Genesis 25:19 – 36:1:  The Story of Jacob


Gen. 25:19-34 serves to introduce the story of Jacob. In particular, the two stories about the birth of Esau and Jacob (vv.21-26) and the birthright (vv.27-34) both point forward to the later antagonism between the two and to the precedence of Jacob over his brother.  The two brothers are caricatured as two contrasting types: the ruddy hairy hunter and the quiet man who stays at home.  Vv. 27-34 have been seen as based on an earlier story which reflected problems that arose when the sedentary way of life began to supersede the hunting stage  (Whybray, p.55). Ch.26 is given a unity by the theme of Isaac’s relations with Abimelech, the Philistine king of Gerar.

At one level this is a story of withdrawal and return, a familiar folk-tale motif.  It is also a story of hatred between brothers followed by eventual reconciliation; but in the context of the book as a whole, it is a continuation of the history of the promise made to the patriarchs.  Although Esau has his reward in the end in terms of material wealth (33:9-11), it is made clear that he was deprived not only of his birthright but also of the blessing (27:36).  He is to be the ancestor of the Edomites and not of Israel, and accordingly establishes his residence in the region of Seir, later to be part of Edom (32:3; 33:14, 16). Later events are clearly reflected here. Isaac’s blessing of Jacob (27:27-29) and his lesser “blessing” of Esau (27:39-40) reflect the history of the later relations between the state of Israel and Edom: Israel will rule over Edom but eventually Edom will “break the yoke” and achieve its independence.   Scholars point out that the account of Jacob’s adventures in these chapters was not originally a composite unit.  The narrative as we have it incorporates many events which the final editor has combined.  In particular, one major section, chs. 29-31, which describes Jacob’s extended residence in the house of his uncle Laban, originally belonged to a quite distinct tradition about the relations between two peoples: Israel and the Arameans.

Outside of Genesis, Hosea refers to the Jacob narrative, presenting a slightly different version of Jacob’s encounter at Penuel with God who is now represented as an angel (Hos. 12:2-4).  Jeremiah makes a somewhat disparaging allusion to Jacob’s character as a heel-grabber (Jer. 9:4) but in later literature Jacob is uniformly seen as a wise and pious man (e.g. Jub.25:4-10; Heb. 11:21).


READING

· C. Blyth (Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34) 
· Turner (Commentary on Genesis 27) 
· O'Kane (Commentary on Genesis 27) 



	
Issues to explore:

· The contrast drawn between the characters of Jacob and Esau
· The structure of the narrative of Gen. 27
· Possible different interpretations of  32:22-32 in the light of  the way the narrative is structured.
· The character and role of Rachel.

Formative assignment:

Compare and contrast the characters of Jacob and Isaac.




