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WHAT ’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE
This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.
The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps
Bible Background

Teaching Outline

The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and
interpret the Scripture text.

provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide.

Teacher Options
The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they
are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text
meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching
Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.
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Bible Background
“These Are the Generations”
My grandfather devoted his
last two decades to compiling a
family history. He did this for his
daughters, grandchildren, and whoever
should follow. Like all family histories,
his contains genealogies with names and
dates, but mostly it consists of stories.
These were meant to inspire and occasionally to warn. In my ancestors, I see
myself. In them, I come to understand
myself, my motivations, and my struggles.
I am my ancestors’ continuation, and my
own children are my continuation—and
my ancestors’.
The book of Genesis is similar to
those five bound volumes Granddaddy so
proudly delivered to us many years ago. It
is also a family history, or compilation of
histories. This lesson is part of a lengthy
portion of Genesis starting at verse 19.
“These are the generations of Isaac,” it
says. The generational announcement is
one of the “distinguishing characteristics”
of Genesis (Sarna, 16). There are generations of Adam (5:1), Noah (6:9), and so
on. Before these, there were “the generations of the heavens and the earth” (2:4).
Even before that, before time itself
emerged, there was God hovering over the
deep. No generation exists purely of itself.
It emerges from what already exists. It
begets and is begotten.
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PARENTAL
FAVORITISM
Genesis 25:21-34

Biologically, you may or may not be a
descendent of Isaac and Jacob. This is
beside the point. If we belong to Christ,
we are their spiritual heirs (see Rom
4:16-17). To study Jacob is to study
ourselves. As Jacob struggles, I struggle.
As he overcame, I can overcome. He is in
each of us.

A Difficult Pregnancy
The lesson’s story begins with suffering—
and faith that suffering can be overcome.
Specific forms of suffering, along with
the resources to deal with it, have a way of
being passed down in families. In the
previous generation, Abraham and Sarah
had struggled with infertility, but they
persevered in faith, trusting God to
deliver on the promise of an heir. God did
that. Isaac, now grown and happily
married to Rebekah, was living proof.
When Rebekah went off to be
married, her family sent along a blessing:
“May you, our sister, become thousands
of myriads” (24:60). They did not want
her to struggle as Sarah had struggled,
but she did. Despite the blessing, Isaac
and Rebekah also found themselves
unable to conceive. This time, however,
Isaac prayed, and a child was born—all in
one verse! How fortunate, to pray like
that! On closer inspection, however, it
was not so easy. A comparison of verses
20 and 26 reveals that the couple struggled with infertility, and persevered in
prayer, for twenty years.

Even after the successful conception,
the promise seemed in jeopardy.
Rebekah had a horrible pregnancy and
feared a miscarriage or even her own
death (v. 21). The narrator tells us that
her suffering resulted from the twins
wrestling in the womb. But Rebekah
herself did not yet know this. In her
despair, “she went to inquire of the LORD”
(v. 22), apparently through a prophet.
Since they were living in Beer-lahai-roi at
the time (v. 11), it is plausible that she
consulted the same oracle as Hagar before
her (16:7-14; Sarna, 179).
Rebekah received a cryptic reply.
While “two nations” may suggest twins,
she must have at least wondered how one
could be younger than the other
(Wenham, 175–76). At last, however, she
gave birth (v. 24), and the prophecy began
to take shape. One child emerged, then
the other, gripping his brother’s heel as if
sneakily trying to “cross the finish line”
first (see Hos 12:4)! Though twins, the
boys could not have been, or looked,
more different. Their names, Esau and
Jacob, reflect their differences in temperament and appearance.

Sibling Rivalry
Readers long ago would have also recognized that Jacob and Esau were not just
individuals, but “fathers of nations.”
Israelites later traced their family tree
back to Jacob, while the Edomites, their
neighbors to the southeast, traced theirs
to Esau. The two nations would have seen
in the twins a foreshadowing of their own
differences, kinship, and conflicts. Esau’s
appearance suggests the rugged, treecovered land where his descendents
eventually settled. Moreover, while Edom
emerged sooner, Israel ultimately eclipsed
it in national influence and wealth. In this
way, the “elder” was to “serve the
younger.” (Wenham, 180; Sarna, 180)
As individuals, Jacob and Esau may
have fought beginning in the womb, but
parental favoritism clearly aggravated the
rivalry. Isaac preferred Esau the hunter,
not because he enjoyed pursuing this
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I. The Birth of Nations (25:21-26)
A. The Patriarch’s Prayer (v. 21)
1. Isaac prays for Rebekah to
become pregnant.
2. God provides a successful
conception.
B. The Matriarch’s Inquiry (vv. 22-23)
1. A fearful Rebekah seeks answers
from God.
2. A prophet provides a cryptic
answer.
C. The Birth: “It’s a boy...and another
boy!” (vv. 24-26)
1. First-place Son: Esau
2. Second-place Son: Jacob
3. Isaac, First-time Father at Sixty
II. A Pattern Emerges (25:27-34)
A. The Pattern (vv. 27-28)
1. Two personalities emerge.
2. Father and mother each choose
a favorite.
B. Esau’s Birthright (vv. 29-34)
1. Esau begs for what he assumes is
a meaty stew.
2. Jacob, seeing an opportunity,
insists that Esau trade his
birthright for the stew.
3. Jacob persuades Esau to formalize the barter with an oath.
4. “Surprise! It’s just beans.”

activity with him, but for the meat his son
brought back. Rebekah, for her part,
preferred Jacob. No reason is given. Did
she favor him because of the prophecy
(Sarna, 181), because of his lifestyle, or
because he was home more often and
easier to manipulate (Wenham, 179)?
An episode from the two boys’ youth
drives home the extent of the rivalry. Esau
returns from an unsuccessful hunting
expedition to find his brother stirring
what he takes to be a “blood broth.” In
the ancient world, blood was regarded as
a creature’s life force (Gen 9:4-6) and was

widely believed to have magical properties. The cunning Jacob, seeing an opportunity
(or did he orchestrate the whole thing?), offers to barter the “red stuff ” for his brother’s
birthright. The birthright was the double portion of the estate given to the eldest son,
though on occasion it was designated or sold to a younger brother. It may also be significant that the Hebrew words for birthright and blessing were anagrams (like trap and tarp
in English) (Wenham, 178). Regardless, “Jacob exploits his brother’s misery in order to
gain what he thought an accident of birth had denied him” (Sarna, 182).
Esau agrees to the barter, swearing an oath at his brother’s insistence. Only when
Jacob serves up the “red stuff ” does Esau realize that he has been tricked. It is no
magical blood broth after all, just plain old bean stew! Nonetheless, he sits, eats, drinks,
gets up, and walks away. Initially, we may feel for Esau. But to the narrator, his impetuousness and contempt for the ancient tradition of the birthright are disqualifications
for carrying the torch of Abraham (v. 34). In time, that torch will pass to another.

A Way to Begin
An old Bedouin saying goes, “I against my brother; my brother and I against my
cousin; I, my brother, and my cousin against the stranger.” The household is
the basic social unit in which we experience love, conflict, and reconciliation.
This session deals with the twin themes of sibling rivalry and parental favoritism. Start by
inviting learners to think about the ways in which they remember competing with other children as they grew up.

❍ Picture, Picture

❍ Genograms

Use Google Images (images.google.com),
Flickr (flickr.com), or similar online services to search for images related to sibling
rivalry. Choose several to print for the
class. If possible, display the images electronically as a slideshow. Discuss the
following questions.

Recruit a volunteer to read
aloud the Reflecting section
from the Learner’s Study
Guide, or tell a similar story
of your own. Distribute copies of the
resource page “Genograms.” Draw a
genogram or family tree to illustrate the
family in the story.
Form groups of three or four and
discuss the following questions.

Questions

➤ Did you ever fight with your siblings or
with other children your age? What did
you fight about?
➤ Why do young children sometimes
fight?
➤ As siblings or friends grow into adulthood, what new forms does
competition (or conflict) take?
➤ What factors in a household tend to
lessen sibling rivalry? What factors
tend make it worse?

Questions

➤ Why did the conflict arise when it did?
Why not sooner?
➤ Imagine that you are counseling this
family. How could you encourage them
to address their differences and
strengthen their relationships with one
another?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Rivalry came naturally for Jacob and Esau. Genesis 25:22 says they literally
fought from the womb. Jacob’s life began with conflict, and the Bible is clear
that his parents played a role in shaping the sibling rivalry he experienced with
Esau. Jacob was the favorite of his mother Rebekah, but “Isaac loved Esau” (25:28). Explore
the Scripture by considering the dynamics of this ancient family and how they mirror what we
experience today.

❍ Read and Discuss

❍ Bible Family Therapy

Ask a volunteer to read verses 21-24.
Discuss the following questions.

If possible, arrange for a pastoral counselor, social worker, or psychologist to be
present.
Divide the class into as many as seven
groups, with each assigned one or more of
the following passages: Genesis 11:24-32;
12:1-5; 13:1-18; 16:1-16; 21:1-7; 21:8-14;
24:1-67. Have participants skim their
passages for genealogical information.
Working together, draw a simple
genogram or family tree of the biblical
patriarchs and matriarchs. Start with
Abraham’s father, Terah, and go through
the birth of Jacob and Esau.
Discuss patterns and “issues” that
exist in more than one generation, such as
infertility, parental favoritism, or conflict.
Add these as comments to your chart.

Questions

➤ When you deal with a distressing situation involving your family, to whom do
you turn for help?
➤ Note the cryptic reply Rebekah
received. Have you ever been given
counsel or a diagnosis that didn’t
initially make sense?
Ask a volunteer to read verses 25-28.
Families often marvel at the differences
between siblings, despite common parentage and upbringing.

Questions

➤ What differences did you notice
between siblings in your family—in
your children, grandchildren, or brothers and sisters?
➤ How early did those differences start to
manifest?
➤ In your family, did one child get special
treatment or attention? Why?
Read verses 29-34. Drawing from the
material in the Bible Background and
Learner’s Study Guide, discuss the significance of the birthright. Discuss possible
situations in which one sibling may cheat
or take advantage of others. What can
parents do to make this less likely?
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Question

➤ Based on what we know about the
previous generations, what predictions
would you make for Isaac, Rebekah,
and their sons?

A Way to End
The circumstances surrounding Jacob and Esau’s early years affected their extended
family long into the future. Childhood and adolescence profoundly shape our own
lives as well. Lead participants to consider their backgrounds, as well as ways
to transform families today.

❍ Blessings and Wishes

❍ Family Transformation

Esau and Jacob were brought up in a
family of great promise (12:2). At the
same time, one wishes Isaac and Rebekah
had been able to foster strong relationships
with both sons rather than choosing
favorites.
Each of us is blessed with strengths
we inherited from our families. We must
also respond to past circumstances that
were less than ideal. On an index card,
invite learners to list three blessings they
received from parents, ancestors, and
others. On the reverse side, have them list
three wishes for their childhood selves, or
past sorrows that they still endure.
The point of this exercise is not to
change anything, but simply to become
aware of how the past continues to shape
us today. Invite learners to talk with God
about what they have written. Where
there are blessings, give thanks. Where
there is pain and regret, talk with God
about this, too.
Close in prayer, thanking God for
blessings received through families and
asking for grace to transform past hurts.

Discuss (with input from a counselor, if
possible), how Isaac and Rebekah could
hypothetically have transformed some of
the negative patterns they received from
their parents and ancestors to avoid
passing those down to their twin sons.
We cannot change the past, but with
God’s help we can transform our own
relationships. Discuss specific steps your
class and congregation can take to
strengthen families.

Resources
Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox, 1982).
Edwin H. Friedman, Generation to Generation (New York:
Guilford, 1985).
Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1989).
E. A. Speiser, Genesis (New York: Doubleday, 1964).
Stanley D. Walters, “Jacob Narrative,” The Anchor Bible
Dictionary, vol. 3 (New York: Doubleday, 1992).
Gordan J. Wenham, Genesis 16–50 (Dallas: Word, 1994).
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Bible Background
Threats to the Blessing
The “blessing” is an important
theme in Genesis. God instructs
Abraham to travel from Haran to
Canaan. There God promises to bless
him, making him into a “great nation”
(Gen 12:1). One of the book’s central
themes is the struggle to transmit that
blessing from generation to generation.
The blessing frequently seems to be in
jeopardy (Brueggemann, 226, 284). The
threat comes in many forms. First, there
is the possibility of infertility. Sarah and
Rebekah both had difficulty conceiving
children. Ultimately, however, God
provided offspring so the blessing could
be transmitted.
Another threat was paganism.
Abraham’s descendents were vastly
outnumbered (see 34:30), and it was
possible that the land’s prior inhabitants
would simply swallow up the blessing.
This is clearly part of the story with Jacob
and Esau. Genesis 26 ends by observing
that Esau married two Hittite women,
who “made life bitter for Isaac and
Rebekah” (26:35). Later, Jacob is sent to
Haran to find a wife from within the clan
(27:46–28:9). This lesson’s text is thus
framed by a concern about intermarriage
with pagan peoples who were better established in the land (Sarna, 189).
But the greatest threat to the blessing
was often the foolishness of the patriarchs
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THE FAMILY
BLESSING
Genesis 27:18-41

themselves. The biblical accounts depict
Abraham, Sarah, Hagar, Ishmael, Isaac,
Rebekah, Esau, Jacob, and others in a
deliberately even-handed way (Wenham,
178). Scripture does not gloss over their
failings, nor does it ever demonize them.
Each of them, like the members of our
own families, has certain strengths and
weaknesses. Sometimes they are
admirable; sometimes they are incredibly
dense.

Blindness and Deceit
Isaac was blinded (cf. 27:1) by favoritism
for Esau, which in turn was prompted by
his base appetites (25:28). His preference
for Esau, the skilled hunter, caused him to
overlook this son’s shortcomings. Esau’s
choice in marriage partners, for example,
caused his parents great suffering. But
when Jacob is later sent away with instructions not to marry a Canaanite, this
seems to take Esau completely by surprise
(28:8-9). One wonders why Isaac did not
take the same care in finding a partner for
Esau as Isaac’s father had done for him
(24:1-67) (Wenham, 205).
Isaac’s love for Esau also caused him
to push away Jacob. Chapter 27 begins by
observing that Isaac was old and almost
completely blind. He secretly summons
Esau and tells him that he intends to
bless him (27:1-4). Ordinarily, a father was
expected to bless all of his sons, even in
cases where conflict existed (49:1-28; see
also 12:20). To bless only Esau and

exclude Jacob suggests deep animosity.
Why did Isaac dislike Jacob so much?
Was he upset about the birthright incident (25:29-34)? Were his attitudes
related to his own upbringing and the
conflict with Ishmael (21:8-11)? We can
only speculate.
Rebekah overhears the conversation
(27:5) and immediately sets to work. If
only one son will be blessed, it will be her
son, her Jacob. She summons Jacob for
secret plans of her own. She will help him
impersonate Esau and thus trick blind,
old Isaac. Esau has been asked to kill and
prepare game. Jacob is not a hunter, but
Rebekah knows Isaac’s tastes and can
season goat meat to make it taste like
venison (27:9-10; Sarna, 192).
Jacob, however, has his doubts. His
father may be blind, but he still has his
other senses. Jacob looks nothing like
his brother. What if Isaac discovers the
deception and curses Jacob instead of
blessing him (27:11-12)? Rebekah
convinces him to stick with her plan. She
prepares the meal, dresses him in Esau’s
clothes, and even puts animal pelts on his
arms and neck so he will better resemble
his hairier twin (27:13-17).
Jacob enters. At first, Isaac is unconvinced. The visitor claims to be Esau, his
“firstborn” (27:19), but the voice sounds
like Jacob’s (27:22). On the other hand,
the clothes smell like Esau’s, the pelts feel
like hairy Esau, and the game tastes like
that of Esau (vv. 21-27). On top of all this,
there is the matter of the wine, mentioned
for the first time in verse 25. At last, with
a full stomach and full also of wine
(Wenham, 209), Isaac happily blesses the
imposter. He asks blessings of abundant
crops (27:18). Moreover, the father
elevates him over his brothers and other
nations. He concludes with the earlier
blessing to Abraham: “Cursed be everyone who curses you, and blessed be
everyone who blesses you!” (27:19; see 12:3).

I. Setting the Stage: Isaac arranges in secret
to bless only Esau (27:1-4). Rebekah,
however, overhears and devises plans of
her own. She plots with Jacob to deceive
Isaac (27:5-17).
II. Scene One: Isaac and Jacob (27:18-29)
A. Jacob deceives his father.
(vv. 18-27a)
1. Jacob enters and asks for a
blessing. (vv. 18-19)
2. Isaac expresses doubts, but is
persuaded that it is Esau.
(vv. 20-27a)
B. Isaac blesses Jacob. (vv. 27b-29)
1. Isaac asks for agricultural blessings. (vv. 27-28)
2. Isaac elevates Jacob over his
brother and other nations.
(v. 29)
III. Scene Two: Isaac and Esau (27:30-40)
A. Isaac and Esau discover the deception. (vv. 30-36a)
1. Esau returns. (vv. 30-31)
2. Father and son react with bitter
emotion. (vv. 32-34)
3. They reason together about the
situation. (vv. 35-36a)
B. Esau begs a reluctant Isaac for a
blessing. (vv. 36b-38)
C. Isaac “blesses” Esau. (vv. 39-40)
1. An ambiguous saying about
agricultural prosperity. (vv. 39)
2. Esau will serve his brother, but
ultimately attain independence.
(vv. 40)
IV. Repercussions (27:41 ff.): Esau plots to
kill Jacob (v. 41). Rebekah learns of the
plans and arranges for Jacob to take
refuge with her brother in Haran, where
he lives for twenty years. She never sees
her Jacob again.

Bitter Consequences
Barely has Jacob left when Esau returns,
steaming dish in hand, asking for his
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blessing. At first, Isaac is confused, then “trembles violently” as he becomes aware of the
terrible deception. Poor Esau! He has done as his father has asked. It all seems terribly
unfair. All the burly son can do is sob. “Have you not reserved a blessing for me?” he
asks. Three times he asks this (27:34, 36, 38). Even if the best blessing has already been
given, there should still be something reserved for the others, but in this case there is
not. Isaac has given it all to Jacob. Ironically, Isaac’s choice to bless only one of his sons
has cursed them all.
At first, Isaac does not see how he can offer anything to Esau. Finally, he offers a
meek blessing. It does not even sound like a blessing, but the Hebrew language is
ambiguous. It can mean either that his son will not experience abundance, or that he
too will experience abundance. Also, while Esau must serve his younger brother, ultimately he will attain independence from him (27:40). One senses that Isaac is trying to
edit his terrible mistake.
Nevertheless, the consequences are devastating. Esau, now full of anger, plans to kill
Jacob as soon as their father dies. Once again, Rebekah overhears and makes plans of
her own. She sends Jacob off for “a while” to live with her family in Haran. Sadly,
however, the few days she envisions turn into twenty years. She is never to see her
beloved son again.

A Way to Begin
Blessings and curses are powerful themes both in this lesson’s Scripture passage
and in everyday life. Name-calling, put-downs, and criticism—and also
words of praise, encouragement, and support—can have a profound and
lasting effect. Start by inviting learners to consider the meaning of blessings and curses in
everyday life.

❍ Everyday Benedictions
In many Christian worship services, it is
common to conclude with the priestly
blessing from Numbers 6:24-26. Begin the
session by reading that passage aloud.
While we often think of a “benediction” as the brief prayer that concludes a
worship service, the word itself (from the
Latin benedicere) can refer to any expression of good wishes. Blessings are
important in worship, but they are also
important in everyday life.
Discuss simple ways we can bless
those we love. List responses on the
board.

❍ Sticks and Stones
Most of us are familiar with the saying,
“Sticks and stones may break my bones,
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but words will never hurt me.” We may
have heard this on the playground
growing up, or even quoted the expression ourselves. Often, however, words are
hurtful. This can happen especially when
those we love, trust, or look up to express
a negative opinion about us or verbally
abuse us.
Invite learners to share examples of
hurtful words or phrases that they have
heard through the years. Write responses
on the board.

Questions

➤ How can words cause actual physical or
emotional harm?
➤ When do words lack the power to hurt
us?

A Way to Explore Scripture
Many class members are likely to be familiar with the story of how Jacob, with his
mother’s help, deceived his father to get the family blessing. We can only speculate
whether Jacob desired his father’s blessing to compensate for feelings of rejection or
was grasping after a prize he wanted to win. In either case, his actions created considerable
suffering for everyone. Invite learners to enter the narrative with fresh eyes, identifying
with Isaac, Jacob, and Esau by considering the thinking process that lies beneath their
actions in these pivotal scenes.

❍ Small Group Discussion

❍ The Five Senses

Divide the class into groups of no more
than seven participants. Provide a brief
overview of 27:1-17 to explain the setting.
Ask a volunteer to read verses 18-29
aloud. Have the groups discuss the following questions. Allow time for sharing with
the entire class.

On the board, write “Sight,” “Sound,”
“Touch,” “Taste,” “Smell,” and “Mind.”
Although Isaac could not see, his other
senses and faculties were still acute. For
each of the senses, point out how Jacob
and Rebekah planned to deceive Isaac.
Read verses 18-29. Discuss what Isaac
perceived through each of his senses and
his thinking process as he sought to identify the visitor. Finally, discuss how Jacob
and Rebekah overcame Isaac’s mental
acuity and reason (wine, food, clever
deception).

Questions

➤ What prompted Isaac’s doubts about
his son’s identity?
➤ How was Isaac ultimately persuaded
(erroneously) that it was Esau?
➤ What sort of future and livelihood does
the blessing envision?
Read verses 30-40. Still in small groups,
discuss the following questions. Then let
them share their insights with the class.

Questions

➤ Why didn’t Isaac reserve even a lesser
blessing for the second son?
➤ How is each family member—Isaac,
Rebekah, Esau, and Jacob—responsible
for the suffering that comes to a head
in these verses?
➤ What signs of hope do you see in the
blessing offered to the second-place
son?

❍ Role Play
Enlist two volunteers to study the
assigned text carefully and prepare a roleplay of the encounter between Esau and
Isaac. Set up two beach chairs—one that
reclines for Isaac on his deathbed, and
one upright for Esau.
Act out the scene in 27:30-40. Then,
still in character, discuss what has just
happened, perhaps speculating about
Rebekah’s involvement. Consider what
motives she and Jacob may have had.
Finally, have Esau leave the room in anger,
vowing to kill his brother as in verse 41.

Teaching Guide
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A Way to End
This lesson’s Scripture passage illustrates the power of words and symbolic actions.
Blessings and curses are “just words,” but words can have great influence on
others and also on ourselves. Close by inviting learners to commit to using
words in a way that honors God and blesses others.

❍ A Covenant with the Tongue

❍ Forming Words of Blessing

Job speaks of making “a
covenant with my eyes” ( Job
31:1). We can make a similar
covenant with our tongues:
in the way that we speak to others and
even to ourselves.
Distribute copies of the resource page,
“A Covenant with the Tongue.” Allow time
for class members to read through the
responsive reading privately, then discuss
it as a class. Perhaps the class would like
to make additions or changes to the
covenant. If so, allow them to make the
changes.
After a moment of silence, read the
covenant together responsively.

Provide each learner with a blank piece of
stationery and a pen. (Have extra
stationery available just in case.)
Review Isaac’s words of blessing in
verses 27-29.
Ask class members to think of
someone they could bless by speaking
words of praise, prayer, or affirmation: a
spouse, child, parent, sibling, or friend.
What hopes and faithful wishes do they
have for this person? Invite learners to
write a letter of blessing to the person.
Learners can choose to mail the letter
or commit to expressing the blessing to
the person in another way.
Close in prayer, asking for God’s help
in blessing others.

Resources
Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox, 1982).
Edwin H. Friedman, Generation to Generation (New York:
Guilford, 1985).
Myron C. Madden, The Power to Bless (Nashville: Abingdon,
1970).
Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1989).
Gordan J. Wenham, Genesis 16–50 (Dallas: Word, 1994).
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CONFLICTS
AND BOUNDARIES
Genesis 31:1-9, 17-21, 25-26, 36-42, 51-54

Bible Background
Leaving Paddan-aram
A span of twenty years separates Genesis 31 from Genesis
27, which we studied in the previous session. The Learner’s Study Guide
provides a summary of the events that
transpired in Jacob’s life during that time.
At the start of chapter 31, Jacob is
living with Laban, his mother’s brother,
in Paddan-aram (31:18). The mention of
Haran (27:43) and “the city of Nahor”
(24:10) suggests a location in modern-day
Syria near the Turkish border (Kobayashi,
53). Though penniless when he first
sought refuge from his uncle, Jacob is
now successful in his own right as a
sheep-herder and farmer. Jacob’s remarkable success creates jealousy and conflict
within the extended family (31:1), and he
realizes that he has fallen out of favor
with his uncle (31:2), who is no longer
willing to offer him support. Jacob seeks
divine guidance, and God instructs him
to return to Canaan, assuring him of
protection (31:3).
As with most family conflicts, simply
walking out the door was not that simple.
When Jacob left Canaan two decades
before, he traveled alone. Now he had a
large family, servants, and an abundance
of livestock. Moreover, there was the
matter of his father-in-law. Laban, who
had long tried to exploit Jacob for financial gain, had twice detained him (29:27;
30:25-28). Now, given his sons’ belief that

Jacob had “gained all this wealth from
what belonged” to him (31:1), Laban
might simply refuse to let him go.
There was also the issue of Rachel and
Leah. Jacob had married two of Laban’s
daughters. His relationship with them
had at times been contentious (29:31;
30:1-2). Would they support him over
their father? Perhaps unsure, he calls
them to a private meeting, safely away
from eavesdroppers (31:4; see 27:5). “I see
that your father does not regard me as
favorably as he did before,” says Jacob.
“But the God of my father has been with
me” (31:5). Jacob claims that he has been
faithful to their father, despite Laban’s
many tricks. In response, God has blessed
Jacob at Laban’s expense. The same God,
he says, has instructed him to return “at
once” to his homeland (31:6-13). There is
to be no further delay.
Of course, Jacob is selective in what he
says. He leaves out the trouble with Esau
back home, the recent conflicts with
Rachel and Leah, and his attempts to use
superstition to manipulate the breeding
of the flocks to his advantage (30:37-42).
Wisely, he also omits mentioning their
father’s most egregious deception, the
substitution of Leah for Rachel on Jacob’s
wedding night (29:21-30)!
The two women assure Jacob that he
will have their full support (31:14-15).
“Do whatever God has said to you,” they
say (31:16).
Choosing the sheep-shearing season
(31:19), when Laban is busiest and

perhaps some distance away, Jacob
gathers his family, livestock, and
possessions, and hurriedly sets out for
Canaan. As they pack, Rachel steals her
father’s “household gods” (Hebrew
teraphim). It is unclear what these objects
were and what significance they had
(Sarna, 216). Scholars have variously
associated teraphim with birthright,
fertility, divination, and protection.
Alternatively, they may have represented
the family ancestors (Wenham, 273–74) as
in some Asian households today. In any
event, the objects were small enough to fit
in a camel cushion (31:34; see 35:2-4) and
factored prominently in the story’s
climax.

A War of Words
With Laban detained, Jacob and his party
get a three-day head start (31:22).
Nonetheless, unencumbered by such a
large group, Laban is soon able to catch
up. Likely his sons, already aggrieved at
Jacob (31:1), were among the “kinsfolk”
who accompanied him (31:23; see 31:46).
The conflicting groups camp on adjacent
hillsides (31:25), suggestive of opposing
armies (Sarna, 217). God, however, has
warned Laban not to harm Jacob in any
way (31:24). The conflict that follows,
therefore, will be only a war of words.
Laban accuses Jacob of incivility
(35:27-28), forcing his daughters to leave
against their will (35:26), and—most
worrisome of all to Laban—stealing his
household gods (35:30). Jacob merely
suggests that Laban would have used
force to prevent his departure. He also
flatly denies stealing the gods. In fact, he
says, if anyone has them, let that person
be put to death (35:31-32). Of course,
unknown to Jacob, Rachel is sitting on
them all the while. Laban conducts a
thorough search, but finds nothing.
When he gets to Rachel, she explains that
she is menstruating and thus cannot rise
in her father’s presence. For the monotheistic, ancient storyteller, the suggestion
that Rachel was intentionally bleeding on
the idols was likely meant as a touch of
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I. Jacob Flees from Laban (31:1-21)
A. Conflict and Crisis (vv. 1-2)
B. Preparing to Run (vv. 3-16)
1. God instructs Jacob and reassures him. (v. 3)
2. Jacob solicits support from
Rachel and Leah. (vv. 4-13)
3. Rachel and Leah agree to
support their husband over their
father. (vv. 14-16)
C. Jacob departs with family and flocks.
(vv. 17-21)
II. Laban Pursues and Overtakes Jacob
(31:22-25)
A. Laban learns that Jacob has fled.
(vv. 22-23)
B. God warns Laban not to harm
Jacob. (v. 24)
C. Laban overtakes Jacob. (v. 25)
III. Laban and Jacob Engage in a War of
Words (31:26-42)
A. Laban presents his case against
Jacob. (vv. 26-30)
B. Jacob pleads innocence. (vv. 31-32)
C. Laban searches Jacob’s tents.
(vv. 33-35)
D. Vindicated, Jacob pushes back.
(vv. 36-42)
IV. Laban and Jacob Make a Covenant
(31:43-55)
A. Laban meekly protests, but admits
that he is powerless to stop Jacob.
(v. 43)
B. Laban insists on a covenant. (v. 44)
C. Laban and Jacob erect a monument.
(vv. 45-51)
D. Laban and Jacob solemnize the
covenant with oaths and a sacrificial
meal. (vv. 52-54)
E. Laban blesses his daughters and
grandchildren and kisses them
goodbye. (v. 55)

humor (Wenham, 276; Brueggemann, 259).
Jacob, vindicated by the unsuccessful search, can now push back. He has taken
nothing, he insists (35:36-37). Moreover, in the twenty years he has served Laban, he has
been a model employee and son-in-law, despite continual unjust treatment (35:38-41).
Even now, he says, Laban would have stolen everything were it not for God’s providential protection (35:42).
Jacob has won. Humiliated in front of his kin, Laban can only protest meekly. At his
own admission, he is powerless to stop Jacob or his daughters from leaving (35:43). He
knows that Jacob is rising quickly in the world. With the blessing of Abraham (see
28:4), Jacob will soon eclipse Laban himself. Laban thus insists on a covenant (35:44).
Like two monarchs on equal standing, they forge an agreement not to cross borders to
harm one another. They set up a monument to mark the spot for future generations,
giving it separate names in their respective languages, Hebrew and Aramaic, and swearing an oath by their respective deities. After solemnizing the occasion with a sacrificial
meal, Laban can finally kiss his daughters and grandchildren goodbye.
With Laban gone, Jacob is free to leave. But is he free to return home? What about
Esau? That more difficult encounter is our topic in the final two sessions.

A Way to Begin
This session focuses on conflicts and boundaries. Start by inviting learners to
consider everyday examples of “boundaries” and how these could be
helpful, especially in potentially conflict-laden situations.

❍ Good Fences, Good Neighbors?
Obtain a copy of “Mending Wall” by
Robert Frost. This poem tells the story of
two neighbors mending an old stone wall
that separates their respective properties.
Have someone read the poem aloud for
the class. Then discuss the following
questions.

Questions

➤ Have you ever helped repair a boundary
separating your property from a
neighbor’s?
➤ What are some advantages of having a
well-defined boundary?
➤ What are some disadvantages of a wall,
fence, or hedge?
➤ What do you think of the proverb Frost
cites, “Good fences make good
neighbors”?

❍ Much Ado about Doug
The “Reflecting” section of the Learner’s
Study Guide tells the story of Doug, an

adult son who moved back in with his
parents following a crisis. Ask a volunteer
to read the section to the class (excluding
the last paragraph). Discuss the following
questions.

Questions

➤ Do you think Art and Sarah have valid
cause for concern?
➤ Doug’s parents “did not think it was
their place to pry into his personal
affairs.” What do you think of this
statement? Should they have asked
more questions?
➤ When Art wanted to confront their son
with their concerns, Sarah disagreed.
“He is our son,” she said. “We must
love him unconditionally.” What do
you think of her response? Can we love
someone unconditionally and still set
clear boundaries with that person?
➤ What boundaries would be helpful for
this particular family?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
In his father-in-law, Laban, Jacob found a trickster as devious as himself.
Eventually, their conflict escalated to the point that Jacob took his wives and children and moved away. They established boundaries essentially so that each side of
the family could move forward. Explore the Scripture by inviting learners to consider the
nature of the conflict between Laban and Jacob and the reasons boundaries were necessary.

❍ Out of the Frying Pan

❍ A Taste of His Own Medicine

Enlist several volunteers to read the
assigned Scripture passages. Discuss the
following questions.

Jacob, Laban, and Rebekah had much in
common. This should not surprise us,
given that they were members of the same
family.
Provide pens and paper for each
participant. Have each class member
create two columns with the headings
“Jacob” and “Laban.” Create similar
columns on the board.
Ask class members to read the
Scripture passages carefully, looking for
ways in which Laban treated Jacob
unfairly. List these under “Laban.”
Ask class members also to review the
passages from the past two lessons (Gen
25:21-34 and 27:18-41) to look for ways
that Jacob treated Esau unfairly. List these
under “Jacob.”
Ask participants to report their findings to the class.

Questions

➤ To whom might we turn in responding
to a relational conflict?
➤ What do you think of Jacob’s decision
to leave secretly without first discussing
the situation with Laban? Were there
other options?
➤ A clean break with a loved one can be
deeply painful. In what situations
might literally moving away be our best
option?
➤ In verses 25-26, Laban makes additional accusations, including theft.
Why do you think Laban approaches
the situation as he does? Does he have
legitimate grievances?
➤ Why did it take Jacob so long to recognize that his relationship with Laban
was irreparable? What finally caused
him to take action?
➤ Listening to Jacob’s complaints, one
senses that Laban is an “unsafe person”
(Cloud and Townsend, 17–25). Jacob
may be unable to diagnose the situation, but he knows something is wrong.
What are some warning signs that a
friend or loved one may be “unsafe”?
➤ What are some ways we can negotiate
boundaries today?
➤ What recourse do we have if those
boundaries are later violated?
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Questions

➤ What patterns did you observe?
➤ In what ways did Laban’s treatment of
Jacob mirror Jacob’s own treatment of
Esau?
➤ How do you account for the
similarities?

A Way to End
Although Jacob and Laban were unable to be reconciled, both recognized that they
could not continue to fight as before. As they parted ways, they negotiated a
covenant not to harm one another. We too can often benefit from boundaries,
especially in contentious relationships with family members, friends, roommates, or business associates. Close by inviting learners to consider practical ways that they could establish
healthy boundaries with others.

❍ Case Studies in Conflict
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Case Studies
in Conflict.” Divide the class
into three groups. Assign
each group to discuss one of the three
provided case studies.
Ask groups to read the case carefully.
Then discuss the following questions.

Questions

➤ What are some causes of conflict
within this family?
➤ What boundaries, if any, already exist
in the relationships?
➤ What further boundaries may be
helpful to the family?

❍ Renegotiating Boundaries

Close in prayer, asking God to help us
as we navigate troubled relationships and
try to better reflect the grace and truth of
Christ in every aspect of life.

Resources
Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox, 1982).
Henry Cloud and John Townsend, Safe People (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1995).
Edwin H. Friedman, Generation to Generation (New York:
Guilford, 1985).
Yoshitaka Kobayashi, “Haran (Place),” The Anchor Bible
Dictionary, vol. 3 (New York: Doubleday, 1992).
Myron C. Madden, The Power to Bless (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1970).
Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1989).
Gordan J. Wenham, Genesis 16–50 (Dallas: Word, 1994).

Like Jacob, we must sometimes renegotiate relationships and boundaries with
others. This may take the form of a
written agreement or simply be an unspoken understanding between honorable
people.
Provide each learner with an index
card and pen. Ask everyone to think of a
personal relationship in which there is
some degree of conflict. What wrongs
need to be forgiven or made right? What
new boundaries could be established to
lessen conflict?
Invite learners, if they are willing, to
write the names of one or two people on
the card. Ask them to keep the cards with
them as a reminder to make these relationships a matter of prayer this week.
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Bible Background
Facing Esau
The events in this lesson’s
Scripture passage immediately
follow those of the last session.
With Laban out of the picture, Jacob must
now turn his energies to Esau. When
Jacob fled twenty years before, Esau was
plotting to kill him. Had this changed?
Had time healed the wounds between
them?
Jacob takes nothing for granted. He
promptly dispatches messengers to locate
Esau and send him greetings (32:3-5). He
explains that he was living with Laban,
and thus he had not attempted to make
contact earlier. He also suggests that he
now has the financial means to compensate Esau for past troubles, if needed
(Sarna, 224). Clearly Jacob has qualms
about their past conflict, or is at least
fearful that Esau may still want revenge.
The messengers find Esau in Seir,
where his descendants eventually settled.
The terse reply, however, is ominous: “He
is coming to meet you,” they report, “and
four hundred men are with him” (32:6).
The words suggest an army, perhaps
similar to the militia that accompanied
Abraham in a previous generation
(14:1-16).
Esau’s vague reply almost sends Jacob
into a panic (Wenham, 301). Immediately,
he takes defensive measures in case Esau
and his army should attack. He divides
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his own party into two flanks, reasoning
that, “If Esau comes to the one company
and destroys it, then the company that is
left will escape” (32:8). Remember also
that Jacob had just forged a covenant with
Laban agreeing not to return to Aram
(31:52), but this was an extraordinary
situation.

Preparing for the Worst
Jacob then prays. The words of verses 9-12
are a model prayer, reminiscent of those
in the psalms and elsewhere in the Old
Testament. It consists of four parts. First,
Jacob reminds God of the recent promise
to protect him on his journey to Canaan.
“Return to the land of your ancestors and
your kindred,” God had said, “and I will
be with you” (31:3). Second, Jacob
confesses his absolute dependence on
God. God has blessed him with great
success over the past twenty years; surely
all of that is not for nothing. Third, Jacob
asks God to deliver him from Esau and
his army (if not out of love for Jacob
himself, then at least for “the mothers
with the children”). Finally, Jacob reminds
God of the promise previously given to
Abraham and now entrusted to Jacob, to
make him into a great nation (22:17-18;
28:3-4). The mention of the promise in
verse 12 mirrors that at the beginning of
the prayer in verse 9, thus forming a
fitting conclusion.
Having prayed, Jacob promptly sets to
work again, preparing a generous

“present” for Esau consisting of five
types of flocks and herds. The size of
the gift suggests not mere civility but
also a guilty conscience—and also,
perhaps, Jacob’s fearfulness (Wenham,
290). In fact, in his encounter with Esau
in the next chapter, Jacob refers to the
“present” (minchah) as a “blessing”
(berakah, NRSV “gift”) (33:10-11), suggesting that he was symbolically trying to
return the blessing he had stolen earlier
in life (ch. 27; Wenham, 291–92, 304).
Jacob instructs the servants to “Pass
on ahead of me, and put a space between
drove and drove” (32:16). This is good
marketing. Jacob wants the gift to have
maximal visual and psychological impact
(Sarna, 225). The servants with each
drove are to repeatedly “stay on message.”
He also wants his enormous peace offering to be the first thing Esau sees, to
soften any animosity before the actual
encounter between the brothers (32:20).

Wrestling with God
By this time, night has fallen. Crossing
the Jabbok River, a major tributary of
the Jordan, by night—especially with
children—was extremely risky. This action
further suggests Jacob’s desperation
(Sarna, 226-227). Jacob, himself, for
reasons that are unclear, remains alone on
the other side of the river (32:21, 24).
There, alone and in the dark, Jacob
encounters a mysterious assailant. The
identity of the stranger has long been
debated. Scripture initially refers to him
simply as a “man” (32:24, 25). Later,
however, Jacob is told that he has “striven
with God [’elohim] and with humans,”
suggesting a divine encounter. Centuries
later, Hosea referred to the combatant as
an “angel” (Hos 12:4). Later still, some
Christian interpreters saw in the story a
pre-incarnate manifestation of Christ.
More recent commentators, searching for
the origins of the story, have surmised
that the encounter was originally with a
Canaanite river god or demon. In its
current setting, however, the narrative
suggests that Jacob initially believed he

I. Jacob Prepares to Meet Esau (32:3-23)
A. Assessing the Situation (vv. 3-6)
B. Defensive Measures (vv. 7-8)
C. Prayer (vv. 9-12)
1. Jacob reminds God of the
promise of protection. (v. 9)
2. Jacob acknowledges God’s favor.
(v. 10)
3. Jacob asks for deliverance. (v. 11)
4. Jacob reminds God of the ancestral promise. (v. 12)
D. Jacob prepares a gift to appease
Esau. (vv. 13-21)
E. Jacob helps his family cross over.
(vv. 22-23)
II. Jacob Wrestles with a Mysterious
Stranger (32:24-32)
A. The Fight (vv. 24-25)
1. Jacob is left alone. (v. 24a)
2. A stranger fights against Jacob.
(v. 24b)
3. The stranger dislocates Jacob’s
hip. (v. 25)
B. Negotiating a Ceasefire ( vv. 26-29)
1. With daybreak near, the stranger
asks Jacob to release him. (v. 26a)
2. Jacob refuses to release the
stranger without a blessing.
(v. 26b)
3. The stranger asks Jacob’s name.
(v. 27a)
4. Jacob reveals his name, hence
his nature (“deceiver”). (v. 27b)
5. The stranger renames Jacob
Israel (“one who wrestles with
God”). (v. 28)
6. Jacob asks the stranger’s name;
the stranger refuses to give it.
(v. 29)
C. Outcome (vv. 30-32)
1. Jacob names the place Peniel
(“Face of God”). (v. 30)
2. With the sun rising, Jacob limps
onward. (v. 31)
3. The narrator explains a later
Jewish dietary practice. (v. 32)
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was wrestling with a “man”; later, he comes to understand that he has had an encounter
with God or “the angel of the LORD” (Wenham, 295).
The fight lasts until daybreak, with neither opponent seemingly able to prevail, even
after Jacob’s hip is wrenched out of its socket (32:25). Eventually, the stranger asks Jacob
to release him, “for the day is breaking” (32:26). Jacob, perhaps aware for the first time
that his opponent may not be human, demands a blessing (32:27). It seems that Jacob,
unable to secure a blessing from his father except by deceit, will now resort to almost
anything to be blessed!
Surprisingly, the stranger complies with the request. He asks Jacob’s name and
blesses him with a new one. In Hebrew understanding, one’s name was bound up with
one’s character. Jacob means “deceiver” or “supplanter” (25:26). In a later generation,
that name would be used as a verb: “Every brother jacobs,” preached Jeremiah (9:4;
NRSV: “all your kin are supplanters”). God responds by blessing Jacob with a new name
and identity: Israel, “one who wrestles with God.” “You have striven with God and with
humans and have prevailed” (32:28), the stranger explains. Through the experience,
“Jacob has been reborn as Israel” (Wenham, 304).
The passage ends with Jacob limping away, wounded but transformed. The sun is
rising. It is a new day. He is finally ready to face his brother and heal old wounds.

A Way to Begin
This session deals with reconciliation, with doing whatever we can to restore
peace to a relationship. Forgiveness, a theme of the next session, can be a
unilateral act. We can forgive someone even if they don’t show remorse—or
even if they are dead. Reconciliation, however, requires the willingness and
cooperation of both parties. Start by inviting learners to consider what is necessary before
reconciliation is possible.

❍ Building a Bridge
Share the following quotation by John
Paul Lederach, an international peace
worker. Then discuss the questions below.
“You do not build a bridge starting
in the middle. You start with a
strong foundation on each shore,
build toward the middle. When it is
solid, others can walk across it.”
(196)

Questions

➤ What is reconciliation?
➤ How is reconciliation different from
repentance and forgiveness?
➤ Is reconciliation possible if one or
neither party is willing to forgive?
➤ Under what conditions may reconciliation be undesirable, or even impossible?
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➤ Lederach suggests that reconciliation
must begin with us. We must each
make an effort on our side; only then
can we come together in reconciliation.
What do you think of this? How can we
become more “solid” as we restore
damaged relationships?

❍ Have Mercy on Me
Ask someone to read Psalm 51. Point out
that the superscription attributes this
psalm to David, following his adultery
with Bathsheba and the terrible aftermath
of that transgression.
Explain that repentance restores our
relationship with God, but that rebuilding relationships takes conscientious
effort. Lead the class to consider what is
necessary to repair broken relationships.

A Way to Explore Scripture
Jacob’s fearful anticipation of reuniting with Esau is one of the most memorable
passages in the Bible. After Jacob tricked his brother out of his birthright and
stole his blessing , he had every right to assume Esau would be out for his blood—
and he took elaborate precautions to still Esau’s wrath. Instead, a mysterious encounter with
the divine prepared Jacob for an even greater challenge: to be reconciled with the brother he
defrauded. Explore the Scripture by inviting learners to consider the steps Jacob takes
toward repairing the wounds of the past, both with his brother and within himself.

❍ Reconciliation Station

❍ Read and Discuss

Prior to class, set up four
stations corresponding to
portions of the Scripture
passage. Label each with a
sign: “Protection (32:6-8),” “Prayer
(32:9-12),” “Restitution (32:13-20),” and
“Spiritual Transformation (32:22-32).”
Recruit a facilitator for each station.
Provide each facilitator with the appropriate discussion question from the resource
page “Reconciliation Station.”
Divide the class into four groups.
Have the groups rotate to visit each
station for about ten minutes before
moving on to the next. As a group arrives,
the station facilitator reads the Scripture
passage, provides a brief overview, and
guides a discussion of the assigned
question.
Gather the class together to summarize their insights about each of the four
stations. Discuss the following questions.

Read through the Scripture passage,
allowing the following questions to guide
your discussion.

Questions

➤ Is it realistic to insist that people
simply “shake hands and make up”
when they have experienced a serious
conflict? Shouldn’t Christians be able
to “forgive and forget”?
➤ If we think of these four stations as
steps on the road to reconciliation, do
they have to come in any particular
order? Why or why not?

Questions

➤ Is Jacob unnecessarily worried, or are
his concerns justified? Are his elaborate
preparations an overreaction?
➤ Have you ever asked God to deliver you
from a threat? Did your prayers affect
how you thought about the situation or
what you did? Did they change the
outcome in any way?
➤ In verses 9-12, Jacob asks God to follow
through on previous promises. What
do you think of this? Is this appropriate
in our prayers today?
➤ What do you think of Jacob calling his
brother “lord” and giving him such
extravagant gifts? Why do you think
Jacob was so generous?
➤ Why did God use physical force to get
through to Jacob? Was God trying to
reshape Jacob’s life in other ways, too?
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A Way to End
Jacob went to great lengths to be reconciled to his brother. The rest was up to
God—and Esau. What about us? To what lengths are we willing to go to be
reconciled with others? Close by inviting participants to commit personally to
reconciliation.

❍ Leaving It on the Altar

❍ We Shall Overcome

Jacob frequently refers to his gift to Esau
as an “offering” (Gen 32:13, 18-21; NRSV
“present”). The word is often used elsewhere in a religious sense.
Place an offering plate at the center of
a table. Provide a small, smooth stone to
each learner.
Invite learners to hold the stones in
their hands and let them become symbols
of relationships in their lives that need
healing and restoration. Reconciliation
may not yet be possible or advisable. Even
so, we can begin with ourselves and ask
God to provide a way forward.
Read Matthew 5:21-24. Point out the
connection between Jacob’s “offering” to
Esau and the offerings we provide to God.
Note that sometimes an offering to others
is an offering to God at the same time.
In silence, invite learners to pray
about the relationships symbolized by
their stones. Then, have them place the
stones in the offering plate as a sign of
their commitment to work for
reconciliation.

The song “We Shall Overcome” became an
anthem of the United States civil rights
movement. The words, however, can apply
to individual relationships that need to be
restored.
Provide copies of the lyrics to each
learner (available in many hymnals or on
the Internet). Read the words aloud or
invite the class to sing them softly.
Close in prayer, asking God’s help in
overcoming obstacles to peace both individually and in our world.

Resources
Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox, 1982).
John Paul Lederach, “Five Qualities of Practice in Support
of Reconciliation Processes,” Forgiveness and Reconciliation:
Religion, Public Policy, and Conflict Transformation, ed.
Raymond G. Helmick and Rodney L. Petersen (Radnor PA:
Templeton Foundation, 2001).
Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1989).
Gordan J. Wenham, Genesis 16–50 (Dallas: Word, 1994).
Everett L. Worthington Jr., Forgiveness and Reconciliation:
Theory and Application (New York: Routledge, 2006).
Randall W. Younker, “Jabbok,” The Anchor Bible Dictionary,
vol. 3 (New York: Doubleday, 1992).
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Bible Background
Jacob and Esau
Our final session deals with
the long-awaited meeting
between Jacob and Esau and the
resolution of unfinished business
between them. Immediately following the
encounter with the mysterious stranger
(32:22-32), Jacob looks up to see his
brother approaching with his 400 men
(33:1). Still apprehensive, to the last
moment Jacob continues putting everyone
in place for Esau’s arrival.
The ordering of the wives and children
(33:2) is telling. Should Esau attack, those
in front would be in greatest danger,
while those in back would be more
protected. Jacob carefully places the
concubines and their children in front,
then Leah and her children, with Rachel
and Joseph—clearly Jacob’s favorites—in
the safest position of all. Jacob has
matured considerably, but even now,
having wrestled a new name and identify
from God, he continues his father’s
unfortunate pattern of blessing one son
over the others. Some patterns are deeply
rooted in us. We may not even recognize
them, and even if we do, we may find
ourselves unable to change them all at
once.
After anxiously lining everyone up,
Jacob himself surges to the front of the
line. He wants “the droves”—the peace
offering to his brother—to arrive first,
then himself, then the rest of his family.
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He bows to Esau seven times: the gesture
of a slave before his master or a vassal
before his king. Jacob’s many fears and
remarkable obeisance, however, turn out
to be unwarranted. Far from any thought
of harming his brother, Esau “ran to meet
him, and embraced him, and fell on his
neck and kissed him, and they wept”
(33:4). The encounter is no war at all, but
a tearful reunion!

A Surprising Resolution
In terms of the narrative, this is storytelling at its finest. The conflict between
brothers has built for decades. First, Jacob
took Esau’s birthright (25:29-34), then his
blessing (27:1-40), prompting Esau’s
angry vow of retaliation (27:41-42). Jacob
then fled, delaying a resolution to the
conflict by twenty years. When he finally
escaped Laban’s clutches and set out for
Canaan, Esau, long but a shadow from
the past, suddenly leapt again to the forefront (32:3-6). At the ominous news that
his brother was coming with 400 men,
Jacob rushed about, taking defensive
measures, praying for deliverance, preparing a gift to appease Esau’s wrath, and
desperately fording the Jabbok by night.
The climax of the story is further delayed
by the encounter with the mysterious
assailant (32:22-32). After the tense standoff with Laban (31:22-55), we at least
expect another war of words. Instead, we
witness a tearful reunion. Esau turns out
not to be what we expected. Like God, he
is full of surprises (cf. 33:10).

Relieved, we can now watch the rest
of the narrative unfold. As Jacob
intended, the wives and children begin
arriving next—the concubines and their
children, then Leah and hers, and finally
Rachel and Joseph. Esau inquires about
their identity, and Jacob makes introductions (33:5-7). It is the first time Esau has
laid eyes on his nephews, nieces, and
sisters-in-law. Esau next inquires about
the livestock at the beginning of the
procession (“all this company I met”).
Jacob explains that it is a gift (32:8).
Following custom, Esau at first politely
refuses, prompting Jacob to repeat the
offer. At Jacob’s insistence, Esau accepts
the gift (32:9-11).
To this point, Jacob has referred to his
gift as a “present” or “offering” (minchah).
In verse 11, however, he calls it a “blessing” (berakah; NRSV “gift”), suggesting
that he is attempting to return what he
previously stole (see 27:35) (Wenham,
291–92, 304). The gesture is only
symbolic, however, “for Jacob did not
actually return the right of primogeniture, and historically Israel never
conceded Edom’s priority” (Walters, 605).

Learning to Trust
Esau offers to reciprocate by having his
men accompany Jacob and his caravan as
bodyguards (33:12). Esau has been living
in Seir, southwest of the Dead Sea, and
assumes that his brother is journeying to
meet him there. Jacob, however, declines
on the pretext that “the children are frail”
and that the livestock cannot be “overdriven” (33:13-14). This probably sounds
plausible to Esau, but it is not altogether
true. Jacob’s caravan had proved capable
of remarkable speed in the recent flight
from Laban, traveling from Padan-aram
to Gilead—a distance of 300 miles—in a
mere ten days (31:17, 25), a feat that has
raised more than a few scholarly eyebrows
(Wenham, 274). Jacob, true to his old
nature, has told another fib. He has come
a long way, but even now is not
completely transformed. God’s work in us
takes time. It seldom has its effect all at
once.
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I. Conclusion: Jacob and Esau Reconcile
(33:1-17)
A. The brothers meet at last. (vv. 1-4)
1. Fearful, Jacob takes further
defensive measures. (vv. 1-2)
2. Jacob penitently bows to Esau.
(v. 3)
3. Esau runs to Jacob, embraces
and kisses him, and weeps. (v. 4)
B. “Dear brother, meet the family!”
(vv. 5-7)
1. Jacob introduces his wives and
children. (v. 5)
2. As his wives and children arrive,
they also bow to Esau. (vv. 6-7)
C. Jacob symbolically returns Esau’s
“blessing.” (vv. 8-11)
1. Esau inquires about all the livestock. (v. 8a)
2. Jacob explains that it is a gift for
Esau. (v. 8b)
3. Following custom, Esau politely
declines the gift. (v. 9)
4. Jacob insists that Esau accept his
“blessing.” (vv. 10-11a)
5. Esau accepts the gift. (v. 11b)
D. Jacob and Esau go their separate
ways. (vv. 12-17)
1. Esau offers to accompany
Jacob’s party as bodyguard.
(vv. 12)
2. Jacob politely declines Esau’s
offer of protection. (vv. 13-14)
3. Esau offers to leave a small
contingent; Jacob again declines.
(v. 15)
4. Esau returns to Seir; Jacob
sojourns at Succoth. (vv. 16-17)
II. Epilogue: Jacob and Esau Bury Isaac
(35:27-29)
A. Jacob returns to his father and
ancestral home. (v. 27)
B. Isaac dies at 180 and is buried by
Esau and Jacob. (vv. 28-29)

Perhaps thinking that Jacob only pretends to decline (as Esau himself had just
done), Esau repeats the offer of protection. Jacob again refuses (32:15). Is he still unsure
if he can trust his brother? He assures Esau, however, that they will meet again (32:14).
Having reconciled with his brother, Esau returns to Seir, while Jacob sojourns at
Succoth, just east of the Jordan, before continuing his journey toward Canaan
(32:15-18).

The Death of Isaac
The story of reconciliation resumes as an epilogue some years later, when Esau and
Jacob come together once more to bury their father, Isaac. Jacob by then has made his
way back to the ancestral homeland at Hebron, where he is now settled. Isaac dies at the
remarkable age of 180. At the age of 100, Isaac had summoned his son Esau for a
deathbed blessing, on the premise that he did not know how much longer he would live
(26:34–27:4). Ironically, he had lived fully another eighty years!
“Isaac breathed his last,” the Scripture tells us, using the conventional formula of
Genesis (see Gen 25:8, 17; 49:33). “He died and was gathered to his people, old and full
of days; and his sons Esau and Jacob buried him” (35:29; see 25:9). Jacob’s adventures
and suffering are far from over. But with peace between these twins who spent so much
of their life in conflict, the story of reconciliation can now at last draw to a close.

A Way to Begin
Grace often comes as a surprise. God surprised Jacob at the riverbank. The next
day, Jacob was surprised again by the grace of Esau. Start this final session of
the study by inviting learners to experience the “surprise” of grace with
fresh eyes.

❍ Role-play Eulogy
This option is especially appropriate for
classes that chose the “Role Play” option
in session 2, but works just as well on its
own. Early in the week, enlist two participants to portray Esau and Isaac in an
improvisational skit. Set up two beach
chairs—one that reclines for “Isaac,” (still
on his “deathbed”), and an upright chair
for “Esau.”
Ask the characters to imagine that
they have just received an erroneous
report that Laban has overtaken Jacob
and killed him. Further assume that
Rebekah has been dead for some time. Let
the two reminisce about Jacob, the hurt he
has caused, and the idle wish that reconciliation had been possible. Let “Esau”
express regret about his own part in the
conflict and desire that he could hug his
brother once more.
Then, have an imaginary visitor
deliver the message in Genesis 32:4-5. End

with the two men elated and with Esau
running out to make preparations to
meet his brother.

❍ Surprising Acts of Forgiveness
Often we are taken by surprise when
someone hurts us. But it is also possible
to be surprised by kindness or forgiveness
from a supposed enemy.

Question

➤ Have you ever experienced a surprising
act of forgiveness? (For example, has
someone forgiven a debt or chosen to
overlook an offense?)
Jacob also experiences a surprising act
of forgiveness. The narrative has built up
Esau’s arrival to make it as ominous as
possible. To our surprise—and Jacob’s!—
Esau chooses to offer mercy instead of
revenge.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
This passage is the conclusion to the story of Jacob and Esau’s reconciliation.
Rather than vengeance, Esau desires a fresh start with his brother. He runs to
meet him, hugs and kisses him, and weeps (33:4). As Jacob correctly observes, the
grace that Esau extends reflects the grace of God: “For truly to see your face is like seeing the
face of God—since you have received me with such favor” (33:10). Explore the Scripture by
helping learners connect the forgiveness of Esau with that of God.

❍ Reconciliation from Esau’s

❍ REACHing Forgiveness

In the last session, we considered
Lederach’s metaphor: “You do not build a
bridge starting in the middle,” he wrote.
“You start with a strong foundation on
each shore [and] build toward the middle.
When it is solid, others can walk across it”
(196).
Jacob began to build the bridge with
himself. He initiated contact and took
steps to make restitution for past wrongs.
In this session, Esau built the bridge from
his side by accepting Jacob’s gift and
extending forgiveness. For reconciliation
to be possible, Esau too had to be transformed.
Drawing from the “Bible
Background,” the Learner’s Study Guide,
and other resources, provide a brief
overview of the Scripture passage.

Distribute copies of the
resource page, “REACHing
Forgiveness.” Discuss the
five steps Worthington
offers. For each step, consider how Esau
may have taken a similar step in his own
life. This requires imagination because
the Bible tells the story from Jacob’s point
of view. We are given few clues about
Esau’s thought processes.
Try to see things from Esau’s perspective. Were there valid reasons that he
brought along 400 men? Was he simply
giving his brother a welcome fit for a
long-lost prince? Was he fearful that Jacob
might try to hurt or exploit him further?
What regrets did Esau have?
What about us? We usually see things
only from our own side. What does it take
to see things from the other’s perspective?

Questions

❍ Prodigal Sons

Perspective

➤ How is the Esau of Genesis 33 different
than the Esau of Genesis 27?
➤ What could have led to Esau’s change
of heart with respect to Jacob?
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As noted in the Learner’s Study Guide,
Jacob’s reunion with Esau is in mind in
the parable of the Prodigal Son.
Form groups of 3-5 participants. Ask
groups to reflect on this lesson’s passage
side by side with Jesus’ story in Luke
15:11-32. Invite each group to identify
similarities and differences between the
stories. List as many as possible.
Ask groups to report back to the class
about their insights. Summarize findings
on the board.

A Way to End
Esau was deeply hurt by his brother’s actions. Though he had no right to kill, he did
have every right to be angry. Yet Esau chose to forgive. His actions here are a
model for us. Close by challenging learners to follow the example of Esau—
and Christ—in forgiving others.

❍ Choosing to Forgive
Invite participants to remember a particular
offense that they have suffered. Challenge
them to consider forgiving the person
who wronged them. Suggest that they
may choose to write a letter (for their own
benefit—not actually to send) expressing
their forgiveness, or perhaps take some
other symbolic action.
Do not press participants to act
immediately. Rather, invite them to give
prayerful consideration to how they
would like to respond to the offense they
have suffered.
Close in prayer, citing Christ’s words
on forgiveness in the Lord’s Prayer.

❍ Songs of Forgiveness
Many songs deal with themes of forgiveness and reconciliation, such as
➤ Sanctus Real, “Forgiven” (Sparrow,
2009).
➤ Sting, “I Hung My Head,” in Mercury
Falling (A&M, 1996).
➤ Metallica, “Low Man’s Lyric,” in ReLoad
(Elektra, 1997).
➤ Point of Grace, “Gather at the River,” in
The Whole Truth (World Records, 1995).
➤ The Rolling Stones, “Prodigal Son,” in
Beggar’s Banquet (Decca/ABKCO, 1968).

Briefly introduce the song, then play it
for the class. Close in prayer, asking God’s
help in embodying these teachings on
forgiveness and reconciliation and in
healing our families and ourselves.

Resources
Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox, 1982).
Edwin H. Friedman, Generation to Generation (New York:
Guilford, 1985).
John Paul Lederach, “Five Qualities of Practice in Support
of Reconciliation Processes,” Forgiveness and Reconciliation:
Religion, Public Policy, and Conflict Transformation, ed.
Raymond G. Helmick and Rodney L. Petersen (Radnor
PA: Templeton Foundation, 2001).
Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1989).
Stanley Walters, “Jacob Narrative,” The Anchor Bible
Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1996).
Gordan J. Wenham, Genesis 16–50 (Dallas: Word, 1994).
Everett L. Worthington, Jr., Forgiveness and Reconciliation:
Theory and Application (New York: Routledge, 2006).

Select one of these songs, or a hymn
such as “Amazing Grace,” with which to
conclude the session. Preview the song
and research the meaning to be sure it is
appropriate for your class. The Metallica
ballad, for example, may seem like an odd
choice, but can be interpreted as the
words of a homeless addict asking
forgiveness from his estranged family
before he dies.
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GENOGRAMS
A genogram is a graphical illustration of a person’s family tree. Genograms are
commonly employed today in genealogy, medicine, psychology, social work, and many
other fields. The genogram below illustrates the family in Lesson 1 of the Learner’s
Guide. Some of the symbols are commonly used in genograms are listed below.

Samuel
“Successful farmer”
(SSS Farms, Inc.

Sarah
“Close relationship
with namesake”

Sarah

Sam, Jr.

Steve
“quiet, studious”

“messy
divorce”

male

female

male
(deceased)

pregnancy
man, married three times—
once widowed, once divorced

close relationship

conflicted relationship
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A COVENANT WITH THE TONGUE
ONE: Friends, we are taught that “death and life are in the power
of the tongue” (Prov 18:21).
ALL: I know that my words have power. They can wound and
mend. They can kill and bring life. I will be mindful of the effect
that my words can have on others and on myself.
ONE: Friends, we are taught that we must someday give an
account for every careless word we speak. The Lord teaches us that
by our words we will be justified or condemned (Mt 12:36-37).
ALL: I will take good care of my words. I will strive always to use
loving speech. If I am too angry or hurt to speak with compassion,
I will watch and pray and wait for the time when I can speak the
truth in love.
ONE: Friends, we are taught that blessings and curses should
not emanate from the same mouth and that we should not curse
any human being, since she or he is made in the image of God
( Jas 3:9-10). We are taught that we should bless even those who
persecute us or make our life difficult (Rom 12:14).
ALL: I will use my words to bless others and to bring joy into my
own life and the lives of others. When others wound me by their
words or actions, I will be especially careful to use loving, truthful
speech. I will do my best to transform every intended curse so that
it can become a blessing.
ONE: And now, in the words of the psalmist, let us pray together:
ALL:

“Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my
heart be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my
redeemer” (Ps 19:14).
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CASE STUDIES IN CONFLICT
Case #1
Dewey and Sarah just celebrated their first wedding anniversary. They do not yet have any
children. Recently the couple has experienced tension over the involvement of Dewey’s parents,
especially his mother, Martha. Martha frequently phones or stops by to “check on” the couple. She
often criticizes the décor of their small apartment and offers unsolicited advice on such matters as
how to arrange the cans in the pantry. As an anniversary gift, Martha gave her son and daughterin-law two lamps that she thought would go well in their family room. Sarah, however, balked,
telling her husband, Dewey, that the lamps were “gosh-awful ugly” and could be taken to his
workplace if he insisted on keeping them. The gift of the lamps was the last straw for Sarah, who
insists that Dewey talk with his mother and “tell her to back off.”



Case #2
Todd and Jan are in their early 50s. They have one son, now a young adult. For the last three years,
Todd has struggled off and on with a gambling addiction. At one point, he was staying up late
into the night visiting online casinos. This created financial distress for the family and considerable conflict between Todd and Jan. After Jan threatened divorce, Todd began seeing a counselor.
A few months later, at the counselor’s suggestion, he also sought help from a physician, who
prescribed anti-depressants, as well as anxiolytics to help ease some of his obsessive tendencies.
While Jan has seen marked improvement, she is concerned that Todd may eventually slip back
into his old habits.



Case #3
Karen is a single woman in her early 30s. Her mother, Andrea, abandoned her as an infant, leaving
another family member to raise her. In young adulthood, Karen reestablished contact with her
biological mother. Andrea now phones her daughter frequently. Few of these conversations are
pleasant, however. Andrea often belittles Karen, telling her she is worthless and defective. Once,
when Karen told her mother that she could not talk any longer, Andrea called her “a horrible
daughter,” saying, “I wish I’d never had you.” Karen is deeply hurt by these statements, but doesn't
know what to do. “My pastor says I should respect my mother,” she explains. “If I told her she
couldn’t call me anymore, that would be a sin.” But Karen recognizes that something has to
change. The constant verbal assaults have begun to take a toll on her health, leading to sleeplessness and bouts of depression.
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RECONCILIATION STATION

Protection

Prayer

In dealing with conflicts and disputes,
what steps can we take to protect
ourselves from further injury, even as
we work toward reconciliation?

In what ways does prayer help us
assess relationships for what they are
and take steps to repair them?

Restitution

Spiritual Transformation

When we hurt someone, how can we “make
it up” to them? Do flowers and apology
letters work? Is it appropriate to offer to
pay for damages?

From what you have learned about
Jacob, what signs of spiritual immaturity
do you see in him? Do you think the
divine wrestling match changed Jacob
immediately, or was it just one road
marker in a lifelong journey? Explain.
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REACHING FORGIVENESS
R: Recall the hurt in a more objective or compassionate way
Try to look at the offense with fresh eyes. Consider discussing the
event with a counselor or friend who is willing to ask tough
questions. In a clinical study, researchers read a story to different
people. Some were told to imagine that they were the offender in
the story. Others were told to imagine being the one who was hurt.
The two groups remembered different details of the story. Those
told to imagine being the offender, for example, were much more
likely to remember that the offender apologized and the other
person said they were OK. In contrast, the other group was much
more likely to remember the pain itself.
E: Empathize with the person who hurt you
Mentally try to walk in the offender’s shoes. What sort of life does he or she have? What is the nature of
culture, personality, background, and childhood? Does the offender suffer from addiction, mental illness, or
other limitations? Try to revisit the offense, this time imagining what the offender was thinking and feeling
when you were hurt. Replacing “negative” emotions like anger and anxiety with “positive” emotions such as
empathy, sympathy, or love (Mt 5:43-48) is pivotal in transforming our experience of anger and hurt.
A: Give an Altruistic gift of forgiveness
Authentic forgiveness is offered purely as a gift. Make a conscious decision to forgive. Don’t forgive to try to
get something out of it: just forgive. Forgiveness, incidentally, is not to be confused with reconciliation or
trust. Forgiveness can be a unilateral act. It is possible to forgive someone without ever telling them—or to
forgive even if the other person is dead. But it is not always wise to extend trust again too soon to the person
who has hurt you.
C: Commit to the emotional forgiveness that was experienced
Consider writing a letter (but just for yourself, not actually to send) to the offender, telling him that you have
forgiven him and that you no longer have any desire to make him suffer in return. Or, consider making a
certificate for yourself saying that on such-and-such day, you experienced forgiveness and that ___% of your
negative emotions toward the person had been replaced with positive emotions. Sign the letter and keep it
in a file.
H: Hold on to forgiveness when doubts arise
When we later see the person whom we have forgiven or encounter something that brings the situation to
mind, we may notice old, negative emotions suddenly arising again. This is a natural, automatic response. It
does not mean that you have not forgiven. Remind yourself that you have made a decision to forgive. Then,
gradually work on transforming your immediate reaction should you see the person again. (From a psychological perspective, this process is similar to desensitization from a phobia.)
Source: Everett L. Worthington Jr., Forgiveness and Reconciliation: Theory and Application (New York: Routledge, 2006)
169–186.
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