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Assessment #2 – Characteristics and Reception of Jacob 

When one thinks of the Patriarch Jacob in the Book of Genesis, the initial words that might come to mind are “deceiver,” or “trickster.” Or, if you are a musical theatre fan, you might think of the doddering old man from Andrew Lloyd Webber’s classic musical, Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, who was  “… the founder of a whole new nation thanks to the number of children he had / He was also known as Israel, but most of the time / His sons and his wives used to call him, ‘Dad!!’” (Webber/Rice, 1968).
But, does Jacob really deserve his reputation as a trickster and deceiver? Are there other potential explanations for his actions which make him more a more sympathetic character? The goal of the present investigation is to demonstrate that Jacob was - more often than not - the victim of deception and trickery, rather than being the deceiver. In fact, there are other people in his life who are more deserving of these epithets than he is.
This essay will primarily examine how Jacob is portrayed in stories about him in the eponymous chapter dedicated to him in Ginzberg’s The Legends of the Jews (“Legends”). This portrayal will be supplemented by his character in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s, Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.
Legends is a chronological account of Jewish legends beginning with Creation and ending with Esther. Originally published in seven volumes between 1913 and 1938, this multi-volume work comprises stories compiled from Mishnaic, Talmudic, and Midrashic sources and curated by rabbi and theological scholar Louis Ginzberg. It contains far more details and insights into the stories from the Old Testament, some of which conflict with each other.
The focus will predominantly be the following events in Jacob’s life: First, his purchase of his older twin brother Esau’s birthright and subsequent reception of the blessing ostensibly intended for Esau. Next, Jacob being deceived by Laban into marrying Leah instead of Rachel, and his eventual flight decades later. Finally, Jacob’s sons’ conspiracy to hoodwink him into believing that his favourite son Joseph was dead.
Legends recounts the birthright sale story by stating that Abraham - Jacob and Esau’s paternal grandfather - had just died. Jacob was making a dish of lentils as a mourning meal for Isaac to eat, and as “a sign of my grief and mourning, that he [Abraham] may love me in the days to come” (Ginzberg, 2003). This led to the brothers getting into a heated argument about the existence of a future world, which Esau denied. Ginzberg says that Jacob was not interested in the “share of inheritance that went with the birthright. What he thought of was the priestly service, which was the prerogative of the first-born in ancient times and Jacob was loth to have his impious brother Esau play the priest, he who despised Divine service” (Ginzberg, 2003). So, Jacob offered to buy the birthright from him and specifically told Esau why, “If thou are of the opinion that there is no future world, and that the dead do not rise to new life, then why does thou want thy birthright? Sell it to me now, which it is yet possible to do so… Verily, there is a future world, in which the righteous receive their reward. I tell thee this, lest thou say later I deceived ye” (Ginzberg, 2003). Esau then agreed to waive his birthright and the subsequent blessing for a bowl of pottage. He even bragged about it to his friends, saying, “Know ye what I did to this Jacob? I ate his lentils, drank his wine, amused myself at his expense and sold my birthright to him” (Ginzberg, 2003).
When Jacob and Esau’s mother, Rebekah, (who is considered a prophetess) was pregnant with her twin sons, she “inquired of the Lord,” as the babies she was carrying were struggling with each other. God told her that “Two nations are in your womb, two separate peoples shall issue from your body; One people will be mightier than the other, and the older shall serve the younger” (Gen. 25:20-23). 
“It is inconceivable (pun intended) that Rebekah did not share this divine revelation with Isaac” (Zucker, 2011). Therefore, Isaac would have known that Jacob was meant to succeed him; however, it is unknown if Jacob and Esau were aware of the prophecy. Conversely, it is highly likely that Esau was aware that marrying Canaanite women was enough to disqualify him as the family patriarch, and that this was “a source of bitterness to Isaac and Rebekah” (Gen. 26:35). 
“Even his father who had strong affection for him, is hurt by this act. This action alone forever rules out Esau as the bearer of patriarchal continuity. Esau could have overcome the sale of his birthright… Isaac was still prepared to give him the blessing of the firstborn. But acquiring foreign wives meant the detachment of his children from the Abrahamic line.” (Elazar, 2008).
This begs the question as to why Esau would be upset and claim Jacob “took away the birthright”, (Gen. 27:36) especially when Jacob was honest with him, while Esau appears to have been nonchalant, and “spurned his birthright”? (Gen. 25:34). In order to protect his own interests, Jacob even went so far as to make Esau “…swear, concerning the birthright, by the life of their father, for he knew Esau’s love for Isaac, that it was strong. Nor did he fail to have a document made out, duly signed by witnesses, setting out that Esau had sold him the birthright together with his claim upon a place in the Cave of Machpelah” (Ginzberg, 2003). Perhaps Esau was angrier at losing the job title than the actual job itself. Regardless, he still planned to use Jacob as an outlet for his rage, even though Jacob had done nothing wrong at all. He seems to have taken special care to ensure everything was above board and legal. 
When Rebekah overheard Isaac making plans with Esau, his favourite son, to bestow his blessing (likely a deathbed blessing) on him, she intervened so that her favourite son, Jacob, would receive the blessing instead. Jacob is hesitant to participate in this plot, saying to his mother, “…I shall appear as a trickster, and bring upon myself a curse, not a blessing.” Rebekah replied, “Your curse, my son, may it be upon me! Just do as I say…” (Gen. 27:12-13).
However, there are good arguments that Isaac was not the victim of deception at the hands of Jacob and Rebekah; rather, it was Isaac and Rebekah who colluded to deceive Jacob into receiving the intended blessing. Isaac is described as being blind, yet Ginzberg suggests that the blindness may be both literal and metaphorical because his love for Esau metaphorically blinded him to Esau’s true character (Ginzberg, 2003).
“There is nothing in the biblical text to suggest that there ever is tension between Isaac and Rebekah” (Zucker, 2011). The curse Jacob feared would fall on him never came, as Isaac did not curse either Rebekah or Jacob for what they did. Isaac and Rebecca may have believed that Jacob had the character and the ability to be a leader, but he also need to be tested. Up to that point, he had been a homebody, content to stay around the campfires, while Esau liked the rugged outdoors. “Consequently, an additional purpose of the ruse is to have Jacob think he is ‘stealing’ the blessing, that he is capable of worldly behavior and its consequences. He has to learn that he is made of resilient fiber.” (Zucker, 2011). It would seem that Jacob passed the test. 
When Isaac questioned Jacob, asking, “Who are thou, my son?” Ginzberg has Jacob answer, “It is I. Thy first-born son is Esau,” as he didn’t want to outright lie to his father, nor come out and say that he was actually Jacob (Ginzberg, 2003).
When Esau discovered that Isaac had blessed Jacob instead of him, he made plans to murder Jacob, although he was prepared to wait until Isaac was dead before he did so, just in case Isaac fathered another son. “His hatred against Jacob was so great that he determined to hasten the death of his father and then dispatch Jacob” (Ginzberg, 2003). 
In response, Rebekah implored Isaac to send Jacob away to live with her brother Laban for a time to ensure his safety. He willingly agreed and blessed Jacob a second time, with explicit instructions that he not marry a local Canaanite girl, but that he was to find a wife from amongst his mother’s family. Perhaps Isaac was aware that Rebekah and Laban had been planning to wed Esau and Jacob to Laban’s twin daughters Leah and Rachel, respectively (Ginzberg, 2003) for years, and this was his way of helping that come about.
Upon arrival in Haran, Jacob met his cousin Rachel and immediately fell in love with her. Both seem to be aware that they are intended for each other. Jacob apparently refused to marry Leah knowing she was intended for Esau. “If, now, Jacob married the maiden appointed for him, Esau would never forgive his younger brother. Therefore Jacob resolved to take to wife Rachel…” (Ginzberg, 2003). In other words, his motives were pure because he did not want to anger Esau any more than he already had.
Laban agreed to let Jacob marry his younger daughter, Rachel, in return for Jacob’s pledge to work for him for seven years. However, the morning after the wedding feast, Jacob woke up to discover that he had unknowingly married Leah, and demanded answers from Laban as to why he had deceived him. Laban justified his actions by saying that local custom prohibited a younger daughter to be marry before the eldest. However, he was still willing to allow Jacob to marry Rachel on the condition that Jacob work for him for a further seven years. Jacob agreed to these new employment conditions, and married his beloved Rachel after his bridal week with Leah is over. 
Jacob, who demonstrated some basic knowledge of wills and inheritance law back home, seems out of his league when dealing with marriage contracts. Not only is Laban willing to deceive Jacob, but he is also violating the longstanding marriage agreement he had made with Rebekah. It begs the question how well she knew his character, or why would she do this to her favourite son?
Whatever the motives of his conduct, it appears that Jacob did not know the laws of the land and Laban was prepared to take advantage of the fact. He had the law constructively in favor of his specious excuse. While not specifically enjoined, it is clearly expected… that the marriages of older children shall be arranged first. 
Laban has the further advantage in this fact that no bonds appear to have been drawn up, specifying which daughter Jacob desired as his bride… if a man has betrothed or married a wife, but has not drawn up the required bonds, that woman is no wife. In the absence of such documents Jacob could not have legal claim to Rachel. (Godbey, 1905).
Rachel had warned Jacob that Laban planned to wed him to Leah instead of her. Jacob brushed her concerns aside, confident that he was too smart to fall for such a ruse. However, “To be prepared for Laban’s trickery, Jacob and Rachel agreed upon a sign by which he would recognize her in the nuptial night.” (Ginzberg, 2003). Regardless, despite the warnings, “…Jacob was unsuspicious and suspected nothing.” (Ginzberg, 2003). Even the wedding guests who were aware of Laban’s reputation as a deceiver tried to warn him saying, “Halia” meaning “Ha Leah”, (or “it’s Leah”), but Jacob still fell into Laban’s trap and consummated the marriage with Leah.
Like any bride-to-be, Leah had made enquiries into Esau’s character and was devastated to learn that he was a “bad apple,” and was distraught at the prospect of marrying him. She cried so much that her eyelashes fall off her face (Ginzberg, 2003). “Rachel was torn, as she had to choose between her love for Jacob and her compassion for her sister, and she decided in favour of the latter. The most extreme description of Rachel’s act of self-sacrifice appears… Rachel entered under Jacob and Leah’s bed on their wedding night. When Jacob spoke with Leah, Rachel would answer him, so that he would not identify Leah’s voice” (Kadari, 2009). 
This means that, at minimum, Rachel would have given Leah the password/signal she had pre-arranged with Jacob in order to allow Leah into the bridal chamber. Rachel may have done this to save Leah from marrying Esau, or to spare Leah any shame once Jacob discovered what happened (Kadari, 2009). It seems unfair of Jacob to be angry at Leah for deceiving Rachel, when Rachel was actively involved, nor is it likely that Leah had any real say in the matter. Why is he not angry at Rachel? After all, she broke his trust, but there is no mention of that at all. Jacob had reason to be angry at Laban; he had bargained in good faith and lived up to his contractual obligations, and Laban had not. However, he was warned – multiple times - what Laban would do, but was not careful and got caught in his father-in-law’s web of deception. 
Eventually, Jacob, weary of working for his father-in-law for many years under unpleasant conditions, made plans to flee from Laban while he was away sheep shearing. Unbeknownst to Jacob, Rachel had stolen her father’s household gods, or teraphim, before they left. One Mishna claims she “did so for the sake of Heaven. She said: ‘We are leaving – shall we leave this old man in his corruption [idolatry]?’” (Kadari, 2009). Ginzberg says she stole them in case they revealed Jacob’s escape plans to Laban, as they could talk (Ginzberg, 2003). 
When confronted by Laban with allegations of theft, Jacob honestly claimed he had no knowledge of the crime. When Laban searched Rachel’s tent, the teraphim transformed into the appearance of drinking vessels making them unrecognizable. It begs the question as to why Rachel did not destroy them and dispose of them instead of risking exposure by taking them. Nor does the Bible record what effect the curse Jacob placed on the thief had on her, if any. Neither do we know what happened to the teraphim: were they ever discovered? Were they destroyed later on when Jacob demanded his household dispose of their “alien gods in their midst”? (Gen. 32:2) although the word teraphim is not the word used in that passage.
Last - but definitely not least - Jacob is deceived by at least ten of his sons, when they conspired to make him believe that Joseph, his favourite son (via Rachel) had been killed by a wild animal. In reality, the sons had sold him to a caravan of Ishmaelites bound for Egypt, where he would be sold as a slave. His brothers had smeared Joseph’s custom-made coat that Jacob had given him with the blood of a goat, and produced that as “evidence” that Joseph was dead. In the hilarious country music-themed number, “One More Angel in Heaven,” from Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, Jacob’s eldest son Reuben informs his father Joseph died courageously, “When I think of his last great battle / A lump comes to my throat / It takes a man who knows no fear / to wrestle with a goat.” (Webber/Rice, 1968). Yet, the sons are literally high-fiving each other behind Jacob’s back, nor does he recognize the mocking, sarcastic tones they and their wives are using; because he is so lost in his grief. Immediately Jacob leaves the stage, they start partying and dancing a hoe-down in celebration. 
Years later, Genesis records that initially Jacob’s “heart went numb, for he did not believe them” (Gen 45:26) when his sons told him Jacob was alive, but was eventually convinced to accept the invitation to move to Egypt. There is no mention of how he felt about their deception; he was excited at the prospect of seeing Joseph again (Gen. 45:28). The Webber musical has Jacob arrive in Egypt and hand his long-lost son his “amazing colored coat” while the cast sings, “So Jacob came to Egypt, no longer feeling old / and Jacob came to meet him in his chariot of gold, of gold!” (Webber/Rice, 1968). The family are reunited at long last and get their happy ever after ending.
So, overall, it appears Jacob has more reason than King Lear does to claim that he was “more sinned against than sinning.” Aggadah collected by Ginzberg in The Legends of the Jews demonstrates that Jacob did not deceive Esau into selling him his birthright, and that he took measures to ensure the sale was done legally. It also seems plausible that Isaac and Rebekah manipulated Jacob into receiving the blessing, rather than Jacob deceiving his blind father, Isaac. Although warned in advance by Rachel, Laban tricked Jacob into marrying Leah in order to secure Jacob’s continuing employment. However, Rachel appears to have been involved in the deception as well, and passed on the password/signal to Leah. She also further deceived Jacob when she stole the teraphim without telling Jacob. Finally, at least ten of his sons conspired to deceive Jacob into believing that Joseph had been killed by a wild animal when, in fact, they had sold him into slavery. 
In this small sampling of information gleaned from Genesis and Ginzberg, Jacob comes across as a decent and honest character, although it appears he was also very naïve and gullible. Like his father whose love for Esau blinded him to his faults, Jacob seems equally blind to the wiles and cunning of others. 
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