would cloud the rest of his life. Like his 
mother Rebekah, he would spend most of his latter years mourning the loss of his favorite 
son.⁴⁰

God condemns all attempts to seek his blessing and to build his kingdom that stray from the 
foundation of his word. Instead, God insists upon building his kingdom according to his principles: 
by his word and his Spirit.

Blessed through an Elder Brother
But like us, Jacob gains a blessing when clothed as his elder brother (Rom. 8:16–17, 29): “In the 

same manner we are blessed, as Ambrose teaches, when, in the name of Christ, we enter the presence 
of our Heavenly Father: we receive from him the robe of righteousness, which, by its odour, 
procures his favor; in short, we are thus blessed when we are put in his place.”⁴¹ God is gracious even 
when we are not faithful, as God demonstrates grace to Jacob through this blessing. Esau is a “man of 
the field” (Gen. 25:25), so his garments smell like “a field that the LORD has blessed” (Gen. 27:27). 
Derek Kidner puts it this way: “The hunter’s garments, redolent of the country, evoke the promise of 
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the land, enhanced now to a vision of plenty (in terms to be amplified in, e.g. Deut. 11:11–15), not 
of mere living-space.”⁴² Of course, the land of Canaan points beyond itself to the heavenly 
inheritance that God’s people have in Christ: “the Lord did not formerly set the hope of the future 
inheritance plainly before the eyes of the fathers, (as he now calls and raises us directly towards 
heaven,) but he led them as by a circuitous course. Thus he appointed the land of Canaan as a mirror 
and pledge to them of the celestial inheritance.”⁴³

Then, Isaac blesses Jacob by declaring that “peoples” will “serve” him, and “nations” will bow 
down to him as he becomes lord over his brothers and his mother’s sons bow down to him (Gen. 
27:29). The words “nations” and “serve” appeared earlier in the birth oracle three times, although the 
ESV used the word peoples to translate the first occurrence, and then left the other two occurrences 
untranslated: “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you shall be divided; the 
one people/nation shall be stronger than the other people/nation; the older shall serve the 
younger” (Gen. 25:23).⁴⁴ Later, Jacob will utter very similar words to his son Judah about his lordship 
over his brothers (Gen. 49:8), prophetically “connecting the blessing of Abraham’s seed with the rise 
of the kingship in the house of Judah.”⁴⁵ Finally, the line “Cursed be everyone who curses you, and 
blessed be everyone who blesses you” (Gen. 27:29) comes straight out of God’s promise to Abraham 
(Gen. 12:3). The blessing is complete. Through Jacob shall the blessing of Isaac’s offspring run.

Wrong Sorrow: Worldly Grief (Genesis 27:30–46)

Jacob only scarcely misses Esau as his brother returns from the hunt:

[30] As soon as Isaac had finished blessing Jacob, when Jacob had scarcely gone out from the 
presence of Isaac his father, Esau his brother came in from his hunting. [31] He also prepared 
delicious food and brought it to his father. And he said to his father, “Let my father arise and 
eat of his son's game, that you may bless me.” [32] His father Isaac said to him, “Who are 
you?” He answered, “I am your son, your firstborn, Esau.” [33] Then Isaac trembled very 
violently and said, “Who was it then that hunted game and brought it to me, and I ate it all 
before you came, and I have blessed him? Yes, and he shall be blessed.” (Gen. 27:30–34)

The last time we saw the verb describing Jacob’s having “gone out” when Esau arrives was in 
Genesis 25. There, the verb described how Esau “came out” of the womb as the older brother, before 
Jacob “came out” as the younger brother (Gen. 25:25–26).⁴⁶ By the time Esau returns from the hunt, 
the younger brother has so thoroughly displaced the elder brother that it is as though Jacob “came 
out” of the womb before Esau. Esau, unaware that his brother Jacob has already received the blessing, 
prepares the delicious food that his father requested, and takes it to his father with the request that 
Isaac would bless him (Gen. 27:31).

Once again, Isaac is confused by the appearance of his son, so he asks the identity of Esau (Gen. 
27:32). When Esau responds that he is the firstborn, Esau (Gen. 27:32), Isaac “trembled very 
violently” as he asks who came in earlier (Gen. 27:33). Isaac’s fear is captured in extraordinary terms. 
Gordon Wenham explains that the verb for “tremble” expresses “intense fear and alarm by itself (e.g., 
by Joseph’s brothers when arrested, 42:28, by the people on Sinai, Exod 19:16, or by Abimelek 
visited by David, 1 Sam 21:2[1]). Here it is supplemented by the cognate noun ‘trembling’ and 
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superlative adjective ‘very great.’ Hebrew can hardly express Isaac’s panic more graphically.”⁴⁷ When 
Isaac states further, “Yes, and he shall be blessed” (Gen. 27:33) he probably “expresses more than mere 
belief that the spoken word is self-fulfilling; he knows he has been fighting against God, as Esau has, 
and he accepts defeat.”⁴⁸

No Chance to Repent
The news that Isaac has already given away the blessing devastates Esau:

[34] As soon as Esau heard the words of his father, he cried out with an exceedingly great 
and bitter cry and said to his father, “Bless me, even me also, O my father!” [35] But he said, 
“Your brother came deceitfully, and he has taken away your blessing.” [36] Esau said, “Is he 
not rightly named Jacob? For he has cheated me these two times. He took away my 
birthright, and behold, now he has taken away my blessing.” Then he said, “Have you not 
reserved a blessing for me?” [37] Isaac answered and said to Esau, “Behold, I have made him 
lord over you, and all his brothers I have given to him for servants, and with grain and wine I 
have sustained him. What then can I do for you, my son?” [38] Esau said to his father, “Have 
you but one blessing, my father? Bless me, even me also, O my father.” And Esau lifted up his 
voice and wept. (Gen. 27:34–38)

Matching the way that Isaac trembled “very” violently Esau cries out with an “exceedingly” (same 
word in Hebrew) great and bitter cry (Gen. 27:34). He pleads for his father to bless him also (Gen. 
27:34), but Isaac responds that Jacob has come deceptively, and has already taken away Esau’s 
blessing (Gen. 27:35).

Worldly Grief vs. Godly Grief
Understandably, Esau is furious over Jacob’s deception. He makes a wordplay on Jacob’s name, 

since the word translated “cheated” comes from the same root word; however, we do not precisely 
know what this verb means, since it does not occurs elsewhere with enough context to help us 
define a precise meaning (cf. Jer. 9:4; Hos. 12:3).⁴⁹ Although we know what Jacob has done to Esau, 
Esau is exaggerating Jacob’s actions by claiming that Jacob “took away my birthright” (Gen. 27:37), 
even though Esau willingly sold away his birthright.⁵⁰ We should note carefully that Esau does not 
take responsibility for his own actions. He is mad to have lost something, but he does not recognize 
any fault in himself.⁵¹ As the Apostle Paul explains, this is the difference between worldly grief and 
godly grief (2 Cor. 7:8–12). Worldly grief is an experience of sorrow over the consequences of sin, 
while godly grief is an experience of sorrow over the causes of sin.⁵² Therefore, worldly grief 
“produces death” because it is not true repentance, while godly grief leads to “salvation without 
regret” (2 Cor. 7:10). For those who sincerely repent from their sin—rather than simply raging about 
what they suffer because of sin—and look to Christ for salvation, God promises without qualification 
that our sins will be forgiven.⁵³

The Blessing for Esau
Again, Esau asks for a blessing from his father—any blessing that his father may have reserved for 

him (Gen. 27:36). Isaac’s response that nothing can be done at this point about what he promised to 
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Jacob reinforces the power of this blessing (Gen. 27:37). He has not offered kind wishes for Jacob’s 
future; he has uttered an inviolable prophecy about Jacob’s destiny.⁵⁴ Nevertheless, Isaac does offer 
Esau a kind of blessing:

[39] Then Isaac his father answered and said to him:

“Behold, away from the fatness of the earth shall your dwelling be,
and away from the dew of heaven on high.

[40] By your sword you shall live,
and you shall serve your brother;

but when you grow restless
you shall break his yoke from your neck.” (Gen. 27:39–41)

Even now, Esau could experience some of Jacob’s blessing; however, to do so, he needs to forsake the 
blessing for himself and instead seek the blessing in and through Jacob.⁵⁵ Just as Abimelech stopped 
quarreling Isaac to make a covenant with him (Gen. 26:26–31), so Esau can stopp fighting against 
Jacob to make a covenant with him. Instead, Esau insists upon his own blessing apart from Jacob and 
gets very little in return. 

Esau will not gain the fatness of the earth or the dew of heaven, for he will live away from 
Jacob’s blessings (Gen. 27:39). Furthermore, he will not live in peace, but will live by his sword as he 
serves his brother (Gen. 27:40). Eventually, though, Esau’s descendants will “grow restless” and break 
away from the yoke of Jacob’s descendants (Gen. 27:40). Gordon Wenham traces this promise 
through the history of the Old Testament:

Throughout the OT, Edom appears as a militant nation, often hostile to his brother Israel 
(Num 20:18; 1 Sam 14:47; 1 Kgs 11:14–16; 2 Kgs 14:7–10; Obad; Ps 60:10–11 [8–9]). From 
the time of David, Edom was part of the Israelite empire, but later it regained its 
independence (2 Kgs 8:20–22) and after the fall of Jerusalem took revenge on Judah (cf. 
Obad; Ps 137:7). It is perhaps these events to which “when you grow restless, you shall tear 
off his yoke” refer. Thus, the blessing of Esau does end with a glimmer of hope.⁵⁶

Ultimately, Esau gets what he truly wants: “So Isaac pronounces over Esau the appropriate destiny of 
the ‘profane person’: the freedom to live unblessed (39) and untamed (40).”⁵⁷ If he wanted the true 
blessing, he could have sought it in Jacob; instead, he seeks to live on his own, apart from God’s 
covenant people and God’s covenant blessing.

The Revenge of Esau
Although Esau does receive his own blessing, apart from the covenant blessing of Jacob, this does 

not satisfy him. Instead, he plots to murder his brother:

[41] Now Esau hated Jacob because of the blessing with which his father had blessed him, 
and Esau said to himself, “The days of mourning for my father are approaching; then I will 
kill my brother Jacob.” [42] But the words of Esau her older son were told to Rebekah. So 
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she sent and called Jacob her younger son and said to him, “Behold, your brother Esau 
comforts himself about you by planning to kill you. [43] Now therefore, my son, obey my 
voice. Arise, flee to Laban my brother in Haran [44] and stay with him a while, until your 
brother's fury turns away—[45] until your brother's anger turns away from you, and he 
forgets what you have done to him. Then I will send and bring you from there. Why should 
I be bereft of you both in one day?”

[46] Then Rebekah said to Isaac, “I loathe my life because of the Hittite women. If 
Jacob marries one of the Hittite women like these, one of the women of the land, what good 
will my life be to me?” (Gen. 27:41–46)

Esau’s reaction proves that his sorrow was not true repentance, but only anger.⁵⁸ Although Esau 
intends to delay Jacob’s murder, he plots his brother’s murder nonetheless. In doing so, Esau becomes 
“potentially a second Cain.”⁵⁹ In this, we see that Esau does not really want the blessing, per se. 
Rather, he wants the blessing for himself. That Jacob has something that he believes should be his 
does not humble Esau, but enrages him against the one whom God has chosen by grace.

The Intervention of Rebekah
When Rebekah hears of Esau’s plot, she intervenes swiftly. Once again, Rebekah commands her 

son, instructing him to “listen to [ESV: “obey”] my voice” (cf. Gen. 27:8). By instructing Jacob to go 
to Haran, we are seeing the reliving of the story of when Abraham sent his servant to Haran to seek 
Rebekah as Isaac’s wife; however, this time it is the patriarch himself who leaves, and not a servant as 
an emissary. Rebekah manipulatively gets Isaac to believe that the plan is his idea by off-handedly 
raising the terrible possibility that Jacob may marry a Hittite woman like Esau has done: “it played 
equally on Isaac’s self-interest and his principles. The prospect of a third Hittite daughter-in-law and 
a distracted wife would have unmanned even an Abraham.”⁶⁰ And yet, Rebekah’s plan does not go 
according to her plan. Rebekah intends that Jacob will only be gone “a while” (Gen. 27:44), or, 
literally, “a few days.” Furthermore, Rebekah’s intention is that she will not lose both of her sons in 
one day (Gen. 27:45). Nevertheless, Jacob remains in Haran for twenty years (cf. Gen. 31:41), never 
seeing his mother again. She does indeed lose both of her sons through her treachery.⁶¹ Although we 
do not find explicit condemnation of what Rebekah and Jacob do, we see the fruit of their actions. 
Indeed, God chose Jacob to receive the blessing, but the way that he and his mother took the 
blessing sows seeds of discord that will bear bitter fruit for decades and generations.

Discussion Questions

1. Where are you tempted by sensuality? What sights tempt you to lust with your eyes? What 
gluttony do you pursue by taste? Where do the smells in your nose lead you away from God’s word? 
What idolatries of comfort do you seek by touch? What sounds drown out God’s word from your 
hearing? Do you practice fasting to loosen the grip of sensuality on you?

2. Why does sensuality so powerfully threaten the spiritual kingdom of Jesus Christ? Where have 
you seen the powerful, yet false, testimony of your senses lead you away from God’s truth? Why do 
we trust our senses above what we hear in God’s word? How are you seeking, by God’s grace, to 
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retrain your trust away from your senses and toward God’s word?

3. How are you tempted to pursue God’s blessing in the wrong way? In what ways do you seek 
God’s kingdom through “disgraceful, underhanded ways” rather than “by open statement of the 
truth” (2 Cor. 4:2)? Where do you tamper with God’s truth as you seek to build his kingdom 
according to your principles? What spiritual white lies do you need to repent from?

4. What leads you to repentance: the consequences of your sin, or the cause of your sin? Do you fear 
getting caught in this life more than you fear God’s judgment? Do you experience only worldly 
grief, leading you to sorrow and anger over the pain sin causes you? Or, do you experience godly 
grief, leading you to true repentance before God for sinning against his holiness?
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