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A powerful hero of the Bible, Jacob is also one of its most complex figures. Bible stories

recounting his life often expose his deception, lies, and greed—then, puzzlingly, attempt to

justify them. In this book, eminent biblical scholar Yair Zakovitch presents a complete view of

the patriarch, first examining Jacob and his life story as presented in the Bible, then also

reconstructing the stories that the Bible writers suppressed—tales that were well-known,

perhaps, but incompatible with the image of Jacob they wanted to promote. Through a work of

extraordinary “literary archaeology,” Zakovitch explores the recesses of literary history,

reaching back even to the stage of oral storytelling, to identify sources of Jacob's story that

preceded the work of the Genesis writers.The biblical writers were skilled mosaic-makers,

Zakovitch shows, and their achievement was to reshape diverse pre-biblical representations of

Jacob in support of their emerging new religion and identity. As the author follows Jacob in his

wanderings and revelations, his successes, disgraces, and disappointments, he also considers

the religious and political environment in which the Bible was written, offering a powerful

explication of early Judaism.
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history that unfolds in the Pentateuch and Early Prophets stretches from the creation of the

world to the people’s exile to Babylon. It describes the relationships between three sides of a

(nonequilateral) triangle: the God of Israel, the people of Israel, and the Land of Israel. The

question emerges: Why would this nation conceive their history as beginning with the creation

of the world, the very beginning of time, when only one of the triangle’s sides existed? We

could easily imagine beginning the account at another point, such as the meeting between the

people and God in the wilderness, in the course of which God adopts the wandering nation as

His progeny. This is the version told, for example, in the Song of Moses in Deuteronomy



32:When the Most High gave nations their homes and set the divisions of man, He fixed the

boundaries of peoples in relation to Israel’s numbers. For the Lord’s portion is His people,

Jacob His own allotment. He found him in a desert region, in an empty howling waste. He

engirded him, watched over him, guarded him as the pupil of His eye. Like an eagle who

rouses his nestlings, gliding down to his young, so did He spread His wings and take him, bear

him along on His pinions. (vv 8–11)A second alternative might have been to open the history

with the commencement of the Israelites’ Egyptian sojourn, as do a number of the historical

psalms, for example, Psalm 106: “We have sinned like our forefathers; we have gone astray,

done evil. Our forefathers in Egypt did not perceive Your wonders; they did not remember Your

abundant love, but rebelled at the sea, at the Sea of Reeds” (vv 6–7).The choice of opening

with the Creation was also puzzling to a number of rabbinic sages, who are referred to by the

eleventh-century biblical commentator Rabbi Shlomo Itzhaki (known as Rashi), at the

beginning of his Torah commentary:Rabbi Isaac said: “The Torah should have begun with ‘That

month is for you the Head of the months’ (Exod 12:2), which is the first commandment with

which Israel was commanded. What was the reason for opening with ‘In the beginning’?

Because ‘He revealed to His people His powerful works, in giving them the heritage of

nations’ (Ps iii:6), that if the nations of the world were to say to Israel, ‘You are robbers! You

conquered the lands of the seven nations [of Canaan],’ [the Israelites] would say to them, ‘The

whole world belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He. He created it and gave it to whomever He

saw fit. When it was His will, He gave it to them. When it was His will, He took it from them and

gave it to us.’”Rashi’s explanation seems both incomplete and arbitrary. To respond, we should

probably add, first, another question: Why do the nation’s forefathers take so long to step onto

the stage of history? Were they hibernating while the rest of humanity had already awakened

to the dawn of history? Consider that when Abraham, the forefather of the Hebrew nation, and

his wife Sarah take their first, hesitant steps onto the proverbial stage, there already existed,

according to the Book of Genesis, sizable and developed nations, societies ruled by powerful

kings.The answer, according to the Hebrew Bible, is that a deliberate hand prevented the

Israelites from entering the world prematurely, and it did so in order that they might learn from

the experiences of others—in order to recognize how the earlier generations paid for their sins

against God and to draw the relevant conclusions from these events, from the expulsion from

Eden because of Adam and Eve’s eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge (Gen 3) to the

dispersion of the world’s population and the confusion of languages following a failed attempt

to build a tower with its top reaching to heaven (11:1–9). Indeed, for these actions of the

ancients—for these attempts to be like God—the first generations were punished with exile.

And truly: had the Israelites learned from the past, they might have avoided the exile that

awaits them at the end of the Book of Kings. Instead, they closed their eyes from seeing and

sealed their ears from hearing and troubles befell them. Signs that hung in the air from the

earliest days of Genesis are then realized in the grim reality of the destruction of the Kingdoms

of Israel and Judah, and all who disregarded the warnings implicit from the earliest days will

now, perhaps, begin to comprehend that the justice of God’s dominion is in both the distant

past and the bitter present.The opening chapters of Genesis also assign Israel’s place in the

“Book of the line of Adam” (5:1) and, actually, in the “line of the sons of Noah” (10:1), where we

learn how Canaan—the eponym of the land in which the nation will later dwell—was a

descendant of Noah’s son Ham (v 6), while Abraham, the forefather of the Israelites, is a son of

Noah’s other son, Shem (11:10 ff.). The genealogy teaches how Israel shares nothing with the

nation whose land will come to be theirs. All this was designed to dissociate the Israelites from

those whom they resembled most, and to argue for the uniqueness of Israelite culture. Indeed,



the Bible’s historical books are crucial components of the Monotheistic Manifesto, the

programmatic statement and argument for the belief in one God that is the Hebrew Bible,

which sought to disengage and remove the Israelites from the culture and beliefs of Canaan, a

nation still caught in the swampy mires of polytheism.Understanding this function and purpose

of the first stories in Genesis pushes us, next, to inquire why the storytellers bother with the

biographies of the nation’s patriarchs: Why not proceed directly from the creation of the world

to the Exodus from Egypt—the ultimate event that transforms the Israelites into a great and

numerous nation ready to take its place in history alongside other nations? The two

megaevents in the Bible are the Creation and the Exodus balanced opposite. Suffice it to

observe that, while the commandment to keep the Sabbath that appears in the Book of Exodus

is justified by the Creation— “For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth and sea, and all

that is in them, and He rested on the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day

and hallowed it” (20:11)—in Deuteronomy the justification is rooted in the Exodus from Egypt:

“Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt and the Lord your God freed you from

there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God has

commanded you to observe the Sabbath day” (5:15). In another example we notice how a

psalm that praises God for His gracious acts skips all events between the Creation (to be more

exact, the creation of the heavenly lights) and the plague of the killing of the firstborn, which

precipitated the Exodus: “ … Who made the great lights … the sun to dominate the day … the

moon and the stars to dominate the night … who struck Egypt through their first-born … and

brought Israel out of their midst …” (Ps 136:7-11). If we can jump coherently from the Creation

to the Exodus, then what is the purpose of the patriarchal stories? How is the greater historical

concept served by these family tales about Abraham and Sarah, their children and their

wanderings in and about the Land of Canaan?The Bible aimed to draw an isolationist picture of

“a people that dwells apart, not reckoned among the nations” (Num 23:9). It sought to root out

from Israel Canaan and its culture, to claim that the Israelites were not part of the Canaanite

nation and that their patriarch Abraham arrived in Canaan from afar, after answering a divine

command and passing the first test that God placed before him: “Go forth from your land and

from your birthplace and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you” (Gen 12:1).

Once Abraham arrives in the Land of Canaan, he and his descendants live in almost splendid

isolation, having few encounters with the land’s inhabitants before leaving for Egypt, where

they live apart, in their own territory in the land of Goshen, until they leave for the desert

wilderness, for the cultural vacuum in which they will receive their remarkable and unique laws

that forbid them from worshiping other gods.What, therefore, is the significance of the period of

the patriarchs’ sojourn in Canaan? One answer we may offer is that when the Israelites finally

arrive at Canaan’s threshold and proceed to conquer it, it is not as invaders, as a nation

conquering a foreign land, but as a people who returns to its land, a land that God had

repeatedly promised to its ancestors. Through the patriarchal stories, the Israelites’ conquest of

the land reveals itself not as an aggressive, whimsical fancy of a God wishing to remove the

land from its Canaanite residents and reassign it to the Israelites (a view reflected in the

midrash and Rashi) but as the result of the law of requital and justice, of divine retribution. The

Israelites were promised the land but must wait four hundred years in Egypt before being

allowed to enter it, as dictated by God to Abraham in Genesis 15, the Covenant between the

Pieces—“for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete” (v I6)—a faint warning to the

Israelites (which they fail to heed) that their right to the land is conditional, and that it can be

denied them, too, should they sin against God.The people will return from Egypt not only to the

land promised them but to the land in which their forefathers lived, wandered, and left physical



traces, where they had been visited by God and His angels, essentially carving a map of its

holy places. The forefathers’ descendants will therefore return to a land brimming with

memories and holy sites, witnesses to ancient encounters between God and their

ancestors.What’s more, even a rough sketch of the patriarchs’ wanderings coincides with the

broad lines traced by later generations. Canaan is located between the two great powers of

Mesopotamia and Egypt, and the patriarchs make their way between the three points:

Mesopotamia, Canaan, and Egypt. Abraham sets out from Mesopotamia and arrives in

Canaan. Before much time passes, he descends to Egypt and then returns to Canaan (Gen

12:20-13:1). His son Isaac never leaves Canaan, but his grandson Jacob, the hero of our book,

leaves for Mesopotamia, for Haran, the city from which his grandfather had originally set out

(28:10), and returns from there after a twenty-year exile (32:23 ff.); at the end of his life Jacob

travels with his entire household to Egypt to unite with his son Joseph (46:7 ff.). These

perambulations will subsequently reach their conclusion when the generation that leaves Egypt

returns to Canaan led by Joshua ben Nun. In the bitter, final chapters of the Book of Kings,

however, the people return once more to Mesopotamia when the inhabitants of the Kingdom of

Israel are exiled to Assyria (2 Kings I7:6), and the pattern of wandering is completed later, with

the exile of the people of Judah to Babylon (25:21).What we can—and are expected to—learn

from this scheme is that the patriarchs’ wanderings were not haphazard; they were not the

consequence of some irrepressible urge to travel but manifestations of the trials with which

God tested the patriarchs and of the consequences of divine retribution, which will create later

waves of exile and wanderings too. God, the dominant side of our triangle, pays close attention

to the actions of the patriarchs and their failures and does not hesitate to punish them, clearly

demonstrating that divine retribution (plainly apparent in the first chapters of Genesis) is

present and functioning in the patriarchal period, too, and will continue to be a force in the

generations that follow.In this book, we recount the life story of the third of Israel’s patriarchs,

Jacob, from his birth (Gen 25:19-26) to his death and burial (49:33-50:14). Writing a biography

in the usual sense is not possible, however, when the subject is a biblical character. The

biographer of a contemporary leader will typically have a plethora of diverse and disparate

sources available, including those written by the subject: diaries and journals, letters,

speeches, or sermons. He or she may have access to news coverage in which the subject’s

activities are described and perhaps evaluated, letters written to the figure, as well as a bounty

of documents and official papers, photographs, and even video footage that may document the

subject’s involvement in both historic events and the everyday routine of life. In addition, the

circumstances surrounding the writing or creation of most of these sources are accessible and

readily known, as are, most likely, the dates of the same sources. The proficient biographer

sifts through this surplus of sources and chooses from among them, trying to create an

objective picture that is complete and as faithful as possible to historical reality.One who aims

to record the life of a biblical figure—namely, one of the earliest of the Bible’s characters who is

mentioned nowhere outside it—is practically limited to a single source, the story that is

recorded within the Bible’s pages. Is such a biography even possible? The wise writer is forced

to scrutinize the Bible’s verses under a microscope, where the unity of the story that begins

with Jacob’s birth and ends with his death is revealed to be largely an illusion, the product of

artistic editing. The Bible’s biographies are not magnificent portrayals painted by artists onto

canvas but the work of a mosaic-maker who selected, fashioned, and arranged colorful stones

until a well-planned and deliberate work emerged. This mosaic merits our acknowledgment

and esteem: its creator transformed a collection of stones into a complete work that expresses

his ideological world and his estimation of the figure. At the same time, the biographer mustn’t



ignore the stages that preceded the mosaic-maker’s work, the stages in which the individual

stones were formed. These small pieces were created and shaped in different locations and

historical periods, and they reflect a wide array of ideological movements. The biographer

would do well, therefore—and I now exchange one metaphor for another—to listen first to the

glorious music produced by the orchestra that plays, for instance, Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony,

but then that biographer must return to listen to the work harmony by harmony, instrument by

instrument, before evaluating each part’s contribution to the whole. Moreover, when

disassembling the whole, one cannot indulge oneself by listening only to the dominant sounds,

such as the violins, but must listen also for the quieter parts, since these faintest voices may

give sound to views silenced by the strength of the dominant ideologies. Whoever desires to

reconstruct the complete array of voices would do well to listen, too, for these smaller rivulets

of tradition.I’ve mentioned the term “reconstruct,” a notion that warrants consideration. Is it

possible to read between the lines of a text and reconstruct a tradition that was rejected, or

changed beyond recognition, because it was unwanted? Because it no longer suited the world

of beliefs and ideas of the writer or editor? I am convinced that the answer is yes, and I am

assisted by the methodology of literary archaeology, which can penetrate the recesses of

literary history, reaching even the stage of oral transmission that preceded the traditions’ being

recorded in writing. Reconstructing unknown traditions can be accomplished by a number of

means, the most important being the identification of duplicate traditions within the Bible:

sometimes more than one version of an event can be found. Examining these duplicate

traditions may reveal tensions between older elements and those created to cope with them, to

obscure or even replace them. Sometimes the tradition that the Bible wished to reject can be

found in the margins, in the textual periphery; sometimes the rejected, twin tradition is even

outside the historiographical cluster—in our case, outside the life story of Jacob found in the

Book of Genesis—and will be discovered in other biblical genres, such as prophetic literature.

Traditions about another figure that parallel what is told about our subject may also aid in

reconstructing an older tradition.Biblical stories’ later reincarnations outside the pages of the

Bible can also prove instrumental in reconstructing ancient traditions. The vast world of

literature that was erected on the Bible’s foundation—Jewish Hellenistic literature, the

Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the New Testament, and rabbinic

literature in its various manifestations— often preserve ancient, essential elements that were

spurned by the Bible. The Bible’s writers were powerless to eradicate these elements

completely, however. Traditions that the Bible ignored could continue to make their way orally

until they no longer presented a danger to a believer’s faith or some ideological worldview and

then resurfaced in a written text. Here we see the difference between literary archaeology and

archaeology involving dirt and rocks: a traditional archaeologist digs deeper and deeper into

the earth to reach the earliest layers, while literary archaeologists may uncover ancient

elements in later, younger strata of literary tradition.Biblical literary genres outside Genesis and

the Bible’s other historiographic writings have, as I’ve said, preserved elements of earlier

traditions. But they are valuable for another reason as well, in that they enable us to look

through the ideological lenses of later writers, to understand the way the Jacob stories were

read and how the figure of Jacob was perceived by later generations. For example, we will see

how Israel’s prophets, who saw in the patriarch Jacob-Israel an archetype for the image of the

whole nation, kneaded and interpreted Genesis’s Jacob stories and adapted them to their

needs, to convictions they wished to express. Such free interpretation and adaptation of the

ancient texts for contemporary needs is what we call “midrash.” Indeed, midrash is not solely

the legacy of postbiblical generations: as we will see throughout this book, its earliest



expressions can be found in the Bible itself.Jacob, the hero of this volume, is depicted in the

Torah as the son of Isaac and the grandson of Abraham. Is this a convincing image, or will our

readings in the Book of Genesis reveal the connection of the three patriarchs to be artificial,

the result of efforts to unite various ethnic elements, inhabitants of different geographical

areas, into one nation? (A common past, a common denominator, is a condition for the

creation of a nation.) Following the footprints of the patriarchs over different geographic areas

in the Land of Israel and in different sites may bring us closer to a reliable answer.I admit that

my choice to write a biography of Jacob owes to his being a fascinating figure whose character

takes on depth and complexity and whose life is marked by the vagaries of fate. Jacob is no

model of virtue, which leads us to ask how a figure with a questionable moral code, a man who

does not reject availing himself of deceit and dishonesty, came to occupy a prime position

among the nation’s patriarchs. The answer is that the Bible—and, principally, those parts of the

Bible that were written in the First Temple Period—eschews the depiction of ideal figures for

two reasons: first, because saints are liable to invite veneration, personality cults, and thereby

cast a shadow onto their Creator; and second, and more importantly, because we, who are not

flawless, cannot learn from perfect creatures. The Bible’s aim is to educate its readers, and

such an education is possible precisely when its figures are not beyond reproach. Thus the

Bible’s heroes sin and transgress “for there is no man who does not sin” (1 Kings 8:46), and

they pay for their mistakes and transgressions like every other. Jacob’s life story is one of crime

and punishment; of crimes and punishments with compounded interest, in fact, along with

lessons drawn and behavior modified. The astute reader learns from the experiences of the

biblical characters to avoid repeating their mistakes and thus precludes inviting punishment on

him-or herself.Jacob’s enthralling life story, with its many vicissitudes and travels between

Canaan, Haran, and Egypt, is but one example, albeit rich and clear, of the Bible’s method of

depicting the history of Israel by way of a series of biographies, a relay race in which figures

receive the baton from their predecessors and pass it on to their successors. The decision to

fashion history in this way stems from the interest that personal stories awaken, from the

human penchant for identifying with extraordinary figures, and from the hope that this curiosity

and identification will cause us to integrate the Bible’s messages: that the law of divine

retribution is at work, that someone is keeping accounts, rewarding those who do good and

penalizing those who transgress. Indeed, Jacob’s sins are obvious to all, and he is

appropriately punished for them; and yet despite this, we will come to see that in the stories

about Jacob another—opposing—force is at work, balancing the first. We will find, both in the

stories themselves and in the work of the editors, that efforts were made to show Jacob’s merit,

to find extenuating circumstances to obscure the darker side of his character and its

manifestations. Someone who had difficulty accepting that the nation’s patriarch—who was

created in the people’s image and after their likeness—grievously transgressed sought to

improve his image a bit, to make it easier for the people of Israel to accept him as their

patriarch. The balance struck between these opposing forces in the biblical account of Jacob’s

life adds depth to his character.The last of the nation’s patriarchs and the father of twelve sons

and one daughter, Jacob stands at the junction at which the life of one family becomes

transformed into the history of a nation. The varied traditions that express and serve different

motives, and the richly colored mosaic created by their combination, teach us how Jacob’s

actions, his failures, and God’s judgment all served the great, divine plan of transforming Jacob

into Israel, the patriarch of the people of Israel.1“The children struggled in her womb”: The

Fight for the BirthrightWHEN THE time arrived for Isaac to wed, Abraham sent a servant to find

a bride for his son in Haran, his homeland, since a local, Canaanite woman was unacceptable



(Gen 24:3; this derives from the Pentateuch’s isolationist ideology). On arriving in Haran the

servant, aware of the enormous responsibility entrusted him, wants a sign from God that will

signal a woman worthy of his master’s son. Standing by a well, he prays:Oh Lord, God of my

master Abraham, grant me good fortune this day, and deal graciously with my master

Abraham. Here I stand by the spring as the daughters of the townsmen come out to draw

water; let the maiden to whom I say, “Pray, lower your jar that I may drink,” and who replies,

“Drink, and I shall also water your camels”—let her be the one whom You have decreed for

Your servant Isaac. Thereby shall I know that You have dealt graciously with my master. (vv

12-14)The sign is granted almost instantaneously: before the prayer’s final words have left his

mouth, a handsome maiden, Rebekah, daughter of Bethuel, son of Abraham’s brother Nahor,

arrives at the well and lowers a jar from her shoulder. Her response to the servant’s request for

water exceeds his hopes when she offers water to his camels “until they finish drinking” (v 18).

The servant is received generously by the young woman’s father and her brother Laban, who

perceive the hand of God moving behind the events (v 50), and Rebekah is willing to

accompany the servant back to Canaan, where he brings her to Isaac. At this point, this

chapter in the history of the patriarchs comes to the desired conclusion: “Isaac then brought

her into the tent of his mother Sarah, and he took Rebekah as his wife. Isaac loved her, and

thus found comfort after his mother’s death” (v 67).The story of the birth of Isaac and

Rebekah’s sons is preceded by a chronological report of the patriarch’s age at the time of his

marriage: “Isaac was forty years old when he took to wife Rebekah daughter of Bethuel the

Aramean of Paddan-Aram, sister of Laban the Aramean” (25:20). (Whoever inserted this verse,

whether writer or editor, was not the same person who penned the birth story that follows, but

its effect is considerable, as will soon become clear.) The next verse reveals important

information about the future matriarch: “Isaac pleaded with the Lord on behalf of his wife,

because she was barren …” (v 21). Like Abraham’s wife Sarah, Isaac’s wife is barren—as will

be Jacob’s beloved wife, Rachel—leading one to suspect that no biblical hero is truly certified

unless his mother conceived him following an extended period of infertility. This is because the

birth stories of the Bible’s heroes require a miracle, and that miracle takes the form of God’s

intervention in opening the woman’s womb. Unlike Sarah, however, who tried to maneuver

around her barren fate when she supplied Abraham with her Egyptian maidservant to bear

children who would be considered Sarah’s own (Gen 16), Isaac knows that the power to open

wombs is God’s alone, and so he prays. The end of the verse that tells of Isaac’s prayer even

creates the impression that Isaac had barely finished praying when “the Lord responded to his

plea and his wife Rebekah conceived.” But verse 26— another chronological verse given us by

the same hand that penned verse 20—makes clear that, in fact, twenty years have passed

between Isaac and Rebekah’s marriage and the birth of their sons, Jacob and Esau: “Isaac

was sixty years old when they were born.” It is to their credit that, throughout the long wait, the

couple placed their full trust in God.In contrast to other stories about barren women who finally

conceive (Sarah, Rachel, Samson’s mother, and Hannah, mother of Samuel), our storyteller

spares no words for the opening of Rebekah’s womb nor does he tell of any announcement to

the parents about the impending birth, whether by angels or a vision. Our storyteller doesn’t

want to distract us with miracles but rather to tell us the more significant news: Rebekah carries

in her womb not one child but two.This news hints at possible fraternal conflict, following a

tendency that already runs in the family. Abraham, Jacob’s grandfather, parted from his cousin

Lot in order to escape the rivalry between them, and suggested dividing the land (13:5-12).

Next, Abraham’s son Ishmael and Ishmael’s mother, Hagar, Abraham’s concubine, were

expelled because of Sarah’s resolve that “the son of that slave shall not share in the



inheritance with my son Isaac” (21:10), thereby ensuring the less-than-amicable separation of

the two. Overt conflict was thus avoided in both cases. Now, however, with the rivals being twin

sons of the same mother, a furious battle between them begins even before birth: “but the

children struggled in her womb” (v 22). This is a presage of what is to come. The verse prompts

us to think of the friction between the antediluvian brothers Cain and Abel and its terrible

outcome, and we begin to fear that the present rivalry, too, will end in tragedy.Rebekah’s

response to her sons’ scuffle in utero is twofold. She first asks herself, “If so, why am I

[alive]?” (v 22; the word in brackets is preserved in the Old Syriac translation of the Bible, the

Peshitta)—seemingly prophetic words. (Their fulfillment is discussed in chapter 8.) Next,

Rebekah turns “to inquire of the Lord” (v 22). The mother-to-be expects an explanation from

God and it arrives, in the form of a poetic oracle:Two nations are in your wombTwo peoples

shall issue from your loins.One people shall be mightier than the other,Older younger shall

serve. (v 23)The oracle indicates that the twins’ birth will not be of the ordinary sort but will

mark the birth of the progenitors of two nations, Israel and Edom. The second stich informs us

that the two will fail to live in harmony and will be separate. The second half of the oracle

makes clear that their parting will not be amicable and that the brothers will continue to

struggle until one prevails over the other. The oracle’s final words sound like its Delphic

counterpart, and can be understood in contrary ways: the older will be served by the younger

(an extraposed sentence) or, alternatively, the older will serve the younger. The medieval

commentator Radak (the acronym for Rabbi David Kimhi) wrote: “the word ’et [the Hebrew

object signifier], which shows which is the object, is not mentioned. The matter is dubious. It

wasn’t made clear who would serve the other, the older the younger, or the younger the older

…”Rashi, in contrast, explained the verse’s vagueness to mean that sometimes one brother

would prevail, sometimes the other—“they will not be equal in power, when one rises the other

falls …”—that is, the verse’s contrary readings reflect the vicissitudes that would characterize

future power relations between the nations of Edom and Israel. Another reason for the verse’s

lack of decisive clarity was so that it would serve as both a prefiguration and an illumination of

Jacob’s subsequent behavior in the story of the buying of the birthright (told later, in vv 27-34)

as well as of Rebekah’s actions, which cause Isaac to bless Jacob and not the intended

Esau.The words used in the very next verse convey surprise— “When her time to give birth

was at hand, behold! There were twins in her womb” (v 24)—as though nothing had been

known previously of the twofold story developing in her swelling middle. This incongruity

suggests strongly that, in the original version of our story, verse 24 directly followed verse 21

and read: “ … and his wife Rebekah conceived. When her time to give birth was at hand,

behold! There were twins in her womb.” As we will see, the intervening verses, 22 and 23,

which relate the brothers’ struggle, the mother’s complaint, and the divine announcement, were

added by a writer whose eye was on the continuation of Jacob’s story, on the story of the

birthright and blessing.The existence of twins becomes known, therefore, only at their birth,

when “the first one emerged red, like a hairy mantle all over; so they named him Esau” (v 25).

Esau is the forefather of the nation that is called both Edom and Seir (Gen 36:8). In order to

give expression to all three names, the storyteller explains both that he emerged

“red” (‘admoni), an allusion to the name Edom, and that he was “like a hairy mantle” (ke’aderet

se’ar), an allusion to the name Seir. The third name given upon his birth, Esau, is not

explained.Immediately afterward the second brother, the patriarch Jacob, is born: “Then his

brother emerged, holding on to the heel of Esau; so they named him Jacob” (v 26). At this point

Jacob is given only one name, ya’aqov, which is explained as relating to his having emerged

clinging to the heel (‘aqev) of his brother. But why, we must ask, did Jacob hold his brother’s



heel? Might this have been a final, desperate attempt to delay his brother’s birth, to pull him

back so that Jacob might be born first? This explanation of Jacob’s grip on Esau’s heel could

also explain the nature of the brothers’ prebirth struggle: it was a fight for the birthright. And in

fact we find this explanation stated explicitly in the midrash: “ … What is the meaning of

‘struggled’? That they would ascend and descend inside her … this one saying, ‘I will come out

first,’ and this one saying, ‘I will come out first’” (Midrash HaGadol on Genesis 25:22).Biblical

name etymologies are not offered naively, however, and were often used to convey significant

interpretative information. Some were even fierce—albeit covert—arguments against another

interpretation of the name, one that the biblical writer wanted to refute. This seems to have

been the case with Jacob and the “heel” explanation. The prophet Hosea blamed the nation,

the descendants of Jacob, with deceit, and gave a different explanation of the patriarch’s name

when he cried, “in the womb he deceived [‘aqav] his brother” (12:4): for Hosea, Jacob was

named ya’aqov because he cheated Esau inside his mother’s womb! This tradition, preserved

in the literary periphery, far from the Book of Genesis, is utterly different from that found in the

Torah: cheating his brother inside their mother’s womb is not the same as innocently holding

onto a brother’s heel. In the principal telling of a story, where all eyes gaze, much effort will

have been made to present the “official” viewpoint, the doctrine that the writer wanted to instill

in his readers, whereas on the periphery, more ancient traditions will often survive—traditions

against which the center was aimed. Hosea’s “marginal” tradition was well known; it was the

popular tradition, and an allusion to it of several words was enough for the prophet’s audience

to identify and recall its details.Is it possible for us to reconstruct the fuller tradition to which

Hosea refers? The Bible’s only other story about the birth of twins is that of Perez and Zerah,

the sons of Jacob’s son Judah. Perez and Zerah are born from Judah’s relations with his

daughter-in-law Tamar, who disguised herself as a prostitute (see Gen 38). The writer of that

story was from the Kingdom of Ephraim, rival of the Kingdom of Judah, and he sought to cast

aspersions onto Judah, founder of the tribe and kingdom that bore his name, and particularly

onto Perez, progenitor of the Davidic dynasty (see Ruth 4:18-22). For this reason Genesis 38

relates how Perez stole his brother’s birthright in the moments before they emerged from their

mother’s womb:When the time came for her to give birth, behold, there were twins in her

womb! While she was in labor, one of them put out his hand, and the midwife tied a crimson

thread on that hand, to signify: This one came out first. But just then he drew back his hand,

and out came his brother; and she said, “What a breach you have breached [paratsta …

parets] for yourself!” So he was named Perez [perets]. Afterward his brother came out, on

whose hand was the crimson thread; he was named Zerah. (vv 27-30)The author of Genesis

38 used the birth story to allude to David’s having stolen the birthright—the kingship—from

Saul and his descendants, in a like-father-like-son scenario.The relationship between Perez

and Zerah’s birth and Jacob and Esau’s is signaled by the singular phrase that appears in both

—“behold, there were twins in her womb!” The exact nature of this relationship—the birth story

of the second set of twins being taken from the rejected story of the former—can still be

detected in the interpretation covertly given for Zerah’s name. The root of zerah means “to

shine,” and the story relates it to the “crimson [thread]” (shani) that was tied to Zerah’s hand.

(Rashi explained it was “on account of the shining appearance of the crimson [thread].”) But

the name derivation also—and perhaps better—suits Edom (Esau’s other name), since Edom

has the same spelling as ’adom, “red,” that is, crimson (see, e.g., Isa 1:18). What’s more, Zerah

was also the name of an Edomite clan (Gen 36:17; 1 Chron 1:37).Apparently, then, in the

popular, orally transmitted version of Jacob and Esau’s birth, the midwife tied a red thread to

the hand of Esau-Edom, who was about to be born, but Jacob cheated and successfully



pushed his way out first—as is now told about Perez.We have reconstructed an ancient

tradition about the birth of Jacob and Esau by using a story that was cast in its mold (our

suspicions having been triggered by the allusion in Hosea). The ancient story about Jacob and

Esau was silenced and changed almost beyond recognition, but it influenced Perez and

Zerah’s birth story, in which we still detect traces of the original tale about Jacob and

Esau.Though the authoritative story no longer blames Jacob with any act of deceit in his

mother’s womb, the biblical writers did not manage to banish the ancient tradition entirely and it

continued to make its way, told and retold, for generations. The rejected tradition surfaced not

only in Hosea but in the words of other prophets, too, who mined the Pentateuch’s stories for

meaningful material with which to educate their listeners. Those prophets blamed the people of

Israel with deceitful behavior reminiscent of Jacob’s. When a prophet cried out “ … Though I

know that you are treacherous, that you were called a rebel from the womb …” (Isa 48:8), he

meant that Jacob’s name and perfidious nature were decided by his iniquitous deeds in his

mother’s womb, when he rebelled against his brother’s authority. The prophecy in Jeremiah

9:3-5, too, contains an echo of this ancient explanation of Jacob’s name:3Beware, every man

of his friend!Trust not even a brother!For every brother acts deceitfully [‘aqov ya’aqov],every

friend is base in his dealings.4One man cheats the other,they will not speak truth;They have

trained their tongues to speak falsely,they wear themselves out working iniquity.5You dwell in

the midst of treachery,in their treachery they refuse to heed Me, declares theLORD.Jeremiah,

wanting to illustrate the rampant depravity and deceit he observed among the people, called

upon the memory of Jacob and Esau. Not only friends can’t be trusted, he says: beware of

even your brother!Let us return to Genesis where, we now know, a tradition about a prebirth

act of deviousness was replaced by a tamer one that admitted a struggle from which Esau

emerged the winner, the firstborn of Isaac and Rebekah. With the installation of this more

palatable tradition, the transfer of the firstborn rights from Esau to Jacob was deferred until the

next scene in the patriarch’s biography, to which we now turn.The episode begins with the

words “When the boys grew up” (25:27). As usual, the Bible skips the years between birth and

early adulthood (cf. Gen 4:1–2, about Cain and Abel). To indicate their having reached

adulthood the storyteller relies on distinguishing features that characterize the brothers’

individual natures: “Esau became a skillful hunter, a man of the outdoors; but Jacob was a

blameless man who stayed in camp” (v 27). The characterizations are formally symmetric,

each consisting of three elements in which the first is the brother’s name and the third his work-

sphere: Esau the hunter is “a man of the outdoors,” while Jacob “dwelled in tents,” an allusion

to his being a shepherd (cf. what was told of Jabal in Gen 4:20: “he was the ancestor of those

who dwell in tents and amidst herds [lit., “tent and livestock dwellers”]”). No symmetry exists,

however, between the central elements: Esau was “a skillful hunter,” whereas Jacob was

“blameless.” This was noticed by the writer of the apocryphal Jubilees, a book written in the

second century b.c.e. that retells the stories of Genesis and Exodus, who added a derogatory

characteristic to Esau to balance the positive one given Jacob: “Jacob was a blameless and

upright man while Esau was ruthless, a man of the field, and hairy; and Jacob stayed by the

tents” (19:13).This desire to grant Jacob a certificate of blamelessness should attract our

attention. In a moment, the fateful story of the selling of the birthright—one of the two

watershed scenes in Jacob’s life—will commence. The narrator, it seems clear, is trying to

erase any impression of Jacob as a cheater, and to prepare us to read the next story as he

wants us to.The asymmetry continues in the next verse:Isaac loved Esaubecause he had a

taste for game,But Rebekah loved Jacob——— (v 28)This verse, too, prepares us for an

approaching difficulty, in this case, the story of Jacob’s stealing the blessing that Isaac intends



for Esau, since it offers an explanation for Isaac’s favoritism. The verse distinguishes between

the two parents’ love: the love of the mother is unconditional and unqualified, whereas Isaac’s

love hinges on corporeal matters—the food that Esau brings him. Isaac is a glutton, and Esau,

too, as quickly becomes apparent: “Once when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau came in from

the field, exhausted. And Esau said to Jacob, ‘Stuff me with that red stuff, for I am

exhausted’” (vv 29-30). The boorish Esau returns from the field, from hunting, and he is ’ayef,

which means “exhausted” but also “thirsty” (e.g., Ps 63:2: “ … as a parched and thirsty [‘ayef]

land that has no water”). He smells the aroma of his brother’s cooking and wants to eat. We

note, too, Esau’s exact words: “Stuff me [hal’iteni] with that red stuff …” The root l-’-t, “stuff,” is

used only this one time in the Bible, though it will appear frequently in rabbinic literature where

it always refers to the feeding of animals. Having Esau use the verb with regard to himself

emphasizes his poor manners, if not his brutish nature. The way he stutteringly refers to the

food—literally, “that red red stuff [ha’adom ha’adom hazeh]”—comprises one more

interpretation of the name Edom, “which is why he was named Edom” (v 30), and links his

name to his vulgarity: impatient and hungry, he doesn’t care what it is that his brother has

prepared, he only wants to put it into his mouth, quickly.Both of these efforts of the writers have

prepared us for Jacob’s response to Esau’s demand: “Jacob said, ‘Sell now your birthright to

me’” (v 31). We would have expected Jacob to try to alleviate his brother’s distress quickly, to

give him food and drink with no conditions and (it goes without question) no expectation of

payment. Not only is this not the case, but Jacob demands the highest price—the birthright—

for a simple bit of food. Isaac Abarbanel, the fifteenth-century Bible commentator, was

astonished at Jacob’s conduct:Had Jacob been blameless and upright, how could he have

dared to tell his older brother to sell him his birthright for a bit of lentil porridge, since it is not

worthy of a God-fearing man who turns from evil to covet something that is not his, all the more

so buying from him the birthright for a contemptible price such as a bowl of lentil porridge. And

if Esau is a foolish man, Jacob should have been a just man and not trick him …Impulsive and

reckless, Esau is untroubled by Jacob’s outrageous demand. On the contrary, he is agreeable

to the exchange: “I am at the point of death, so of what use is my birthright to me?” (v 32).

Esau does not comprehend the birthright’s significance and the far-reaching consequences for

his descendants; he doesn’t see beyond the present moment. A hunter who lived in constant

danger of predatory beasts, certainly his own death could come at any moment and, anyway,

the birthright would not bring him any immediate, physical satisfaction of the sort that he was

used to enjoying.In response, Jacob hurries to seal the deal, even demanding that his brother

take an oath: “Swear to me first” (v 33). Esau, predictably, hesitates not a moment: “So he

swore to him, and sold his birthright to Jacob.” Now Jacob can afford to be generous, and he

offers his brother even more than the promised porridge: “Jacob then gave Esau bread and

lentil stew” (v 34).A run of five verbs closes the story—“and he ate and drank and rose and

departed and spurned, Esau, the birthright”— further proving Esau’s earthly, bestial nature as

a man who does not pause to consider his actions. Another fact is perhaps even more

significant: had we thought that Esau’s thirst and hunger were what propelled him to accept

Jacob’s conditions, the story’s ending bears witness that even after his hunger and thirst were

satisfied, he still spurned the birthright, making his unworthiness utterly clear.Parallel forces

are thus evident in the story that postponed the transfer of the birthright from the twins’ birth to

their adulthood. On one hand, Esau is portrayed as unfit for the birthright, a man who hardly

appreciated or understood its significance, making it fitting that it should have fallen to his

brother. The writer takes pains to improve our opinion of the brother who purchased the

birthright, labeling him “blameless.” One might even say that Jacob sought the birthright



because he was aware of the oracle, “older younger shall serve” (25:23), and he acted only to

hasten the fulfillment of God’s promise. But this effort to help God in His plan is not necessarily

praiseworthy, and here we find the opposing force at work in the story: though the exchange

was legitimate, we do not forget how, fundamentally, Jacob’s readiness to bargain with his

brother—to exploit the latter’s weakness—is not particularly flattering. And indeed, the day is

not far when Jacob will pay dearly for the transaction.We find an interesting echo of the

porridge-for-birthright story in the history of Israel and Edom relations. Following the Israelites’

wanderings in the wilderness and their arrival on the eastern bank of the Jordan River, on their

way to the Promised Land, Moses dispatches messengers from Kadesh to the king of Edom.

The initial part of Moses’ request emphasizes the nations’ familial relations: “Thus says your

brother Israel …” (Num 20:14). This time, though, it is Jacob who needs his brother’s

benevolence when he asks for permission to cross through the other’s territory (v 17), but the

king of Edom refuses and threatens military action (v 18). Once again the Israelites try to

cajole the king by offering to pay for any water they or their cattle might drink (v 19), but the

request is denied, and the Edomite army sets out to protect their borders (vv 20-21).In this

episode Esau-Edom takes revenge: for Jacob’s having demanded payment for satisfying his

brother’s desperate thirst, his request for drinking water is now refused, even for payment.

Since, according to Genesis, the brothers made peace with one another after Jacob returned

from Haran (we will get to this in chapter 6), it is clear that the writer of Numbers wanted to

portray Edom negatively. Apparently, the story in Numbers reflects the enmity that existed

between the two nations in the period in which it was written. In Moses’ recounting of the story

in Deuteronomy, it is specified that God had warned the Israelites to behave well toward “your

brothers the descendants of Esau” (2:4): “What food you eat you shall obtain from them for

money; even the water you drink you shall procure from them for money” (v 6). In the

continuation and almost identical request made to King Sihon of Heshbon, we learn that the

Edomites agreed to Israel’s request and gave them food and water in return for payment (vv

28-29). According to Deuteronomy, which describes fondness toward Edom (see 23:8: “You

shall not abhor an Edomite, for he is your brother”), the product of a period in which there were

evidently friendly relations between the peoples, this episode closed, and balanced, the

account that had been opened with the story of the birthright: Jacob sold the lentil stew to

Esau; now Esau sells water and food to Jacob.Let’s turn to echoes of our story in prophetic

literature. The delicate balance found between criticism of both seller and buyer is absent in the

words of prophets who were active in the period from the destruction of Jerusalem and Judah

and the nation’s subsequent exile in 587/6 b.c.e. until after the return from Babylon, some

seventy years later. These prophets interpreted the story according to the prevailing

atmosphere of their times.We know from Psalm 137 that the Edomites collaborated with the

Babylonians in the invasion and defeat of Judah and Jerusalem and the destruction of the First

Temple: “Remember, O Lord, against the Edomites the day of Jerusalem’s fall; how they cried,

‘Strip her, strip her to her very foundations!’” (v 7; see also Lam 4:21-22). The prophet Obadiah

spoke about the Edomites and their betrayal—“When foreigners entered his gates and cast lots

for Jerusalem, you were one of them” (Obad 1:11)—and he called to Edom, saying: “I will make

you least among the nations, you shall be most despised” (v 2). With his use of the term

“most” [me’od]—in which we find the same letters as in ’Edom, only rearranged—Obadiah

indicates his opinion that the Edomites’ status as most despised was a permanent attribute,

tied to their very name.The foremost prophet of the destruction of the First Temple and its

aftermath was Jeremiah. In Jeremiah’s prophecy about Edom we find incorporated verses from

Obadiah’s prophecy, including the verse just cited, though with a slight change: “For I will make



you least among nations, despised among men” (49:15). The wordplay in Jeremiah, between

’adam (men) and ’edom, is more obvious than what we saw in Oba-diah, between me’od and

’edom. This prophecy deftly returns us to the pivotal stories of Jacob’s early years and, in its

condemnation of Edom, roundly attributes the young Esau’s displacement to God: the words “I

will make you least [qaton]” make it clear that God was responsible for reversing the order of

the brothers, making Jacob—who is described as Rebekah’s “younger [qatan] son” (Gen 27:42)

—into the firstborn and Esau into the qatan. The word bagoyim (“among nations”) returns us to

the birth story and to the oracle’s words that “two nations [goyim] are in your womb …” (25:23),

to remind us that it was God’s plan from the start that Esau would serve his brother, that “older

younger shall serve.” The word “despised” (bazui) relates to the end of the birthright episode,

where we read that “Esau despised the birthright” (25:34): Esau despised the birthright, so it is

only fitting that he should be despised!Malachi, another prophet from the period of the Return

from Exile, also expressed bitterness over the Edomites’ participation in the First Temple’s

destruction. At the beginning of his prophecy he characterizes God’s relations with the two

nations Edom and Israel. In this prophecy we hear another echo of the stories that open the

Jacob story cycle:I have shown you love, said the Lord. But you ask, “How have You shown us

love?” After all—declares the Lord— Esau is Jacob’s brother; yet I have loved Jacob and have

hated Esau. I have made his hills a desolation, his territory a home for beasts of the desert. If

Edom thinks, “Though crushed, we can build the ruins again,” thus said the Lord of Hosts: They

may build, but I will tear down. And so they shall be known as the region of wickedness, the

people that the Lord has damned forever. Your eyes shall behold it, and you shall declare,

“Great is the Lord beyond the borders of Israel!” (1:2-5)While the beginning of the birthright

story described how Rebekah loved Jacob (and Isaac loved Esau), in Malachi’s prophecy it is

God who loves Jacob and hates Esau, from which we realize that it was not Jacob’s actions

that precipitated his fate but God Himself.2“He should cheat me twice? He took my birthright

and now he has taken my blessing!”: Jacob the DeceiverWITH THE taste of the birthright

incident still bitter in our mouths, we find ourselves before yet another, even more difficult

episode in which Jacob challenges the dominant position of his older twin. The story told in

Genesis 27, where Jacob steals the blessing his father intended for Esau, is the direct

continuation of the birthright purchase story. Its plotline is propelled by the father’s love for his

firstborn—rooted in Isaac’s fondness for the meat that Esau feeds him—and the mother’s

unconditional love for the younger Jacob (25:28). The story opens with meetings between each

pair of protagonists: the father and his favorite son, and the mother with hers.It begins with a

report of Isaac’s advanced age and blindness (27:1), features that will soon play a key role.

The elderly father, feeling his approaching death, asks to enjoy—perhaps for the last time—the

mouthwatering meat that his son prepares so well: “ … take your gear, your quiver and bow,

and go out into the open and hunt me some game. Then prepare a dish for me such as I love

…” (v 4). Isaac’s use of the word “love” to indicate his fondness for the meat stew reminds us of

another verse, “Isaac loved Esau because he had a taste for game” (25:28), and confirms the

father’s love for meat as critical to his love for Esau. Isaac’s blessing is intended as reward for

Esau’s good work, “ … so that my innermost being may bless you before I die” (27:4). The

Hebrew nafshi is difficult to render in English. Often translated as “my soul,” “my innermost

being,” or even simply as “I,” the primary meaning of nefesh in biblical Hebrew is “throat” or

“appetite” (see, e.g., Ps 107:8-9). The writer’s use of it here, then, is particularly fitting: Isaac’s

innermost being is essentially his hunger, his nefesh, and, once sated, is what will bless the

son who fills it.
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