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BIRTHRIGHT, BLESSING AND CHOICE

Why is Jacob interested in the birthright?

Why does Esau agree to sell it to him?

Does Jacob take advantage of Esau’s moment of

weakness?

How is it possible to buy or sell a birthright?

Where else does a birthright pass from one

brother to another?

(29) And Jacob was preparing
a stew, and Esau came in from
the field, and he was tired. (30)
And Esau said the Jacob, “Feed
me from this red, red [stew],
for I am exhausted,” and for
this reason he was called Edom
[lit. “red”]. (31) And Jacob said,
“Sell me your birthright at this
moment.” (32) And Esau said,
“l am about to die, what use is
the birthright to me?” (33) And
Jacob said, “Swear to me at this
moment,” and he swore to him
and sold his birthright to Jacob.
(34) And Jacob had given Esau
bread and lentil stew, and he ate
and drank and got up and left,
and Esau spurned the birthright.
(Gen. 25:29-34)
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The
Firstborn’s
Rights -
Double

Inheritance

A. Questions on the Narrative

The story of Esau’s sale of the birthright is one of
the strangest narratives in the Torah: why is Jacob
interested in buying the birthright? Can one even
buy or sell such a thing? Does Jacob take advantage
of Esau’s momentary weakness and force him to sell
the birthright? We shall discuss these and many other
questions below.

Let us begin with the first question: why is Jacob
interested in the birthright? What special status is
given to the firstborn which motivates Jacob to buy
the birthright from Esau?

The birthright clearly grants additional rights to
the firstborn. This is evident in the legal systems of
other nations in the same region during this time
period." Even the Torah recognizes the special status
of the firstborn by commanding fathers to give their
firstborn sons a double inheritance portion:

(15 When a man has two 5 pansd ()
wives, one beloved and one nmx7 Dv) AW
despised, and both the beloved nmxm 2
and despised wives bear him ©1¥ 11y v
children, and the eldest is born muwm 20K7

1 Gershon Brin, “The Firstborn in Israel in the Biblical Period”
(Ph.D. Diss.) See also Gershon Brin, “Darkhei Ma’avar
HaHegemonia HaMishpachtit VeHaKesher LeSidrei HaBekhora,”
in Tzvi Yisrael - Asufat Mechkarim BaMikra, Tel Aviv University
School for Jewish Studies, 5736, pp. 47-55.
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to the despised wife, (16) on the
day when he divides his estate
among his sons, he may not
favor the son of the beloved
wife over his firstborn from
the despised wife. (17) For he
must acknowledge the firstborn
of the despised wife and give
him double of everything in his
possession, for he is the first
of his father’s strength, and
the right of the firstborn is his.
(Deut. 21:15-17)
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These verses discuss the rights of the firstborn who
is born to a less favored wife. There is also mention
of “the right of the firstborn,” who is given additional
rights with regards to inheritance. These rights are
well-known and recognized by all nations; there is
no need to even issue a command about it. Therefore
the Torah only emphasizes that even the eldest son
from a despised wife is accorded the same rights -
meaning that he is “given double,” which Ibn Ezra

2 Similarly, when Reuben (Jacob’s biological firstborn) was
denied the birthright (see | Chr. 5:1), Jacob grants Joseph
the status of firstborn and gives him a double portion of
inheritance:

PRI IO D WK PIK Y TINOY T PN
And I shall give you one portion of land more than your
brothers, that which | took from the hands of the Amorites
with my sword and bow. (Gen. 48:22)
Ramban explains:

MNIKT TR MK ’ﬂﬂP’?W o K L)}] a2 ']DW’.'IL) 41237 PL)H Kim
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explains as follows:

“Given double” - he shall take two
portions. If there are three [sons],
heshouldcalculateasthoughthere
were four, and [the firstborn] shall
take two portions. And if there are
two [sons], he should calculate as
though there were three, and so
on. (Ibn Ezra on Deut. 21:17)
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The rights of the firstborn, which grant the eldest son
a double portion of inheritance, were not unique to
the Jewish people. They were widespread throughout
the ancient world:

When brothers divide their nxomYOMX
father’s inheritance... the .omax  nonx
firstborn son shall choose and -m2* ">17 jan
take two portions for his own, o©pbn 2w
and afterwards his brothers shall, 13 w1 pbna
in their turn, choose and take - nx X rrx
their portion.. (Middle Assyrian nxy M2 i
Law, tablet B1)3 L oow

Rl Ry il
And this is the portion of the firstborn, for you to be greater
than your brothers, from the day that | took it from the
hands of the Amorites with my sword and bow. (Ramban
ad loc.)
3 This quote appears in Law and Society in the Bible by Ziva
Maximov, ORT Israel (publisher), ch. 2.2.
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Sold for
Money?

The
Firstborn’s

Responsibilities

Thus it is possible that Jacob is interested in the extra
rights afforded by the birthright, as suggested by Ibn
Ezra:

“And the birthright” -thatheshould rpw-mm32m
[have the right to] take twice [the pnna omw 9
amount] of his father’s money. And DK ¥m.Pax
some say that the elder is forever 315 Al
superior to the younger, who must  moyn  omb
rise before him and serve him asa op> ¥ 5y
son would his father. (Ibn Ezra on 1w man
Gen. 25:31) AX5 123

Despite the simplicity of this answer - and perhaps
even because of it - there remains a number of
questions: if it is a matter of money or honor, why
does Esau spurn the birthright and sell it so easily?*
Why, as we see later on, is Jacob not accorded any
additional honor or property? And most importantly,
is this even what Jacob was truly interested in? Is this
Jacob’s true character - chasing material possessions
and exploiting his brother’s weakness to attain higher
status and more property? After all, the previous
verse describes Jacob as a “simple man who stayed
in the tents.”

The firstborn’s rights mentioned above prompt
another basic question: why does the eldest merit

4 1bn Ezra answers this question by stating that at the time
Isaac did not have much property; Esau was therefore willing
to part with the birthright. See Ibn Ezra on Gen. 25:34, as well
as Ramban ad loc., who disagrees.

N7N



a larger inheritance and greater status than the rest
of the family? Is this arbitrary or is there a reason
behind it? A possible answer suggested in ancient
texts is that the firstborn was given a larger portion
of inheritance because he had more responsibilities.’

5 Nevertheless, some biblical and non-biblical sources suggest
that the additional rights granted to the firstborn also
developed from the belief that he possessed an inherent
holiness:

230 97w WK NiKD YIY ANIK TN ARNTET 10 PN 3 2K T X
F19p Top YRR Tom MK 1027 02 Ny mp b K9 O Ton X »panh
I 13 1oy DN e by 1T T i by
And the king of Moab saw that the war was beyond his
strength, and he took seven hundred swordsmen to break
through to the king of Edom, but they could not. And he
took his eldest son, heir to his throne, and he brought
him as a sacrifice on the wall. And a great fury came upon
Israel, and they left him and returned to their land. (Il Kings
3:26-27)
A similar concept is depicted in an Ugaritic poem discovered
in the excavations at Ras Shamra. The poet addresses his god,
Ba’al, and promises him everything he deserves: sacrifices,
oaths, libations and his firstborn.
The notion of God as the true owner of firstborns does not
apply only to humans - it pertains to animals and even
produce (hence the Bikkurim - First Fruits), as mentioned in
the book of Micah:
TP M2 12 s V02 10N Y ©2m) a2 D 283 A
)
Will God accept thousands of rams, myriad rivers of oil?
Shall 1 offer my firstborn for my transgression; the fruit of
my body for the sin of my soul? (Micah 6:7)

Rashi explains:
Sywabiaap - rMa3 N
“Shall I offer my firstborn” - as a sacrifice for my sin. (Rashi
on Mic. 6:7)

The firstborn received divine respect. For example, the
Egyptians would bow to the eldest and serve him. This is the
Mekhilta’s interpretation of the Plague of the Firstborn: “God

N8N

Along with his parents, the eldest was responsible for
overseeing the household. In the event of the parents’
death he would take over managing and providing
for the family® The firstborn was given additional
rights because of his extra obligations.’” Therefore,
when purchasing the birthright, Jacob was not only
acquiring rights, but also mainly responsibilities.
Jacob’s motivations for buying the birthright were far
deeper than the prospect of extra property or honor.

does not exact payment from a nation until He first [takes
payment] from its gods” (Mekhilta Beshalach 15:1).
The Torah also grants the firstborn inherent holiness:
KT a2 07K D %23 0 92 09 102 53 Y wp
Consecrate for Me each firstborn, the first of each womb
from the nation of Israel and from animals, for he is Mine.
(Ex. 13:2; see also Ex. 22:28, 34:20; Num. 3:13, 8:17 and
others.)
6 In biblical sources the firstborn seems to take his father’s
place:
232 7198 72 WO DM Y ISR RO Y LAY 232 DT 1)
"W OV Miyye 37 qp3 Ni2y Mama o7pax o7 1 S T vawi
1927 X713 O 0y 27mE D) T A
And he had brothers, sons of Yehoshaphat: Azaria, Yehiel,
Zechariahu, Azariahu, Michael and Shephatiahu - all of
these were the sons of Yehoshaphat, king of Israel. And their
father gave them many gifts of gold, silver and valuables,
and fortified cities in Judah, and the kingdom he had given
to Yehoram, for he was the eldest. (11 Chr. 21:2-3)
7 Gershon Brin, “The Firstborn in Israel in the Biblical Period.”
However, other commentators interpret the firstborn’s double
portion differently (see Hizkuni on Num. 3:12).
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Jacob and
Esau -
Fathers of

Two Nations

B. Analysis of the Birthright
Narrative
ESAU’S IMPROPER BEHAVIOR

Let us start from the beginning of the story of Jacob
and Esau. While pregnant with twins, Rebecca receives
a prophecy:

And God said to her, “Two peoples 3 75 "1 0
are in your womb, and two nations  ¢1 73012 D
shall separate from within you,and  Jwnn D*r;:tf’?
one nation shall be more powerful &% 1T
than the other, and the elder shall 13 yox oxon
serve the younger.” (Gen. 25:23) SOYY T

This prophecy reveals that, from the beginning of
their lives, Jacob and Esau are not ordinary children.
They are not individuals, but two nations® destined
to clash with one another, and this reality gives their
behavior particular significance. The Torah continues
to describe these two nations:

And the youths grew, and Esau w1 o7
became a skillful hunter, a man of v Wwy M
the field, and Jacob was a simple v'x Ty y7
man, who stayed in the tents. (Gen. v & Ipyn 77w
25:27) 07K 2w on

These are not descriptions of each of their personal

8 See Rav Mordechai Breuer, Pirkei Bereshit vol. 2, ch. 24 -
Ya’akov Ve’Esav.
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Man of the
Field; Man of
the Earth

traits. Rather, these are qualities that inherently
define them as well as the nations that will descend
descend from them.

Esau is “a skillful hunter, a man of the field.”

A “skillful hunter” is a predator - one who shoots
arrows, kills and inspires fear among people and
animals alike.

“A man of the field” describes one involved in
farming and agriculture. However, this occupation
has a different name in the Bible: one who “works
the land.” Cain is described in this manner: “And Cain
worked the land,” as well as Noah: “And Noah, a man
of the earth [land], proceeded to plant a vineyard.”

Esau, however, is described specifically as a “man
of the field” and not a “man of the land.” What is
the difference between these two and what does this
teach us about Esau?

It seems that “field” is a general term for all
non-residential land that is not area-specific.® This

9 For example:
2T KT X O3) PR T 2 NN 20 TP KIT AR Py DK KN 1w

A EETI
And they returned and came to Ein Mishpat, which is
Kadesh, and they struck all of the fields of the Amalekites,
as well as the Amorites dwelling in Chatzotzan Tamar.
(Gen. 14:7)
And in Joshua:
AN 7139212 2737 000 TN 1K) TV T 1K)
And the field of the city and its courtyards they gave to
Caleb son of Yephuneh in his possession. (Jos. 21:12)

~ 1] ~



Man of the
Field -
Wild Man

property is considered unclaimed or no-man’s land, a
fact which is reflected in the sentence of a betrothed
woman who is raped in the field,” as well as in the
story of Cain and Abel - when Cain kills Abel, he does
so in the field: “And it was as they were in the field,
and Cain rose up against Abel his brother and killed
him” (Gen. 4).

The field is home to Esau: a man of the field
unrestrained and unrestricted by laws.

This description of Esau as unrestrained and
unrestricted is also applicable to Ishmael, his relative
and fellow hunter:"

10 See Deuteronomy chapter 22:
DI DI 00 20 TV WK FINYI LK TYIKR AN W1 i 0D
X W 137 Y W3 N ) 03X DK DR7PD KT T W o8 oy
DX):J20PR Y37 ST Y AWK X 138 WK 12T O LN I TV PRy
WO NI FRY 208 WAKT 2 I Y INDT W DK KT Ky T2

125 Moy 25w T

If a virgin is betrothed, and a man finds her in the city and
has intercourse with her, you shall take both of them to
the gate of that city and stone them with rocks until they
die; the girl for the fact that she did not cry out in the city,
and the man for the fact that he tortured the wife of his
friend, and you shall destroy the evil among you. And if a
man finds a betrothed woman in the field, and he holds
her and has intercourse with her, that man alone shall die.
(Deut. 22:23-25)

11 Ishmael was well acquainted with the art of hunting:

TP ) 12702 29 VIR WA X DPOK

And God was with the youth, and he grew and settled in
the wilderness, and he became a bowman. (Gen. 21:20)

Rashi explains:

JUp1 oD - NYp A
23T WY T AR M wn '[3’55 ¥ 03 am md manx ow L)}) -nep
S 5327 N KT oMY X owpbm
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Jacob -
Staying in the

Tents

The Birthright
Narrative -
Additional

Characterization

And he shall be a wild man, his &y M &M
hand upon everyone and everyone’s 531 T 0%
hand upon him, and he will live in 5 ;12 52
opposition to all of his brothers. vmx 53 %9

(Gen. 16:12) Jaen

This tendency for uninhibited rowdiness is
characteristic of both Ishmael and Esau.

Jacob, by contrast, is a “simple man, who stays in
the tents.” Our Sages (and later Rashi) explain that
Jacob sat and learned Torah from his ancestors,
Shem and Eber. Ibn Ezra and Rashbam, however,
interpret “staying in the tents” as a shepherd, similar
to the description of Yuval, the son of Adah: “He was
the father of those who stay in the tents and raise
livestock” (Gen. 4:20).

Jacob is portrayed as calm, simple, honest and fair
- the opposite of Esau.

The story of Esau’s sale of the birthright is written in
the Torah immediately after the description of Jacob
and Esau’s respective characters. This suggests that
this narrative provides an additional example of the
inherent differences in their characters.

“Bowman” - one who shoots arrows from a bow. [The term]
“Bowman” - after the art [of the bowl, similar in form to
[the Hebrew word for] “donkey driver,” “camel driver” and
“trapper.” He would sit in the wilderness and rob passersby,
about which it was written: “His hand upon everyone, etc.”
(Rashi ad loc.)

~13 ~



The Skillful
Hunter vs.
One who
Stayed in the

Tents

The verses depict a clear picture of the scene: Esau
comes in from the field - his large burly body dirty
and tired after a day of hunting. He finds Jacob in
the house cooking a stew. This setting highlights
the differences between the two brothers. We now
understand the full implications of the occupation
“skillful hunter” - how such a man appears and acts at
the end of the day. In contrast, we see Jacob sitting in
the tent, preparing dinner for the family. Esau, hungry
and exhausted from a day of hunting, asks Jacob for
food. His request oozes with vulgarity: “x1awy>1” [lit.
“give me”] is a term used to describe feeding animals,
and reflects Esau’s haste and excessive appetite;” “...
From this red, red” - he cannot even pronounce the
name of the stew in his haste. The doubling of the

12 Rashi comments:

5ax 53 NX PO PR IR W3 AN 7397 TR 0 nnax — 13y

AT PR

“Pour me” - ‘I shall open my mouth, and you spill a large

portion into it,” as we have learned [in the Mishnal, ‘One

does not stuff a camel [on the Sabbath], but one may pour
[food into its mouth].’

Rabbenu Bahya adds:

W7 5y, 5oar K prybn b KM i e a1 12T - R 23y
0K BNaK T2y WHHK DM DY 3w yaws baw oy (mbwn) 77
1020, MK TR PSS PYTY K M5 I0K W00 DY K R0
WY onn ooy
“Pour me” - he spoke in a vulgar fashion; this word is used
to describe the feeding of camels. It was about this that our
Sages said, “The righteous man eats to satisfy his soul, and
the belly of the wicked is empty” (Prov. 13): Eliezer, servant
of Abraham, said, “Allow me to sip some water,” and Esau
said, “Pour me.” The “righteous man eating to satisfy his
soul” - this is Eliezer; “And the belly of the wicked is empty”

- this is Esau.

~ 14 ~

Significance
of the Red

Stew

word “red” is also a sign of impatience, as Rashbam
explains:

A person who is asking om0 T
impatiently for something from »amn 27 Sxes
his friend repeats his words. a7 nx 5o
Here, [Esaul is tired and hungry; 1 apm 9w ximw
it is as though he is saying, “Give > 0 x> X
me food, quickly.” 51xb

Esau calls the stew “red” due to its striking color,
and he repeats this twice. R. Samson Raphael Hirsch
comments:

The color arouses him no x5 paya WX Twn
less than the stew itself, as it ,>wann oyyn mno
reminds him of the blood of nx ¥ >am x7 mam
a dying animal - a sight he ,noown moman o7
lusted after and pursued in X o»rpn NN
the field.? AT MANR TN

13 R.Hirsch’scomments highlight the effects of Esau’s occupation
on his personality. Esau, a hunter of animals, absorbs their
animalistic traits. In contrast, Jacob - who also came into
contact with animals in the field - was not a hunter, but
a shepherd. Esau’s power over animals might seem to be
greater than Jacob’s - Esau hunts them while Jacob merely
looks after them. However, Esau’s behavior demonstrates
that his passion for hunting is actually a weakness, almost
a compulsion - his life completely depends on it. Jacob, on
the other hand, shepherds the animals, and is able to have
control over them without becoming dependent on them.

~ 15~



Esau is

Edom

National
and Eternal

Significance

At this point the Torah suspends the narrative and
adds a brief comment:

For this reason he was called ww x3p 12 %
Edom [lit. “red”]. (Gen: 25:30) DI

Esau is called “Edom” following this incident. His
hunger for the red stew gave the nation descended
from him the name Edom. In the Bible, the act of
naming is of particular importance, as it reflects the
inner essence of the person or object being named.
The essence of Esau’s nation is “Edom” - the redness
of killing and excessive desire manifest in Esau’s
appetite for the lentil stew. The color red is commonly
a symbol of desire, making Edom an appropriate
name for Esau and the nation that is to descend from
him.™

The Torah interrupts the narrative to mention the
origin of the name “Edom” to indicate that this
is not a minor side story, significant only to the
individuals who appear in it. These events have
national significance - they characterize Esau and his
descendants.”

14 The color red is also a biblical symbol for sins:

YHIRD IR OK 137 DwD DD ORLN M OK ‘7 VNS I K 1Y

AIIRYD
“Let us settle the matter,” says God, “If your sins are like
scarlet, they shall become white as snow; if they are red as
crimson, they will become like wool.” (Is. 1:18)

15 This story also influences other biblical narratives that draw
from it. One example is the birth of Perez and Zerah (Gen. 38).
There are a number of similarities between the two stories: in
both narratives, conception is difficult - Rebecca was barren,

~ 16 ~

Esau’s
Behavior -
Unbecoming
of Isaac’s

firstborn

FOLLOWING IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF ABRAHAM AND
ISAAC

Following this seemingly peripheral comment
identifying Esau as Edom, the Torah returns to the
narrative of the birthright:

And Jacob said, “Sell me your o0 Ipyr KN
birthright at this moment.” (Gen. 7032 nx oO#d
25:31) 5

Now, Jacob truly sees Esau’s behavior. He has seen it
before, but as Esau comes in from the field demanding
food, Jacob comes to the realization that Esau’s

Tamar was a widow; both describe a dramatic birth, with
each of the twin sons struggling to be born first; there is even
a similarity in the names: Zerah is named after the scarlet
string that the midwife tied around his wrist, reminding us
of the Torah’s description of Esau’s birth: “And the first came
out red-colored.” The name Zerah may also refer to the color
red, as when the sun rises [zore’ah] over the water, the water
reflects a red color (see Rashbam ad loc.) Esau’s grandson is
also named Zerah (Gen. 36:17), as is the father of one of the
kings of Edom (Gen. 36:33).

Similarly, Perez alludes to Jacob. The blessing given to Jacob
is: “And you shall burst forth [U-Paratz’tal westward and
eastward” (Gen. 28:14), and it is later said of Jacob: “And the
man became exceedingly prosperous [VaYifrotz, from the
Hebrew root p.r.tz.]” (Gen. 30:43).
The color red, therefore, is dominant not only in Esau but
in other biblical narratives, which the Torah chose to link
specifically through the theme of color. In the book of Joshua
the color red is used again to symbolize sin:
DKW 932271 9 TN DI 1 T 77 T T2 09212 1Y M)
And Akhan, son of Karmi, son of Zavdi, son of Zerah, of the
tribe of Judah, took from the spoils, and God’s wrath was
upon the nation of Israel. (Jos. 7:1)

~ 17 ~



“l am about

to Die”

behavior is crude and unbecoming of the firstborn
of Isaac’s house.® As we mentioned above, in the
event of his father’s death, the firstborn is expected
to head the family and keep to his father’s path. It is
now clear to Jacob that the leadership of the family
cannot be entrusted to Esau, who does not keep to
the traditions of Abraham and Isaac. Therefore, Jacob
approaches Esau with a request to purchase the
birthright.

How does Esau react?
And Esau said, “ am about to die, M1 Wy 0K

what use is the birthright to me?” rnb 71 3
(e, P5E7) 3

Esau mocks the birthright and seems to consider it

16 Here, the similarities and differences between Isaac and Esau
are obvious. Both father and son spend time in the field, as we
read about Isaac:

And Isaac went out to converse in the field near evening,
and he lifted his eyes and saw, behold, there were camels
approaching. (Gen. 24:63)

Several commentators (Rashbam, Hizkuni) explain:

N8 3y MK MK NS
[He went] to plant trees and survey his workers.

While Isaac plants and improves the field, Esau is only
interested in destroying the living things there. lIsaac
(according to another interpretation) goes out to the field “’to
converse’ - this is referring to prayer” (Rashi ad loc.), finding
in the field the spiritual exultation of proximity to God; Esau,
however, goes out to the field and adopts the bestial ways
of the animals inhabiting it, sinking to the lowest possible
levels. Esau’s occupation is similar to that of his father, but
the nature of his deeds is fundamentally different.

~ 18 ~

Esau’s Life was
in Constant

Danger

“Eat and Drink,
for Tomorrow
We Die”

Esau Spurned

the Birthright

worthless. Why?

Some commentators explain that Esau was constantly
in danger of death due to his occupation and believed
that his chances to inherit the birthright were slim.”

However this behavior might stem from a deeper
issue: Esau’s preference for instant gratification was
not only because he feared he would not live to
inherit the birthright. This inclination is based on an
attitude that “I am about to die,” a philosophy similar
to the one expressed in the book of Isaiah:

Kill cattle and slaughter sheep, X¥ vren pann
eat meat and drink wine - eat P nim w2
and drink, for tomorrow we die. “mn *2 i) Hiox
(Isaiah 22:13) failabl

Esau’s fervent pursuit of hunting and eating is an
expression of his spiritual emptiness. There is no
spiritual meaning or value to this world - everyone
dies eventually anyway; the only sensible course of
action is to eat and enjoy oneself as much as possible.
Jacob understands that someone with this attitude
is unworthy of continuing the line of Abraham and
Isaac, whose entire essence consisted of bringing
spiritual meaning and value into this world through
their connection to God.

Not only does Jacob consider Esau unfit for the
birthright - Esau himself thinks so too. He does

17 Ibn Ezra on Gen. 25:32; Rashbam ad loc.

~ 19 ~



The Exchange

was
Acceptable to
Both Brothers

A Deliberate

Decision

not understand what the value of the birthright is,
asking derisively, “What use is the birthright to me?”
This is the reason that he is willing to sell Jacob the
birthright, and why he does so without hesitation.
The price he agrees to - a bowl of lentil stew - shows
the complete worthlessness of the birthright in
Esau’s eyes. Moreover, Esau accepts a physical fleeting
pleasure in place of the birthright, a fundamentally
spiritual possession. This too reflects Esau’s philosophy
of “eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.”

Jacob, therefore, did not take advantage of Esau or
cheat him. He made an offer that was acceptable
to both of them: Jacob wanted the birthright and
Esau had no interest in it. The sale of the birthright
reflected the worldviews of both Jacob and Esau.

The end of the story also emphasizes this point:

And Jacob had given Esau bread wyb 1 2pw
and lentil stew. (Gen. 25:34) DUy I OmY

When describing events in chronological order, the
Torah uses a specific sentence structure. It begins
with the verb in the future form with an additional
vav (which converts the verb to past tense), followed
by the subject. There are a number of examples even
within our short narrative:

Py ankn - And Isaac loved (Gen. 25:28)
T And Jacob was preparing (v. 29);
My And Esau came (ibid.)

My K And Esau said (v. 32), etc.

~ 20~

“And he ate...
And Esau
spurned the
birthright”

Here, the Torah breaks from this pattern and puts
the subject before the verb: |n apyi, “And Jacob had
given.” This structure indicates that the action had in
fact taken place beforehand,®*even though it is only
mentioned at a later point. This leads us to conclude
that Jacob had fed Esau before he asked him to sell
the birthright and that Esau sold the birthright not
in a moment of weakness and hunger; he was fully
aware of what he was doing.”

The latter half of the verse emphasizes this point:

..And he ate and drank and got opy M 53
up and left, and Esau spurned the nx Wy 12 T
birthright. (Gen. 25:34) apeicty!

Esau has already eaten and drank and is no longer
hungry or tired; he is in full control of his actions
- and only at that point does he get up and leave,
unconcerned about the birthright. He does not regret
selling it; in fact, he seems satisfied - what use is
the birthright to him? Esau’s deeds confirm that his
decision was not made in a moment of weakness, but

18 A similar example is Rashi’s interpretation of the verse, “And
Adam had known [y awnil his wife, Eve” (Gen. 4:1):

IOV, 130 TN Kumw oy, moynbw Py op 923 - P BTN
00215 PR T KO Yow 0K YT 2N oK 15
“And Adam had known” - even before the events described
above, before he sinned and was driven out of the Garden
of Eden, and so too were the pregnancy and birth, for if
it had been written, “And Adam knew [oTx y™],” it would
sound as though he had had children after he was driven
out. (Rashi on Gen. 4:1)
19 See the commentary of R. Samson Raphael Hirsch.
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rather because the birthright was worthless to him.

While Jacob recognizes the importance of the
birthright and seeks to acquire it, Esau does not
appreciate it at all and acts to rid himself of it.

THE BIRTHRIGHT - FAMILIAL RESPONSIBILITY

What exactly is the birthright that is so worthless
to Esau and desirable to Jacob? Had the birthright
afforded wealth and honor, Esau would never have
parted with it so easily; it must have some other
significance. The birthright, as we noted previously,
was not only a gift of additional rights to the firstborn.
It was also - and mainly - a set of responsibilities
which demanded complete commitment of the
firstborn to his family, as described by Abarbanel:

..that Jacob said to Esau, “The
firstborn must stand in place
of his father, and he is given
the responsibility of managing
the home in his father’s stead,
when his father is old and
weak...and you, Esau, are not
doing so, for you are always in
the field and do not concern
yourself with any matters of
the home; | am a small and
wounded youth, and | must
serve my father in his illness,
and make stew for him to eat
- is this not enough for me?

~22~
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Do | need you to come in from
the field like a wounded bear,
demanding like a glutton to
‘pour me’ - as though | were
called upon to cook for youl...
So, choose: if you desire to
remain the firstborn, take the
management of the house upon
yourself in our father’s place,
and all of the responsibilities
will be upon you. And if you
do not desire it - leave me
the birthright and | will do
everything, and | shall give you
to eat as the elder gives the
younger...” And Esau looked
into his heart and said, “Indeed,
I have not chosen to follow the
path of my forefathers, whose
glory was in their remaining
inside the home..” And Jacob
had taken upon himself all of
the responsibilities and needs
of the home, and therefore he
had immediately given Esau
bread and lentil stew, as the
elder gives the younger to eat...
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The National
Significance of
the Birthright

Inheriting
Abraham’s

Blessing

THE BIRTHRIGHT - DIVINE MISSION

Still, this interpretation is lacking. We are not
discussing two ordinary individual brothers; these are
Jacob and Esau - “two nations.” There must be some
deeper significance behind this birthright. Indeed,

Abarbanel is not satisfied with this explanation, and

considers another possibility:*°

But this effort was in order
to inherit the blessing given
to Abraham by God, which
was His unique providence
over [Abraham] and his
descendants in inheriting
the land... This was the great
wealth of Isaac that he had
inherited from Abraham, and
this was the great wealth and
treasure that [Isaac] was to
bequeath to his children, not
the rest of his possessions...
And Jacob thought to himself
that this divine inheritance
could not be given to both
him and Esau - for they were
of different natures, and
their qualities were the polar
opposites of one another...

M 1 Sax..
372 nx wb 1 ma
Y1 WK OTax
VIR KT
WA 1 arswnn
TwDw pwA e
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m»rn mbana e

hihihraann

20 Although Abarbanel suggests this explanation first.
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Jacob -
Worthy of
the Divine

Mission

..And Jacob was a God-
fearing man and desired His
commandments, and  was
therefore worthy to inherit the
divine mission, but Esau was a
wicked person, with no fear of
God within him. [Esaul would
not accept His providence nor
seek to become close to Him;
how could he receive this
divine inheritance?... And Jacob
thought that this would not be
an affront to Esau, for [Esau] did
not believe in these goals and
did not desire this inheritance,
as he said: “What use is this to
me?”.. And Esau looked into
his heart and said “..And if |
have left my forefathers’ path,
for what purpose should | be
called their firstborn, for this
birthright is not an inheritance
of possessions... and even if it
is for spiritual betterment - I
do not believe in this, nor in
Abraham’s goals; therefore,
what use is this to me?” ..It is
clear from this that Jacob sought
the birthright only for the sake of
the divine mission, since he saw
that Esau did not believe in it..
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The Birthright -
Purchased

through Deeds

The Transaction
was

Unnecessary

Jacob seeks the inheritance of Abraham’s blessing in
the birthright, which is spiritual rather than material:
a unique closeness with God and inheritance of
His chosen land. Jacob was aware of the spiritual
significance of the blessing. Esau, on the other hand,
was not worthy of the blessing nor was he even
interested in it, since he had chosen not to follow
the path of his father and grandfather. The transfer
of the birthright from Esau to Jacob was a result of
their actions. Jacob bought the birthright not with
lentil stew, but rather with his deeds - his choice to
be a “simple man, who stayed in the tents,” following
in the footsteps of Abraham and Isaac. Esau sold the
birthright through his choice to be a hunter, a man of
the field, unworthy of inheriting Abraham’s blessing.

We now understand that the transfer of the birthright
described in our narrative does not occur by chance
- it is a deliberate act reflective of the course of both
brothers’ lives until now. Jacob’s actions might not
have even been necessary for him to acquire the
birthright; it would have passed to him naturally in
light of his credible deeds and Esau’s unworthiness.
Despite the fact that Jacob was not the biological
firstborn, both brothers’ actions resulted in Jacob
becoming the appropriate candidate to inherit
Abraham’s blessing.”

21 Similarly, the Mishna states:
T% W N PN 0 W kS xaenh w2 1 o7
oy D13 1712 030 %R a0 7 0K DI P {30 a NN e
%7 0w D113 17157 D1 030 TR W
A Cohen precedes a Levite, a Levite [precedes] an Israelite,
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Cain and
Abel

C. Rejection of Firstborns in the
Book of Genesis

Our narrative of the sale of the birthright is part of a
larger theme present in all the firstborn narratives in
the book of Genesis:

A. The first firstborn narrative is that of Cain and
Abel (Gen. 4:1-8). Even though Cain is elder, only
Abel’s sacrifice is accepted by God. God considers the
acceptance of this sacrifice significant, and therefore
Cain and Abel consider it significant as well - “And
God looked with favor on Abel and his offering, and
on Cain and his offering He did not look with favor”
(Gen. 4:4-5). The Torah hints that the rejection of Cain’s
sacrifice and the approval of Abel’s reflects a deeper
issue - whose deeds are acceptable to God? This is
why Cain is so angered by God’s acceptance of Abel’s
sacrifice. Cain is convinced that he, the firstborn, is
more worthy but apparently, God chooses to accept
Abel instead. Even after Abel’s death humanity does

an Israelite [precedes] a mamzer, and a mamzer [precedes]
a netin, and a netin [precedes] a convert, and a convert
[precedes] a freed slave. When? When all are equal. But if
there is a mamzer who is a learned man and a high priest
who isignorant - the learned mamzer precedes the ignorant
high priest. (Mishna tractate Horayot 3:8)
The guiding principle of the Mishna is obvious.While hierarchy
is first determinedby lineage, ultimately greater emphasis is
placed on personal merit.
On this topic, and as an introduction to next week’s lesson,
see: (Avraham Kariv) “Bekhora UBechira,” in The Seven Pillars
of the Bible - Essays of Biblical People and Biblical Ideas
(Hebrew), Tel Aviv: Am Oved.
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Shem, Ham

and Japheth

Abraham,
Nahor and

Haran

not descend from Cain, but from a third son, Seth; the
only survivors of the Flood are Noah and his family,
Seth’s descendants (see Gen. 5:1-32).

B. Noah has three sons: Shem, Ham and Japheth. Shem
is the chosen son - he receives from Noah a blessing
for special closeness to God,”?> and is the progenitor of
Abraham. But is Shem actually the eldest? While he
is listed first in every genealogical account, Genesis
10:21 states: “And Shem was also born... brother of
Japheth, the eldest.” Rashi (ad loc.) interprets this to
mean that Japheth was the firstborn. Ramban, too, in
his commentary on Gen. 10:1, explains that the list of
Noah’s descendants begins with Japheth because he
was the eldest. Therefore, this is another example of
the eldest son being passed over for the birthright.

C. Abraham, too, is not the eldest son even though
he is listed before Terah’s other sons (“These are the
descendants of Terah, Terah fathered Abraham and
Nahor and Haran..” [Gen. 11:26]). The Talmud states
that Abraham was in fact the youngest of Terah’s sons,
and he is mentioned first due only to his importance
(Sanhedrin 69b). How does the Talmud reach this
conclusion? Through the narrative of Noah’s sons -
since Shem is mentioned first because of his special
status, even though he is not the firstborn, the
Talmud infers that children are listed in the Torah
not in order of age but in order of importance.

22 See Gen. 9:18-29.
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Ishmael

and Isaac

Jacob and

Esau

D. The story of Abraham’s selection by God is not
the last such narrative in the Torah. The entire
book of Genesis continues to examine the issue of
“chosenness” much more openly. Abraham’s eldest
son is Ishmael; although not Sarah’s son, he is still
Abraham’s firstborn. Ishmael is exiled from his father’s
house (Gen. 21:9-14) on Sarah’s request. Sarah perceives
the struggle over the inheritance, not as a financial
but as a spiritual matter. Sarah, witnessing Ishmael
“mocking,” demands that “this son of the maidservant”
not be among Abraham’s heirs. He is a “wild man,
his hand upon everyone and everyone’s hand upon
him,” and is not worthy of Abraham’s inheritance.
God agrees with Sarah’s judgment, telling Abraham:
“Through Isaac you shall have descendants.”

E. The next choice is between Jacob and Esau. Although
they are twins and both sons of Isaac, even from the
womb there is already a sharp distinction between
them. Clearly, only one of them can be chosen and
we find out that this will ultimately be the younger
brother, as God told Rebecca: “And the elder shall
serve the younger”;® indeed, Jacob later acquires
the birthright through his deeds and receives Isaac’s
blessing.

23 Gen. 25:23. Despite the fact that the Hebrew language of the
verse is ambiguous (it can also be understood as “the elder,
the younger shall serve,” meaning that the younger brother
will serve the elder), the simple understanding of the verse
is that the elder brother will serve the younger brother. See
Radak ad loc.
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Reuben,
Judah and
Joseph

Ephraim
and

Menashe

F. Jacob’s family continues this trend as Reuben, the
eldest, is not selected for the birthright. The divine
blessing and leadership are given to Judah and Joseph
instead:

And the sons of Reuben, firstborn 31d3 j2xY 21
of Israel - for he is the firstborn, &1 >3 Sxw»
and since he defiled his father’s #5nm a7
sheets his birthright was given to ) vax sy
the sons of Joseph, son of Israel, v %17 iMIa2
and he could not be associated &% %W 12
with the birthright; since Judah 717237 wrnnb
was the strongest of his brothers, 223 7M™ 3

the ruler came from him, and the Tu»  voxa
birthright was given to Joseph. mdam  umn
(I Chr. 5:1-2) 2 imliy

Hints of this selection appear throughout the book of
Genesis: the brothers listen to Judah and sell Joseph at
his suggestion (Gen. 37:26-27); Jacob places Benjamin
in Judah’s care as opposed to Reuben’s (Gen. 42:37,
43:8-14); Jacob’s blessings to his sons make it clear
that Judah, not Reuben, receives the crucial blessing
of leadership (Gen. 49:1-4, 8-12) while Joseph receives
a double portion of land (Gen. 48:5-22).

G. In Joseph’s family, too, the younger son takes
precedence over the elder: Jacob crosses his hands
when blessing Joseph’s sons, conveying the fact that
the more significant blessing was not given to the
elder brother, Menashe, but specifically to Ephraim
(Gen. 48:13-20).

Blessing
the
Chosen,
Not the
Eldest

Why
isn’t the
Firstborn

Chosen?

WHY WERE THE FIRSTBORNS REJECTED?

Divine selection is one of the central themes of Genesis.
Throughout Genesis, the Torah grapples with the
question of who was chosen by God to represent his
path in the world and repeatedly the firstborn is not
chosen. Genesis teaches us that being born first does
not automatically grant the right to a blessing; God’s
blessing is given according to merit, not biological
age. While the Torah does recognize the special status
of the firstborn, as stated in Deuteronomy 21, this is
only in a narrow, personal sense. When dealing with
the question of fundamental “chosenness,” of being
selected to represent God's path in this world, the
firstborn has no particular advantage. God chooses
whoever is worthy and it is this choice that confers
the blessing of closeness to God and inheritance of
the land.

In theory, God could have arranged for the worthy son
to be born first and avoided this issue entirely. The
reality is the opposite - the firstborn never receives
the blessing, which is given each time to a younger
son. This is no coincidence; the Torah is trying to
express an important message: God’s selection is not
guaranteed to any specific person, even the firstborn.
It is dependent on one’s worthiness to be chosen
and receive God’s blessing. Therefore, God arranged
for the worthy sons not to be born first, to highlight
the importance of choice in this matter.
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through
Deeds

D. The Significance of the
“Purchase” of the Birthright

Returning to the story of Jacob and Esau, if the
birthright has no significance with regard to being
chosen and receiving God’s blessing, why is this chain
of events even necessary? Why does Jacob bother
to buy the birthright if it does not afford him any
advantage in being chosen by God?

Jacob’s acquisition of the birthright seems to
reflect a different view: in order for Jacob to receive
the blessing, he must possess the birthright. He must
become the firstborn.

In fact, a closer look at the narrative reveals the
opposite: this story is the greatest testament to the
fact that one’s status as biological firstborn does not
affect his odds of being chosen. Jacob’s deeds cannot
make him older; no matter what price he paid or what
Esau agreed to, Jacob cannot become the biological
firstborn. Jacob is aware of this, and this is not the
birthright he has in mind.

Jacob seeks to acquire the true birthright - the
leadership of the family and the blessing to continue
the path of Abraham and lIsaac, the path of God,
in doing charity and justice.** This birthright is not
automatically given to the eldest; it is acquired
through one’s deeds. Jacob bought this birthright
not with lentil stew, but with his actions and his

24 See Gen. 18:19.
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and Effort

Bring God’s

Blessing

being spiritually suited to the task. This is why
Jacob is ultimately given the birthright: the “legal”
transaction is not the reason Jacob is chosen to
continue the house of Isaac; it is merely symbolic
of Jacob’s attitude towards the birthright and its
included responsibilities to his family - an attitude
infinitely greater than the derision with which Esau
treated the birthright.

The story of the transaction between Jacob and Esau
portrays Esau as unworthy of (and uninterested
in) the birthright. In contrast, Jacob seeks the true
birthright, the divine blessing, and makes an effort
to “purchase” it. This story symbolizes the transfer
of the birthright from Esau to Jacob resulting from
their respective natures.

The fact that the birthright can be bought
demonstrates that the circumstances of a person’s
birth do not automatically ensure his being worthy
of blessing. Meriting God’s blessing requires spiritual
readiness and significant personal effort in pursuit of
the true birthright.



