
Story Number 28

JACOB MEETS ESAU

After running away from Harran Jacob thought that he had escaped

from Laban, but Laban ran after him. We told that in our last story. They

sorted things out, and Laban returned home while Jacob remained in

Gilead, in Transjordan.

His next step, before continuing his journey home, was to find a way

to make peace with Esau. His mother had promised him that after a short

while (the Hebrew is literally ‘in a few days’ but that was not meant

literally, as it would take more than a few days for Jacob to even reach

Harran) Esau would forget what happened with the blessings and no

longer want to kill Jacob, and she would then send to Paddan to fetch

Jacob home. However, Jacob had been in Paddan twenty years and his

mother had not sent anyone; even now he was coming back on his own

initiative, not as a result of her sending for him. So there was a good

chance that Esau had not forgotten and might kill Jacob on his return.

More than that, he might also kill all of Jacob’s family, his wives and

children, partly because Esau was a wild man who ‘lived by his sword’

and partly to make sure that no heirs remained to claim the blessing.

We heard how Esau had married two Hittite wives and had added a

third, a daughter of Ishmael, after Jacob left for Harran. Some time later

he had found a fourth who was very important to him politically.

Aholibamah, daughter of Anah the Horite, came from the region of Mount

Seir, south-east of Canaan (and not part of the Promised Land), where she

was a member of the ruling family. Esau went to live there, and at some

time, either before or after this (we do not know which) wiped out all the

Horites and took possession of the country of Seir. Anyway, when Jacob

was still in Gilead, Esau was in Seir, and Jacob had heard about this.
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Jacob therefore sent messengers to Seir to ‘his master’ Esau with

greetings, telling him that ‘his servant Jacob’ had been staying with

Laban, he was now quite rich and needed nothing.

The messengers returned with the news that Esau was now coming to

Jacob with four hundred men. Jacob was terrified.

There are two explanations offered. One is that the messengers meant

‘armed men’ and brought back news of the danger. The other is that the

messengers innocently believed that the men were coming with Esau to

honour Jacob, but Jacob knew Esau and understood the news differently.

Either way, Jacob was afraid that Esau would come with his armed men

and wipe him out with all he had, ‘mother and children’.

When in danger, there are two things one must do, not just one. One

must pray to God for help, and one must do something or other if at all

possible.

Jacob’s first action was to split up his camp into two, saying that if

Esau comes and wipes out one of them, the other one might survive. Then

he prayed to God to rescue him from Esau.

The next thing he did was to send a large present to Esau. Flocks of

sheep and goats, a herd of cattle, donkeys and camels. Altogether five

hundred and fifty animals, male and female so that they could breed. He

sent servants to take the animals, each herd or flock separately with a gap

between one and the next, and each time any of them met Esau and was

asked ‘what are these?’ he was to reply ‘This is a present from your

servant Jacob to his master Esau, and he himself is following’.

In the evening Jacob went to sleep, but got up in the middle of the

night with a slight change of plan. He moved his wives, his children and

all he had across the river, hoping that Esau would not see them and they

could all escape.

2



Before joining them he went back to check everything, and while he

was alone a man came and started to wrestle with him. 1 Jacob had

wanted to cross over, join the others and run away, but the man prevented

him. The man was a messenger, an ‘angel’, sent by God. Jacob had run

away from Esau in the beginning, he had later run away from Laban, and

now he wanted to run away again. God wanted to teach him courage. You

cannot spend your whole life running away, sometimes you have to turn

round and face whatever is coming.

Jacob was a very strong man physically. We remember how he had

rolled away the stone over the well single-handed when he saw Rachel,

while the shepherds always waited till they could all push together. But

the man sent by God was also strong. They struggled for hours, but

neither could win, even though the man had managed to dislocate Jacob’s

hip bone. Then came daybreak, and the man asked Jacob to release him

and let him go. His task was done, he was no longer needed. Once it was

daybreak, Jacob could no longer escape, because Esau could see him from

a great distance, which he could not have done in the darkness of night.

Jacob refused to release him until the man blessed him, which he did,

telling him that his name would from now on not be Jacob but Israel. For

all that, Jacob was limping from a dislocated hip.

Jacob looked up and saw Esau coming with his four hundred men, there

was now no way of escape, so he again changed his plan. He separated his

family into four groups, each according to the mother, and sent them one

group at a time towards Esau to bow down to him. The first two groups

were Bilhah and her children and Zilpah and her children, followed by

Leah and her children, and finally Rachel and Joseph. He himself followed

them, and while still at a distance from Esau he bowed down to the

ground seven times. Esau saw him and ran towards him, embraced and

kissed him, and they both cried from emotion.

1. The explanation here is that given by Rashbam, Rashi’s grandson.
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All was good, Esau was pleased to see his long lost brother and had no

intention of killing him.

‘What is all this camp that I met on the way?’ asked Esau.

‘A small present from me’ answered Jacob.

Esau replied that he had plenty of everything, he had no need of such

an elaborate present, but Jacob explained how God had been so generous

to him, and pressed him to accept, which Esau eventually did.

Esau suggested that they go together, but Jacob did not want this. He

was glad that they had met on good terms, now was the time to part and

go their separate ways. He found an excellent excuse. The children were

young, there were young lambs who would die if pushed hard, and so he

would have to travel very slowly. (That this was an excuse can be seen

from the speed at which Jacob had run away from Laban.) Esau should go

on ahead and he would follow. Esau suggested leaving some of his men

to go with Jacob – armed men would defend him against outside attackers

– but Jacob replied ‘Please, no!’ So Esau returned to Seir.

Jacob, however, did not follow Esau to Seir, nor did he hurry to

continue his journey home to Canaan. Instead he moved on to a place

called Succoth, where he built a house, with shelters for his animals.

Why did he dally? Why did he not hurry home? Well first of all, it was

Springtime – Laban had just sheared his sheep, and as Jacob had reminded

Esau, there were lots of new-born lambs. At that time of year the Jordan

is full and difficult to cross, especially with all those animals. It might be

necessary to wait a few months till the dry summer lowered the water

level. But there was more to it than that, since even after he eventually

crossed (and we do not know when that was) he dallied in Canaan.

One possibility is that on meeting Esau he first learned of the death of

their mother Rebekah (nowhere mentioned) and was afraid of meeting his

father without his mother there to get him out of the difficulty in

explaining his deceit over the blessings. But this is just a guess.
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