THE ACCOUNT OF ABRAHAM’S SON ISAAC (Part 1)

Genesis 25:19-28:9

Key verse: 26:3

“Stay in the land for a while, and I will be with you and will bless you.

For to you and your descendants I will give all these lands

and will confirm the oath I swore to your father Abraham.”


Isaac’s account is a long stretch, from 25:19-35:29, and up to 28:9 the story is spoken of with Isaac as the central figure, while the rest of it is about Jacob up to his return to Isaac. So is divided our study. One fleeting thought before we begin Isaac’s account. By now every reader learns that the author has a different understanding of life. According to the author, my life is counted by God in view of what happens in my children. This is what God teaches us who misunderstand the truth of individualism as self-centeredness. Who among us knows that his or her children’s lives are their own lives? To stretch this thought a bit further, who among us have considered that what is happening in God’s people related to him or her is counted by God as his or her own account? Of course we are not talking about the obsessive compulsory intuition for survival. What I mean is this. There is no “usefulness” of the account by itself. There is none for that inquiry. We are talking about the grace of God who has made our life a place for the revelation of his glory that we may be united with him by the help. We should know that our account has been written down and we may find what the content is as we see those who are related to us in the gospel. 


In order to find a direction of how to approach Isaac’s account or what to learn, we need to have an overview of the last account and Jacob’s account. Then we might gain perspective. Out of the many things we learned in the last account, we can say that we saw the grace of the LORD who gave us the Covenant. Abraham, the main figure of the account, was virtually lifted up by the LORD to be established on the covenant. Remember what the LORD did in the calling (12:1-3), in the creation of faith in a mere man Abram to trust God (15:6), and in making Abram Abraham even before the man was aware of it (17:5).As we follow Abraham’s experience we gain the perspective that we are on the flight of the ongoing Covenant work. In Jacob’s account we will learn the hope of God on the horizon. In Isaac’s account we learn the key to enter the Covenant. Yes, we all are carried by God on his wings since Christ Jesus shed his blood for us all. But those who learn faith will be lifted to heaven while those who do not learn faith may fall to the ground. If someone says he doesn’t care because eventually he will be saved, there is no comment on that. I am fearful of the tumbling experience. I can’t even imagine the possibility.


All the characters in this account had to learn faith. They learn the hard way to acknowledge that they had to receive the covenant inheritance by faith, as a gift from God, not by the favor of a parent or by stratagem from their side. Isaac learns that God’s choices are best because they are made in God’s infinite wisdom. Jacob and Rebekah learn that their own ways are stupid and even wicked because they seek to “manage” the all-wise God. Jacob’s sons learn that hatred can destroy them all and waste their hopes.  Esau wouldn’t learn anything, but be included because of Isaac’s faith.

* Abraham’s son Isaac (25:19-23)


In 25:19 we note that Isaac is identified as Abraham’s son. He is the only one among the three, Abraham, Jacob and him, including Noah and Adam or Seth, Shem who is identified in relation to his father. Even Esau is identified independently. Not only that, Isaac’s story is mainly about Jacob, and so he is understood only in relation to Jacob. His own story is very short, basically just two chapters. What could be Isaac’s significance from the perspective of the content of his account? The fact that his account begins with him being Abraham’s son and ends with the story of Jacob’s return to him gives us an understanding that he is the link. Without him there is no establishment of the covenant that is identified as the covenant of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob. In fact in 25:19b, which seems like a redundancy, we get the impression that Abraham was honored by becoming the father of Isaac. The reference to Abraham as Isaac’s father declares that Isaac is now the head of the redemptive family, that by God’s election.


Isaac married when he was forty years old. He soon found that his wife was barren. So he prayed on behalf of his wife and the LORD answered his prayer. The repetition of barrenness in Rebekah just as it was in Sarah was God’s design. Now when Jacob and Esau were born everyone knew that the covenant heir was God given. For twenty years Isaac had to learn what it means that God would continue his covenant work through his descendants. Combined with the prophecy of election of Jacob over his brother there was left no room for a mistaken understanding of the flow of redemptive work. Isaac could see that no human element is allowed to get in it. He would still have to learn it for few more decades until Jacob returned from Paddan Aram with the God given testimony that he would be Israel, God’s chosen nation (35:27). Isaac still had the right to name his heir and therefore could change it back to Esau. But by the time of his death Isaac was assured of God’s will to choose Jacob. He was relieved from confusion and he could die in peace.


Rebekah herself was not so sure if she wanted to have children. She was burdened with her abdominal pain because the twin kicked around in her as they began to fight when they were still in their mother. She had no room to think of covenant or redemption. If she could, that had to come from God. She prayed because she did not know why the boys jostled each other within her. The LORD answered her with a prophecy. He said, “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated; one people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger” (25:23).


The choice of God fell on Jacob. The election was impartial because the choice was made before the twins were born in order that the purpose of God’s election might stand (Ro 9:11), “not by works, but by him who calls.” In some ways Jacob was less worthy than Esau! Esau at least was a man. Jacob was a deceiver. So his election all the more testified to God’s glory to let us know that the LORD is revealed in the choice of Jacob. If anyone asks who the LORD is, for example, we can say he is the One who chose Jacob.


God’s choosing of Jacob is attacked by many on the grounds that for the redemptive inheritance to be confined to one family is incredible and ridiculous. But this had been the way of God even before his calling of Abraham. If it is God’s way, what can we learn rather than brushing aside all the reasonable questions with simplistic determinism, which is actually thoughtlessness? We learn from Paul in Romans 9-11 that God’s election is the invitation into the school of learning faith. When a chosen one never learns faith he never joins God though his calling remains. Such is the case of Israel. That is the point of Paul’s argument that those who live by faith are the elect. God’s doesn’t give away a winning ticket with which we can be sure of our redemption. He remains the sole and only assurance of our redemption, and that is what Jacob was invited to learn so that he could be a witness of the truth of our redemption to his descendants in a physical sense as well as of faith. We are not called to have a free meal in heaven. We are called to walk the way of the cross, and that is the particular mark of those who have a redemptive note. That is what we see in the lives of these patriarchs which are marked with sufferings, the cost they paid to learn faith which is more precious than gold.

* Jacob and Esau (25:24-34)


In 25:24-34 is the story of the birth of Jacob and Esau and the famous story of Esau selling his birthright and Jacob outmaneuvering his brother. How did Esau sell his birthright to Jacob? He was hungry and so he sold it for a bowl of stew. But we may wonder what the importance of the birthright is. What is the birthright anyway? Did Jacob get the birthright by his own device? Should we, therefore, get God’s blessing by any means? There has been the rationalization of Jacob’s attitude in Christian circles for a long time. The approval of Jacob’s attitude, if not of commendation, is coupled with the quotation of Jesus’ teaching that the kingdom of God is for those who attack it to get it. This go-getter attitude is a matter of debate. There is one thing we should remember or two things to consider in the thought, though. Jacob did not become the heir because he bought the birthright from Esau. He became the heir by God’s election. He even cheated his father in chapter 27. But he was not blessed because he stole it from Esau. He rather suffered as a consequence. Yes, he was blessed to be the father of the nation of Israel. But wasn’t  it only by the grace of God? Am I discouraging people that they may become passive? We are talking too much about human character. We should remember that despite the difference in their characters Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and the twelve sons of Israel all became the heirs of God’s covenant work. Don’t worry you who are shy and cautious. Do not misunderstand, you who are aggressive. Trust God in faith. By God’s grace Jacob became the heir of the covenant blessing.

What is the importance of the birthright? It was an inheritance right. Then why did Esau take the inheritance right lightly? Some suggest that the family lost much of their goods and cattle and so the birthright did not amount to much. But Esau’s reply in 25:32 suggests that there was still something indeed. This means Esau’s problem was that he didn’t care about tomorrow. He had no vision. He lived like an animal according to his sensuality. In Hebrews 12:16 is explained that Esau was sold out for sensuality. But we are not talking about whether everybody should live like medieval catholic monks or nuns. No. We are talking about Esau’s despising the blessing which God had promised to Abraham and his descendants. The family had known that what the LORD had promised to Abraham was their unique property. The one who had the birthright would be the heir of the spiritual property as well as the material. The LORD promised Abraham that all peoples on earth would be blessed through him (12:3). The LORD promised that Abraham would be the father of many nations (17:21). The LORD promised Abraham that through his offspring, who knows what the offspring meant or was or when the offspring would come, all nations would be blessed (22:17). There is such a thing as intellectual property. Likewise there is such a thing as God’s covenant. The one who is given the birthright would inherit them. In other words Jacob had a so-called spiritual ambition, and Esau had no regard for it. Though Jacob did not get the covenant inheritance because he fooled his brother, the LORD did honor Jacob.

* Isaac’s learning in Gerar (26:1-35)


Isaac had traveled from the well Beer Lahai Roi (25:11), west of Kadesh, northeastward to Gerar in search of means to sustain his family. Obviously he did not find sufficient security with what he found in Gerar and so intended to move down to Egypt. We do not know why Isaac traveled north first if he wanted to go down to Egypt eventually. We don’t have a definite answer. One obvious thing is that Isaac wandered around the land and he had no other choice in order to survive, himself and his family. We like to use the fancy word “sojourn” to illustrate the life of the early Patriarchs but they were virtually wanderers in the land. They did not know where to turn to. It is similar to the attitude of many Korean missionaries here. They like to identify themselves as missionaries rather than immigrants. General Jason went to Portland, Oregon because he got a job there and Tony Tsai moved to Europe because he accepted the position to be the director of the region. But we say they went there to pioneer the place. Likewise we want to understand Isaac’s wandering as pilgrimage.


That is why it is significant that the LORD stopped Isaac in Gerar. What almost amuses us is that the LORD did not restrict Abraham that way. As we know Abraham was rather an outgoing character, even a general while Isaac had more of a thoughtful nature and the LORD put the burden to set foot in the land on the passive person. The significance increases as we consider the situation of the land. More than sixty years had passed since the earlier famine in Abraham’s time. So this Abimelech could have been a different king from the one who made a treaty with Abraham. But even if the king was the same person, the times were not the same. Perhaps at that time many other refugees poured into Gerar to escape the famine other than Isaac. We notice in the hostile attitude of the native people that the influx of the refugees was taken as a potential threat to their own survival. The animosity of the native people toward Isaac indicates that the water shortage was felt in the land and the economy wasn’t good. Why did the LORD want Isaac to stay in the land where the resources were not enough and the people were hostile to him? Why did he give a hard time to his chosen and to the people for whom he had chosen his covenant servants?


The LORD wanted to build up Isaac’s faith that the LORD is with him and that the LORD would bless him. In other words the LORD wanted to build up the faith to trust the LORD. As we know the land was occupied by the Kenites, Kennizzites, Kadmonites, Hittes, Perizzites, Amorites, Caananites, and many more numerous tribes (13:14-17; 15:10-21). As he met them on the road and in everyday encounter Isaac had to admit that reality was different from what he believed. As we learn in this chapter the challenge was more than the doubtful felling Isaac might have felt inside. He was threatened against his own survival not to mention about future. The threat was real and physical and violent. May be Isaac could have stayed there no matter what with determination, with the live or die spirit. But how could his children grow there? How can a seed of faith in the covenant develop in them with all that was going on? In that soil, at best they could grow crooked, violent and rebellious, and be sarcastic toward the covenant believing life of their parents and of their grandfather Abraham. Abraham could have lived with them until the two boys became 15 years old, and perhaps he saw the early sign of their crookedness when Esau sold the birthright for a bowl of rentals soup and when Jacob stole the birthright as if he could inherit the promise of God by his cleverness. Isaac’s anxiety came true when his older son married two native girls. As we consider all these negative factors we are startled with the beauty of the profound wisdom of the LORD who in that one and only way built the faith in Isaac to inherit the land. By faith which was built in him through the life in Gerar Isaac received the land as his inheritance forever. The land was a small thing. Isaac received the LORD as his inheritance by the faith which was built through the life staying in Gerar against all the odds, which were sometimes even ridiculous. 


But we are talking about theory. We need to examine his life in Gerar to know what we are talking about. How was his life in Gerar? What did he really learn there? How did he learn it? He learned that he inherits the covenant and its promise by the LORD himself not by his fear driven tactic. He went to Abimelech because of fear. Then he lied about his wife to protect himself and his wife from the danger of losing life. He soon discovered that Abimelech and the people there were conscious of the sin of adultery. Though the law against adultery was given later times (Ex 20:14), yet it was in the consciousness of men from the beginning (Matt 19:8). The LORD had written the requirement of the law on their hearts (Ro 2:15). Only Isaac was ignorant of that and the ignorance was due to the lack of trust of the LORD.


What did the LORD teach Isaac as he stayed in Gerar against all odds? He did his best and in fact did very well in all the ordeals. Obviously he became powerful and wealthy enough to make the Philistines envy him (26:14-14). That means he had strength to take over Abimelech’s reign by militaristic means. He moved away when the suspicious king Abimelch didn’t want to co-habit in the land. He just stated his remarks every time the servants of Abimelech took over the wells his people dug and filled up the wells his father Abraham had dug long time ago, therefore he had right to water his herds from the wells. He waited for the LORD. But enough was enough. He was so fed up with the pressure that one day he went up to Beer-sheba, perhaps to a mountain to be alone. Let’s read 26:24.That night the LORD appeared to him and said, “I am the God of your father Abraham. Do not be afraid, for I am with you; I will bless you and will increase the number of your descendants for the sake of my servant Abraham.”


Two things are noteworthy in the revelation. Isaac was afraid that if and how his descendants would increase in numbers in such a hostile environment. As we observed he saw rather a discouraging sign in Esau and in Jacob that his children were not growing in faith. Esau behaved more like Canaanites than a covenant child, and eventually married a Canaanite, even two. To him the LORD reminded that the covenant was God’s own responsibility. He spoke to Isaac that Abraham was his servant before he was Isaac’s father and therefore the increase of the covenant descendants was God’s own business before it was the assignment on the family of Abraham and of Isaac. As is common to all the devoted people Isaac perhaps forgot that he was a mere servant or perhaps lived with the delusion crept into his subconscious that the covenant work was his own and that responsibility is his own as well. The LORD made the confusion clear. 26:25 tells us that Isaac listened to the LORD very well. It says, “Isaac built an altar there and called on the name of the LORD. There he pitched his tent, and there his servants dug a well.” He kept on going, now being strengthened with the rest in God.


When Isaac woke up to the LORD and surrender in trust, he could see God’s sign. This time the sign came to him through Abimelech. The king came with Ahuzzah his personal adviser and Phicol the commander of his forces to ask for a peace treaty with Isaac. He was afraid of the LORD who had been with Isaac. Of course the sign had been plenty. For example Isaac became rich in the land of limited resources and he became powerful in the land where he had to play underdog. But the king did not regard Isaac with respect or yield to the obvious signs to believe in the LORD. Now the king came unexpectedly and Isaac saw God’s mighty hand stretched out to guide his servant and his household. To encourage his servant the LORD provided plenty of water in the place where Isaac made a treaty with Abimelech. 25:33 says Isaac called the place where he made a treaty Shiba, which means oath or seven, according to footnote. The oath was a very special one for Isaac. It was the sign of God by which the patriarch could foresee the coming city of God in his mind and be assured of it. As we read it in 26:34,35 he still had pain in his life. He was grieved over Esau’s conduct. Probably Esau was a thorn to his conscience. We know in the reading of the prophets that Edom would be called back and become the LORD’s own someday as God’s covenant people (Obadiah 21). But Isaac couldn’t see it yet. As we learn from the next chapters Isaac would progress to hope God himself, however, as is seen indirectly in 35:29 in the word “full.” By then he would understand that it was not by his offspring but rather by the LORD himself that the covenant work would come to fruition. He would understand that the covenant hope actually meant desiring God and to have him being untied with him. He would reach to the full satisfaction, and he himself would become a Beer-sheba to bring the full and complete satisfaction to his posterity who would be called into the covenant.

* Jacob get’s Isaac’s blessing (27:1-28:9)


In 27:1-29 Jacob deceives his father to get the blessing. Rebekah his mother helped him and encouraged the son to get the blessing risking the curse on the deception. There have been debates on this matter and we are not going to waste time on the ethical issue. I wonder, however, if this story of deception had been misquoted to justify the pragmatic rationalization of evil that the end justifies the means. The surpassing nature of the covenant doesn’t justify the deception. As we thought about it in the story of the birthright Jacob is not going to be blessed because he stole Isaac’s blessing. Then, what was the value of Isaac’s blessing? What was the blessing that Isaac was so serious about it and so did Esau and Jacob and Rebekah? The blessing is stated in 27:27-29. At first we do not get it why the blessing was taken so seriously. The best answer can be that Isaac’s blessing is to be taken as a “solemn disposal of his property made in the approved fashion of his time and social group” (Steigers/ Speiser). If we want to take a close example in our ministry it can be compared with the ambition of many missionaries and shepherd to become a director of an independent ministry.


In the rest of this passage we can learn that the author himself is not interested in the blessing itself. He rather tells us how the LORD led Jacob in the natural development of consequence of the taking the blessing by deception. As soon as Jacob left Isaac Esau came in discovered what had happened. He was so angry with Jacob that he swore to himself to kill his brother. Obviously he spoke of the intention and the parents heard about it. Think about a family where the brothers hated each other to the point of contemplating murder. That is unimaginable and yet that was happening in the supposedly God’s covenant family! It is the reminder that deception took off in the Garden of Eden. Can we comfort ourselves because the LORD somehow turned everything into good result? That is an attitude of taking the blood of Jesus as a disposable. We are rather in awe because the LORD involved himself in this horrible mess caused by Jacob’s deception and Rebekah’s “management” of the family to obey God’s revelation to her against Isaac’s “management” of God’s blessing by his favoritism.


Now the danger of Esau’s hatred to kill Jacob was so intense that Rebekah decided to send Jacob away to Laban, her brother in Paddan Aram. She also had an intention to help Jacob’s marriage. By this time Jacob was 77 years old, (We can get that number as we calculate from 47:9, 45:11, 41:26-27, 41:46, 30:22 and 29:18,27. which informs us of the 53 years’ lapse before he arrived to Egypt at the age 130.) and yet didn’t marry. Perhaps it was because his parents didn’t want him to marry a Hittite woman or a Canaanite woman as did Esau.


28:1-4 say, “So Isaac called for Jacob and blessed him and commanded him: ‘Do not marry a Canaanite woman. Go at one to Paddan Aram, to the house of your mother’s father Bethuel. Take a wife for your self there, from among the daughters of Laba, your mother’s brother. May God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful and increase your numbers until you beomce a community of people. May he give you and your descendants the blessing given to Abraham, so that you may take possession of the land where you now live as an alien, the land God gave to Abraham.”


We notice few things in Isaac’s words which show us his progress in the understanding of God’s covenant work entrusted to him. The words God Almighty is the translation of El Shaddai as we learn it in the footnote. We may not know the subtle nuance between El Shaddai and Elohyim which is used at the end. But we may sense that Isaac was calling God is the Almighty in a very personal sense with much care of his son in mind. In other words we note his total surrender to the LORD. We also notice that he is speaking of Jacob’s descendants as if his son is another independent person from him. He speaks of Jacob as a covenant bearer of and in the LORD not as his kid. We are marveled at the LORD’s infinite wisdom and his immeasurable kindness to bear the weakness of Isaac, Rebekah and of Jacob including Esau on himself and reveals his testimony shine forth. No one can deny that it was not by human will, or desire or scheme or stratagem, manipulation or whatever human device that the covenant history flows down. No one can deny by now that the Bible testifies to us God is marching on. Fear him! In 28:6-9 we are again comforted at witnessing the LORD’s presence. Esau in his own cleverness married a daughter of Ishmael in addition to the wives he already had. He had a very simple motive. He wanted to please his parents. He had no idea or care about God. But the LORD was marching on to snatch him up from his stupidity and make his descendants to be the LORD’s.

