
Sticky Issues in the Jacob-Esau Narrative 
 
God said beforehand that the older would serve the younger. What is the relationship between our distinct 
human person, with will and choices, and God’s sovereign and all-knowing bigger plan?  

Paul’s Statements in Romans 9 The situation The argument It is NOT saying… 
 But it is not as though the word of God 
has failed. For not all who are 
descended from Israel belong to 
Israel, 7 and not all are children of 
Abraham because they are his offspring, 
but “Through Isaac shall your offspring 
be named.” 8 This means that it is not 
the children of the flesh who are the 
children of God, but the children of the 
promise are counted as offspring. 9 For 
this is what the promise said: “About 
this time next year I will return, and 
Sarah shall have a son.”  

The Jews were claiming they were 
in God’s kingdom on the basis of 
their birth—they were descendants 
of Abraham and had the sign of the 
covenant (circumcision). 
Ishmael could have claimed that he 
was a son of Abraham and had the 
sign of circumcision, but he was 
NOT the son of promise…Isaac was. 

Believing/receiving God’s 
promises makes you a 
true “child of Abraham” 
more than if you are 
related by blood. 
This means both Jews 
AND Gentiles have 
access to being true 
“children of Abraham” if 
they lay hold of the 
promises of God.  

 “God acts on a whim 
and there’s no response 
a person can make to 
what God decides.” 
(fatalism)  
“If you are a blood 
descendant of Ishmael 
it’s too bad for you 
because you are 
excluded from God’s 
covenant.” 
 

10 And not only so, but also when 
Rebekah had conceived children by one 
man, our forefather Isaac, 11 though they 
were not yet born and had done nothing 
either good or bad—in order that God's 
purpose of election might continue, not 
because of works but because of him 
who calls— 12 she was told, “The older 
will serve the younger.”  

The Pharisees were claiming they 
were in God’s kingdom on the basis 
of their “good works.” It’s NOT your 
goodness that gives you the 
inheritance: 
 “Know, then, it is not because of your 
righteousness that the Lord your God is 
giving you this land to possess, for you 
are a stubborn people.” Deut. 9:4- 6 

God gave Abraham’s 
blessing to Jacob and not 
Esau because it was His 
to give as a gift—there 
was no boasting Jacob 
could do to say he had 
earned or deserved it.  

“It doesn’t matter if you 
want to repent and 
believe in Jesus. If God 
hasn’t chosen you, too 
bad.”  
“There’s no response 
you can make to God’s 
gift of salvation.”  

13 As it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau 
I hated.” 
 

Malachi 1 Life was hard for the 
exiles that had returned to the land.  
It seemed God was against them 
and that they had nothing but 

It was Isaac’s intention to 
give away all the good 
things to Esau, but God 
had chosen to give 

 
 
 



13 As it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau 
I hated.” (continued) 

desolation.  When God said He 
loved them, they didn’t believe it. 
The blessing that Jacob got from 
Isaac was the “fatness of the land” 
and that nations would bow down 
to him.  Esau’s blessing from Isaac 
was “Away from the fertility of the 
earth shall be your dwelling.” 

Abraham’s inheritance to 
Jacob.  In the end, it was 
God’s intentions, not 
Isaac’s that prevailed.  
God also chose to give 
the inheritance to ALL 
who are in Jesus, both 
Jew and Gentile.  

“God acts on a whim 
and there’s no response 
a person can make to 
what God decides.” 
(fatalism)  
“If you are a blood 
descendant of Esau it’s 
too bad for you because 
God hates you.” 

 
Author of Hebrews 12 The situation The argument It is NOT saying… 
Therefore lift your drooping hands 
and strengthen your weak 
knees, and make straight paths for 
your feet, so that what is lame may not 
be put out of joint but rather be 
healed. Strive for peace with 
everyone, and for the holiness without 
which no one will see the Lord. See to 
it that no one fails to obtain the grace 
of God; that no “root of bitterness” 
springs up (see Deuteronomy 29:18) 
and causes trouble, and by it many 
become defiled; that no one is sexually 
immoral or unholy like Esau, who sold 
his birthright for a single meal.  For you 
know that afterward, when he desired 
to inherit the blessing, he was 
rejected, for he found no chance to 
repent, though he sought it with tears. 

Those who had claimed they had 
believed in Jesus had experienced 
difficulties and were turning back 
to the lifestyle of the world by 
living for their own pleasures: 
immorality and for what they 
could get. “I can live my life 
according to my own pleasures 
and nothing bad will happen 
later.” It’s describing the 
professing “believer” who doesn’t 
avoid sin…they enjoy it! And they 
don’t consider anything eternal or 
that there are any consequences 
later for the ungodly way they are 
living now. 

Standing before God at 
the judgment will be too 
late to repent of a 
worldly life and live the 
way God intended you to 
live.  AND…living holy 
lives now, even though it 
might have trials, will pay 
off later.  
 
You’ve been “set apart” 
to live God’s way…so 
even though it is really 
hard, be strengthened to 
live that way and not 
quit.  

If you struggle with a sin 
as a believer you are 
like Esau.  
If it’s difficult to fight 
temptations of 
worldliness then you 
have sold out like Esau. 
“You might as well call it 
quits because there’s 
nothing you can do 
about it and all is lost.” 
(That is a lie from Satan 
to discourage the 
believer and lead them 
into a destructive path)  

 


