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Genesis 25 and 26 
July 25, 2021 

 
1) Genesis 25:1-6 – Abraham Marries Again 

 
a) Verse 1 speaks of Abraham’s marriage to Keturah while verse 6 speaks of a 

concubine. After the death of Sarah, when he was 137 and before his death 
at 175, Abraham becomes the father of 6 more sons, listed by name in verse 
2. Brueggemann suggests these 6 verses are inserted to emphasize the 
continued strength and vitality of the patriarch. 
 

b) The 6 sons that are listed are ancestors of nomadic tribes that we meet later 
in other Old Testament passages. The most prominent is Midian. The writers 
provide little detail concerning these descendants other than to say they were 
given gifts and sent away toward the east, that is, toward the Arabian desert. 
In contrast we are told “Abraham gave all he had to Isaac.” 
 

2) Genesis 25 7-18 – The Death of Abraham and the Descendants of Ishmael 
 
a) Abraham dies at the age of 175. It was a good death of “an old man and full 

of years” who died with his family gathered around him. He was buried in 
the cave he had selected for himself and Sarah. Ishmael and Isaac appear 
together at the burial of their father. Again, the blessing of God passes to the 
younger of the brothers, Isaac. 
 

b) In verses 12-18 the 12 sons of Ishmael are listed to emphasize that the 
promise of God given in Genesis 17:10 has been fulfilled. The names are 
congruent with both biblical and Near Eastern texts referring to tribes and 
cities in the region. 
 

3) Genesis 25:19-34 – The Rivalry of Esau and Jacob 
 
a) Genesis 25:19-20 provides the dates, names and setting for the stories that 

will follow. The reference to Aramaean emphasizes the home country of 
Abraham. Genesis 25:21 tells how the issue of barrenness recurs with 
Rebecca. According to verse 26 the couple was childless for 20 years before 
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the birth of Esau and Jacob. This verse tells us that the problem was solved 
by the ardent prayers of Isaac (along with other obvious causes). 
 

b) Genesis 25:22-26 
 
i) Consistent with other Near Eastern stories, movement of children within 

the womb foreshadows later events in life. In this case, the fighting of the 
twins Rebecca is carrying seems so violent she prays to the Lord. The 
divine response comes in verse 23: “2 nations are in your womb, and 2 
peoples born of you shall be divided; the one shall be stronger than the 
other, the elder shall serve the younger.” Fighting will continue for these 
brothers throughout their lives. Not only that, normal expectations will be 
reversed. The older and stronger son will be subordinate to the younger 
and weaker child. 
 

ii) When the twins are born, the older one has reddish skin and hair and is 
named Esau. Red is “admoni” in Hebrew akin to the region of Edom 
known for its red sandstone as seen in the city of Petra. The 2nd son was 
born grasping his brother’s heel and is named Jacob. The Hebrew word 
for heel is “aqeb,” sounding very much like Jacob. From the moment of 
birth, Jacob is trying to supplant or hold back his older brother. 

 
iii) The “J” writer or Yahwist is writing at a time when Israel and the land of 

Edom are at war. David subdued the people of Edom and God blessed the 
people of Israel in that conquest. This story argues that Jacob’s superior 
role was recognized by God prior to birth and not just the result of sibling 
trickery. As with Isaac so with Jacob, God shows preference for the 2nd 
born. It may not seem fair, and it may not seem just, but the J writer 
doesn’t stop to justify the choice, he just proceeds with the story. 

 
c) Genesis 25:27-28 

 
i) Sibling rivalry explains occupation, location, and personal traits. Esau 

(Edom) is a skilled hunter living in the fields. Jacob (Israel) lives a quiet 
and sedentary life more like the life of a shepherd or farmer. This is like 
the relationship of Cain and Abel. 
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ii) Isaac dearly loved Esau because of his success as a hunter. Rebecca 
dearly loved Jacob who stayed closer to home. This may not be the best 
guide to parenting, but Isaac and Rebekah clearly chose their favorite 
child. Rebecca plays the central role when she chooses God’s elect. 
 

d) Genesis 25:29-34 – Esau Sells His Birthright 
 
i) In these verses the primacy of Jacob announced by God in verse 23 now 

becomes legally valid. Sibley Towner states it in remarkably simple 
terms: “Jacob pulls a con job.” The actions of Esau to sell his birthright 
for a bowl of pottage has become the proverbial example of 
shortsightedness. In this instance Esau is so famished he is willing to 
trade his entire future for some red lentil stew. Walter Brueggemann 
emphasizes that the term “pottage” is a play on words and occurs only 
this 1 time in the Bible. It translates a Hebrew word that is the same as 
the adjective for red and similar to the term Edom. The writers are saying 
that Esau and the Edomites are destined for no more than pottage. 
 

ii) In this story Esau is the tired and hungry hunter while Jacob is the calm 
homebody who is cooking a meal. When Esau came from the field he 
was desperate for something to eat. Jacob was glad to oblige with a warm 
bowl of stew if only Esau would sell him his birthright. The birthright for 
the older son would mean a double blessing – two thirds of their father’s 
estate. Esau agrees to throw it all away, if only he can have a good meal. 
The chapter ends with the tragic words, “Esau despised his birthright.” 
The brothers bargain with one another as if they can decide the issue of 
sibling priority and the right of inheritance. Brueggemann comments, 
“They discuss as though none were involved except the 2 of them. What 
they do not know… is that their bargaining works to implement the 
purposes of God.” 

 
4) Genesis 26:1-11 – A Retelling of Patriarchal Stories 

 
a) This chapter repeats several earlier stories told of Abraham and Isaac. Sibley 

Towner argues that the repetition shows that Isaac is a transitional figure 
between the greater father, Abraham, and the greater son, Jacob. The Isaac 
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tradition is shorter than the others and borrows heavily from the others. Just 
like Abraham in Genesis 12, Isaac and his family suffer from a famine. 
 

b) Just like Abraham in Genesis 20-21, Isaac finds refuge in the land of Gerar 
where Abimelech was king. The Lord appears to Isaac and tells him to stay 
in this land as an alien. Then the Lord repeats the promises just as they were 
given to Abraham in Genesis 22:17-18: “I will make your offspring as 
numerous as the stars of heaven, and will give to your offspring all these 
lands; and all the nations of the earth shall gain blessing for themselves 
through your offspring.” 
 

c) In verses 6-11 we hear for a third time the story where a patriarch tries to 
pass off his wife as his sister. This time it is told with little scandal. The 
problem is the same – a Hebrew alien feels vulnerable because he is married 
to a beautiful woman. In this version Isaac is the only one who literally lays 
a hand on Rebecca. In this retelling Abimelech is more righteous than 
Pharaoh and he quickly realizes the deceit of Isaac without any divine 
intervention. The King summons Isaac and scolds him for trying to pass off 
Rebecca as his sister. Abimelech warns the people of his kingdom not to 
touch Isaac or his wife or else they will die. 
 

5) Genesis 26:12-25 – The Growing Wealth of Isaac 
 
a) Like the Abraham story in Genesis 12, the wealth of Isaac dramatically 

increases through his farming and flocks. As stated in verse 13, “he 
prospered more and more until he became very wealthy.” He became so rich 
that the natives of the area became jealous. As a result, Abimelech asked 
him to leave because “you have become too powerful for us.” 
 

b) When Isaac departs he does not travel a great distance but settles on some 
farmland outside of the city of Gerar. The parallels continue as Isaac’s 
family reopens the same wells dug by Abraham and filled in by the 
Philistines. The names of the wells are explained in verses 18-22. 
 

c) Finally, we are told that Isaac moves to Beer-Sheba where the Lord appeared 
to him and blessed him promising to “make your offspring numerous for my 
servant Abraham’s sake.” In this account for the 1st time the Lord uses the 
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title “the God of your father Abraham.” Following this encounter Isaac built 
an altar as well as dug a well, making it a place of pilgrimage. 
 

6) Genesis 26:26-33 – The Covenant of Isaac and Abimelech 
 
a) These verses are largely a retelling of the peace agreement described in 

Genesis 21:22-34. However, there is one significant difference concerning 
the meaning of the name Beer-Sheba. Now, the meaning is tied to the oath 
that is taken by Isaac and Abimelech to live in peace with one another. 
 

b) Abimelech, with his advisor and military commander, travels to meet with 
Isaac telling him, “We see plainly that the Lord has been with you.” The 
King requests that they make a peace treaty promising not to harm each 
other and to live together in peace. In celebration of their joint agreement 
Isaac prepares a feast and they celebrate. As if to emphasize the importance 
of this agreement, Isaac’s servants come to tell him the next morning, we 
have dug a well and found water. 
 

c) Genesis 26:34-35 – The Wives of Esau: Esau married Hittite (meaning 
Canaanite) wives without the approval of his parents. That is a major 
problem for the writers of this story. The disapproval of the parents will 
motivate Esau in chapter 28 to find a more acceptable wife, and it will mean 
that Jacob in chapter 28 will return to the land of his ancestors to seek a 
mate.  
 

 
Questions for Reflection 
 
1.In John Calvin’s Genesis commentary, he strongly objects to Abraham’s 
remarriage following the death of Sarah. Were you aware of this 3rd wife for 
Abraham and of his 6 additional children? Does that change your assessment of 
Abraham in any way? 
 
2.Many of the stories written about Isaac are a repetition of previous events in the 
life of his father, Abraham. Do you think the same events happened to both men? 
Or do you think the writers simply copied earlier stories? 
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3.The writers of chapter 26 use Esau as a stand-in for the people of Edom, Israel’s 
defeated enemy. Esau comes across in the stories as a shortsighted if not dimwitted 
person. How much of the character of Esau is colored by the politics at the time of 
this writing? How much is Esau’s depiction in these verses a true picture of the 
man? 
 
4.If Esau comes across poorly in this story, how do you evaluate the character of 
Jacob? He seems combative, aggressive, and deceptive, yet he is God’s chosen 
pathway for divine blessing. What does that say about God’s preferences here and 
elsewhere in Scripture for troublemakers and rule breakers? 
 
5. How do you evaluate the parenting skills of Isaac and Rebekah? 
 


