
Story Number 24

THE BLESSINGS

Isaac was an old man, and blind from age. 1 He knew he would not

live for ever, and wanted to bless his sons before he went. (In fact he

lived many years after that, but nobody knows when they are going to

die.) He had two twin sons, Esau the elder and Jacob the younger. Esau

had married two local Hittite girls, horrible nasty women who gave a lot

of trouble to both him and his wife Rebekah. In spite of that, Esau was his

favourite son. Esau was a hunter, who used to come home and tell

fascinating hunting stories which his father loved to hear.

Isaac was the middle of the Patriarchs. His father Abraham lived a life

that was certainly full of interest. Lots of things happened. And we find

later that his son Jacob’s life was not uneventful, if full of troubles. But

of Isaac we know very little. If there was excitement in his life, we are

not told, except that his father was once about to kill him when God

stopped him. He did not go and choose a wife, one was brought to him,

and he was very pleased with her. Later he had trouble with the

Philistines, and unlike his father he did not part with their king on friendly

terms, only with a treaty which did not seem to remove mutual dislike.

In short, Isaac seems to have lived on the whole a quiet uneventful life,

and he may well have longed at times for excitement. This would explain

his strong liking for Esau, who did all the exciting things that he himself

would have liked to do.

Rebekah on the other hand saw things differently. Esau was superficial,

a lot of show, with no feelings for her suffering from his wives, but with

1. ‘His eyes were dim.’ Probably a cataract. Later Jacob’s eyes were ‘heavy from
old age,’ he could see only vague shapes, probably from glaucoma.
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not very much underneath. He licked round his father, who did not see

through him. Jacob on the other hand lived a quieter life as a shepherd,

and as a woman she saw more easily the good that was underneath. He

ought to get married, but not to any of the horrible local girls like Esau’s

wives, who were evidently typical 2. Jacob was her favourite of the two.

It seems that a blessing was not normally given free, you had to do

something to earn it, to pay for it even symbolically. So when Isaac

wanted to bless Esau he asked him to go out and hunt specially, bring

home fresh venison 3, prepare and cook it in the way that Isaac was

particularly fond of, and serve it to him. After eating and enjoying a

specially tasty meal, Isaac would be in the right mood to give Esau a full

and excellent blessing, which Esau could feel that he had in a way earned.

Rebekah happened to overhear what he said, but she wanted Jacob and

not Esau to get the blessing. Esau went out to hunt, and would take quite

a time before he came back. She called Jacob and told him what had

happened and her plan. Jacob was to go out to the flocks and bring in a

nice kid (young goat) which she would prepare the way Isaac liked. Jacob

would then take it in to his father, who could not see, pretend to be Esau,

and get the blessing.

Jacob was not too happy about all this, but Rebekah did not ask him to

do it, she told him to obey his mother and do what she said. However, he

found a snag in the plan. His father would smell his clothes, which would

not smell like a hunter’s; worse, he would feel him to make sure he was

Esau, and while Esau was a very hairy man Jacob was smooth-skinned.

‘If he feels me and discovers that I am not Esau he will regard me as

a deceiver and give me a curse instead of a blessing.’

2. It was not that Esau just happened to pick two bad women. Both Rebekah and
Isaac regarded their behaviour as typical and to be expected of the local women.

3. Venison is deer’s meat, which is said to be much tastier that cattle meat. Deer
are not domestic animals, they are not kept but are hunted.
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‘Don’t worry’ said Rebekah, ‘Any curse that he gives you will be on

me 4. I will give you some of Esau’s clothes to wear, that have the right

smell, and cover your arms with the skin of the kid 5 so that if he feels

you he will believe that you are Esau.’

Jacob did what he was told and brought the kid. Rebekah cooked it,

dressed Jacob in Esau’s best clothes, and covered his arms in the goatskin.

Jacob then took the meal into his father.

‘Hallo father’ he said.

‘Who are you?’ said Isaac.

‘I am your elder son, Esau. I have done what you said. Please sit down

and eat the venison I have made, so that you may bless me.’

‘You have been very quick. How come?’

‘God helped me on my way.’

Isaac was a bit suspicious. ‘Come here and let me feel you to make

sure that you are really Esau’ he said. Jacob came near and Isaac felt his

arms. Isaac was still a bit worried.

‘The voice is the voice of Jacob, but the arms are those of Esau’.

Here was a snag that both Jacob and worse Rebekah had overlooked.

A man cannot recognise his own voice, but she should have known the

difference. One must presume that the voices were very much alike, only

Isaac because he was blind was able to detect a very slight difference

which Rebekah had not noticed. However Isaac was ready to overlook this

and go ahead. He ate the meal, then drank some wine that Jacob brought,

and finally said ‘Come here my son and kiss me.’

As Jacob went and kissed his father, Isaac smelt the clothes. ‘My son

has the smell of the countryside that God has blessed.’ He was satisfied

4. You are my son. So you can rely on me to prevent it happening.

5. The skin of a goat is always hairy. In fact one of the names for a young goat
in Hebrew ¼<¼- H6 Lµ means literally ‘the hairy one’.
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that this was indeed Esau, and gave his blessing.

The blessing was that God should give him of all the best things in life,

that nations should bow down to him, that his brothers should bow down

to him, that whoever blesses him should be blessed and whoever curses

him should be cursed.

Jacob had just left after the blessing was finished, when Esau came

home, prepared his venison, took it to his father and asked him to eat and

bless him.

‘Who are you?’ asked Isaac.

‘I am your elder son Esau’, he replied.

Isaac had a terrible shock, trembled and shook violently. He had been

right about the voice, and he had been tricked somehow with the clothes

and the hairy arms. Only one person could have done it.

‘Then who brought me venison which I ate before you came? I blessed

him and he is indeed blessed? Your brother came cunningly and took your

blessing!’

Hearing this, Esau screamed with anger. ‘His name is Jacob 6, and he

has twisted me twice, he took my birthright portion 7 and now my

blessing. But you must have a blessing left for me, bless me too, father!’

We must here put in something that is not mentioned, but which

becomes clear later. Esau meant that surely Isaac had a blessing for Jacob

as well, perhaps not such a good one, but Jacob was also a son. If Jacob

had taken Esau’s blessing, at very least Esau could have Jacob’s blessing.

But we will see later the blessing that he had kept back for Jacob, and

why he could not give this to Esau. A problem.

6. ‘Jacob’ could mean something like ‘twister’.

7. This was probably the first that Isaac had heard about the birthright portion,
and something that Esau had let out in the heat of the moment. Esau would now
have some explaining to do, but that would come a bit later.

4



‘I have put him over you, given him all his brothers as slaves, and

blessed him with food and wine. What can I do for you?’

This was rather tactless. He did not need to tell Esau the first part, but

he was angry at Jacob for deceiving him. The consequences were serious.

However, under pressure Isaac gave Esau a blessing, that he should

receive the good things in life in food and wine, that he would live by his

sword, that he should serve his brother, but that after a while he would

break off his brother’s rule and be free.

Esau understandably was not too pleased with this, and hated Jacob

over the blessing. He said to himself that his father would soon die and

he would then kill Jacob. Somehow Rebekah got to hear of this, but, never

short of ideas, she had a plan to deal with this too.

First she told Jacob that Esau wanted to kill him, and his best bet was

to disappear for a while. ‘Go to my brother Laban in Harran and stay with

him for a short while until Esau cools off and forgets what you have done

to him.’ What you have done to him? She already forgot whose idea it

was. Then she continued ‘Then I will send someone to fetch you back.’

[The last she never did. We do not know when she died, but the ‘short

while’ Jacob was away turned out to be over twenty years, and when he

returned she was no longer. She never saw him again, her punishment.]

The next part of the plan was to deal with Isaac. He must be given a

reason for Jacob’s leaving, without knowing that Esau wanted to kill him.

So she reminded Isaac of the troubles they had from Esau’s wives, and

that if Jacob married one of the locals like them life would not be worth

living. Why not send him to her brother Laban in Harran, where he might

marry one of Laban’s daughters? 8 The idea appealed to Isaac. In other

words, she would kill two birds with one stone.

8. When Abraham left Harran he lost all touch with his family and it was many
years before he had news of them. But it seems that Rebekah kept in touch with
her family and knew that Laban had daughters of marriageable age.
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Isaac called Jacob, told him not to marry one of the girls of Canaan 9,

and that he should go to his uncle Laban in Paddan of Aram and take a

wife from one of Laban’s daughters. At the same time he gave him a

special blessing, that God should bless him and his offspring, and – this

is the most important – should give him and his descendants the country

that he had promised to Abraham!

Here we notice two things. First, Isaac was not annoyed at Jacob for

deceiving him. Probably this was the result of Esau’s not being able to

explain properly what he had said about the birthright portion. Here Jacob

had wanted to buy it as something valuable, while Esau had despised it as

worthless. Then Jacob had so much valued his father’s blessing that he

had gone to a lot of trouble and even deceit to get it. He began to see

Jacob in a different light.

The second is the blessing he gave. This was the blessing he had all the

time intended giving to Jacob, not to Esau, and even after Jacob had taken

Esau’s blessing he could not give this to Esau instead.

So Jacob set off for Paddan 10 of Aram, to Harran, with his mother’s

and his father’s blessings. For deceiving his blind father he was later

punished, but that is another story.

There is a postscript. Esau noticed that his father had told Jacob not to

marry one of the local girls, had sent him with a blessing to Paddan to

find a wife there, that Jacob had listened to his parents and gone, and that

Isaac his father strongly disapproved of the local women; so he, Esau,

went to his uncle Ishmael and married one of his daughters in addition to

his other wives.

9. Esau’s wives were apparently Hittites, but they were all the same.

10. Paddan was either another name for Harran, or the name of the district (or
region) in which Harran was situated.
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