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Can the Status of “First-Born” be Sold? 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat  Toldot 5774 

 

According to the Tora, when Eisav and Yaakov reached puberty, their distinct personal 

qualities and predilections became clear to all. 

 

Beraishit 25:27 

And the boys grew; and Eisav was a cunning hunter, a man of the field; and 

Yaakov was a quiet man, dwelling in tents.  

 

Immediately following this general pronouncement concerning the twins’ preferences, 

an anecdote is recorded that portends the stormy relationship between these two brothers 

throughout their lives: 

 

Ibid. 29-34 

And Yaakov sod pottage; and EIsav came in from the field, and he was faint. And 

Eisav said to Yaakov: 'Let me swallow, I pray thee, some of this red, red pottage; 

for I am faint.' Therefore was his name called Edom. And Yaakov said: 'Sell me 

first thy birthright.' And Eisav said: 'Behold, I am at the point to die; and what 

profit shall the birthright do to me?' And Yaakov said: 'Swear to me first'; and he 

swore unto him; and he sold his birthright unto Jacob. And Yaakov gave Eisav 

bread and pottage of lentils; and he did eat and drink, and rose up, and went his 

way. So Eisav despised his birthright.   

 

It is clear from the subsequent text, that despite how Eisav is described at the end of 

this story, (“Eisav despised his birthright”), implying that he didn’t really care about what Yaakov 

had at least attempted, if not actually succeeded, in obtaining from him, nevertheless this 

incident apparently  left a lasting impression upon Eisav. Years later, after Yaakov had 

ostensibly1 cheated Eisav out of the blessing that Yitzchak wanted to bestow upon him, when he 

realizes that Yaakov had misrepresented himself to their father, Eisav declares, 

                                                           
1
 A careful reading of the story reveals that Rivka had been incorrect in suspecting that Yitzchak intended 

to give “Birchat Avraham” (the blessing that was passed down from HaShem to Avraham and in turn 

Avraham’s offspring) to Eisav. (See Beraishit 12:2-3; 15:13-21; 25:11.) Even after Yaakov is given Eisav’s 

blessing (although it was obtained under false premises, Yitzchak ratifies the blessing in Ibid. 27:33—

although an alternate reading would suggest that Yitzchak was at a loss for why Yaakov had pretended to 

be Eisav in order to get this blessing, since “he was going to be blessed with Birchat Avraham anyway!), 

Yitzchak blesses him a second time prior to his departure for Charan: 

Beraishit 28:3-4 
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Ibid. 27:36 

And he said: 'Is not he rightly named “Yaakov”?2 for he hath supplanted me 

these two times: he took away my birthright; and, behold, now he hath taken 

away my blessing.' And he said: 'Hast thou not reserved a blessing for me?'  

 

And although the text attributes his acute bitterness and future plans to do harm to his brother 

specifically to the second and most recent incident, 

 

Ibid. 41 

And Eisav hated Yaakov because of the blessing wherewith his father blessed 

him. And Eisav said in his heart: 'Let the days of mourning for my father be at 

hand; then will I slay my brother Yaakov.'  

 

one imagines that Eisav’s perception of his brother as a schemer and usurper was at least 

supported by the incident that had taken place so many years before while they were mere 

adolescents.  

 

One wonders how seriously Yaakov and Eisav had taken the incident of the selling of the 

status of being the first-born, immediately when it occurred.  Had this been an example of 

adolescent siblings teasing and “trying to get a rise” out of one another, or did, on the one hand, 

Yaakov truly think that this was something that he could obtain via the bartering of some lentil 

soup, and was Eisav of the opinion that he had in fact lost his Bechora due to his desperation to 

                                                                                                                                                                             
And God Almighty Bless thee, and Make thee fruitful, and Multiply thee, that thou mayest be a 

congregation of peoples; and Give thee the blessing of Avraham, to thee, and to thy seed with 

thee; that thou mayest inherit the land of thy sojournings, which God Gave unto Abraham.'   

In comparison to the blessing that Yitzchak all along had intended to give to Eisav, but which was 

intercepted by Yaakov, 

 Ibid. 27:28-9 

So God Give thee of the dew of heaven, and of the fat places of the earth, and plenty of corn and 

wine. Let peoples serve thee, and nations bow down to thee. Be lord over thy brethren, and let 

thy mother's sons bow down to thee. Cursed be every one that curseth thee, and blessed be 

every one that blesseth thee.   

one readily notes that there is no mention of the “blessing of Avraham”. 
2
 While the text states rather clearly why Yaakov earned his name,  

Beraishit 25:26 

And after that came forth his brother, and his hand had hold on Eisav's “Eikev” (heel); and his 

name was called Jacob. And Isaac was threescore years old when she bore them.  

The term “Eikev” also connotes supplanting/usurping, as in II Melachim 10:19 “Now therefore call unto 

me all the prophets of Baal, all his worshippers, and all his priests, let none be wanting; for I have a great 

sacrifice to do to Baal; whosoever shall be wanting, he shall not live.' But Jehu did it ‘BeAkba’ (in subtlety), 

to the intent that he might destroy the worshippers of Baal.” as well as Yirmiyahu 17:9 “The heart is 

‘Akov’ (deceitful) above all things, and it is exceeding weak--who can know it?”  
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obtain some sustenance on a day when he apparently was extremely physically spent? In other 

words, had there been an actual “sale”, was it legally binding, and even if it carried no legal 

weight, was this incident a reflection of Yaakov’s inherent contempt for his brother and desire 

to surpass him, and did it constitute a glaring shortcoming in Yaakov’s character?  

 

The latter issue is particularly acute in light of Sefer Beraishit being considered a text, 

that while short on specific Mitzvot, is supposed to be long on specific examples of how one 

should live his life.3 Consequently one finds it necessary to ask whether the case of Yaakov’s 

“purchasing” Eisav’s Bechora constitutes a positive or negative example for us all?4  

 

RaShI’s well-known comment regarding this incident,  

 

RaShI on 25:31 “And Yaakov said: 'Sell me first thy birthright.'” 

d.h. “Bechoratecha” 

Since the Divine Service was to be carried out by the first-born, Yaakov said: This evil 

person is not worthy of offering sacrifices to the Holy One, Blessed Be He.  

  

                                                           
3
 E.g., Avoda Zora 25a 

(Yehoshua 10:13) “And he bade them teach the Children of Yehuda [to handle] the bow, behold it is 
written in the ‘Sefer HaYashar’.” Which is the “Sefer HaYashar”? — Said R. Chiyya b. Abba in the name of 
R. Yochanan: It is the book of Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov who are designated as “Yesharim” 

(righteous) and of whom Scripture says, (BaMidbar 23:10) “Let me die the death of the righteous and let 

my last end be like his.”  
4
 HaKetav VeHaKabbala poses the fundamental question arising from this story as follows: 

Assuming this (that there was an actual legal transaction), you accuse Yaakov of a thing that is a 

great injustice even in the eyes of the common man, i.e., when one’s brother comes tired from 

the field and asks for something to eat in order to comfort his soul, and one does not 

immediately give him something, but rather delays until the his extreme famishment forces him 

to sell something against his will. And even if a common man would do something like this, he 

wouldn’t have the arrogance to reveal his despicable intention, that the delay was specifically in 

order to acquire what was desired while the former owner was in a state of duress, but rather he 

would  attempt to hide his regrettable intentions, and seek misleading excuses  to spin the 

matter in such a way that it would appear that something else was intended, because even an 

individual who perpetrates iniquity, will attempt to cover-up his transgression if at all possible 

without revealing that he is not a proper individual.  

Yet Yaakov Avinu appears not to have felt any embarrassment, but rather openly said, “Sell it 

today!”, “Swear to me today!” He arrogantly said “Today”, i.e., at this moment when you are 

under extreme pressure due to extreme hunger, this is the time that is most appropriate and 

opportune for me to obtain what my heart desires, that you will sell and swear to me even 

though this is not what you really want.  

Could this be the path of our Tora to describe the negative side of our Righteous ones and to 

make known to the generations that they did things which were improper? 

  . 
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attributes to Yaakov a sense of righteous indignation regarding allowing an individual who is less 

than worthy5 to serve in the capacity of an overt Oved HaShem (one who serves God in the 

capacity of Kohen). Yet the commentator makes a basic assumption that some other 

commentators directly challenge.  While God’s original Plan once there was a Jewish people was 

to have the first-born of every family serve in the capacity of a Kohen,  

 

Shemot 13:2 

'Sanctify unto Me all the first-born, whatsoever openeth the womb among the 

children of Israel, both of man and of beast, it is Mine.'  

 

with the first-born eventually being replaced by members of the family of Aharon as a result of 

wide-spread sinning by the members of all of the tribes except for the tribe of Levi,  

 

BaMidbar 3:11  

                                                           
5
 In contrast to the impression that is given regarding Eisav based upon a simple reading of the verses in 

Beraishit, the Rabbis view Eisav as the personification of misrepresentation, cynicism and malfeasance. 

Consider the following comments by RaShI, based upon Midrashim: 

  RaShI on 25:22 d.h. VaYitrotzetzu 

Per force, this text “says”: “Interpret me!” (i.e., the text begs interpretation), for what is this 

“Retzitza”, leading her to day “If so, why is this happening to me (Rivka)?” 

Our Rabbis interpret it as a language of “Ritza” (running): When she would pass the doorways of 

Tora of Shem and Ever, Yaakov would “run” and struggle to emerge; when she would pass the 

doorways of idolatry, Eisav would struggle to emerge. Another interpretation: They would 

struggle with one another and fight concerning the inheritance of the two worlds (this world and 

the World to Come). 

 

RaShI on 25:28 d.h. BeFiv 

Like its Aramaic interpretation (Tagum Onkelos): in the mouth of Yitzchak (i.e., because Eisav 

would bring Yitzchak delicacies for Yitzchak to eat, therefore he loved Eisav). And its Midrash: In 

the mouth of Eisav, because he would “hunt” him (Yitzchak) (this assumes that hunting involves 

tricking the prey into becoming vulnerable) and would fool him with his (Eisav’s) words (making 

his father think that he was concerned with spiritual matters). 

   

 RaShI on 25:29 d.h. VeHu Ayef 

From murdering as it is said, (Yirmiyahu 4:31) “For I have heard a voice as of a woman in travail, 

the anguish as of her that bringeth forth her first child, the voice of the daughter of Zion, that 

gaspeth for breath, that spreadeth her hands: 'Woe is me, now! for my soul “Ayefa” (fainteth) 

before the murderers.'  

 

RaShI on 25:34 d.h. VaYivez Eisav 

The text attests to his evil, that he despised the performance of the service of God. 
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'And I, behold, I have Taken the Levites from among the children of Israel 

instead of every first-born that openeth the womb among the children of Israel; 

and the Levites shall be Mine;  

 

was this necessarily the case before the Tora was given to the Jewish people at Sinai? 

Paradigmatically, not only did Hevel offer a sacrifice in addition to his older brother Kayin, the 

Bechor,6 but Hevel’s sacrifice was Accepted by God rather than Kayin’s!7  Once there was a 

nation comprised of hundreds of thousands of people, some sort of system becomes necessary 

to be able to choose in a non-prejudicial manner, who would earn the revered status of Kohen.8 

But was this necessarily the case when there was as yet no such mass of people all identified as 

a (Shemot 19:6) “Mamlechet Kohanim VeGoi Kadosh” (kingdom of priests and a holy nation)? 

 

If the “Bechor/Kehuna” status was not at issue, then perhaps what was being disputed 

by Yaakov and Eisav was the first-born’s privilege of inheriting two shares of the father’s estate, 

as opposed to the single share to which all other heirs are entitled.9 The Tora notes, that like 

Avraham before him10 and Yaakov after him,11 Yitzchak becomes quite wealthy,12 and the 

individual designated as the first-born stood to inherit considerably more than his sibling(s).13 

                                                           
6
 Beraishit 4:1-2 

And Adam knew Chava his wife; and she conceived and bore Kayin, and said: 'I have gotten a man with 

the Help of the LORD.' And again she bore his brother Hevel. And Hevel  was a keeper of sheep, but Kayin 

was a tiller of the ground.   
7
 Ibid. 3-5 

And in process of time it came to pass, that Kayin brought of the fruit of the ground an offering unto the 

LORD. And Hevel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. And the LORD had 

Respect unto Hevel and to his offering; but unto Kayin and to his offering He had not Respect. And Kayin 

was very wroth, and his countenance fell.   
8
Mishna  Gittin 5:8 notes that the sequence in which Aliyot are divvied out with a Kohen being called upon 

first, among a number of other practices, is in order to maintain “Darchei Shalom” (the ways of peace). If 

a structure has to be imposed regarding the honor due to Kohanim, how much more would there be need 

from structure in determining who the Kohanim are in the first place! 
9
 Devarim 21:17 

But he shall acknowledge the first-born, the son of the hated, by giving him a double portion of all that he 

hath; for he is the first-fruits of his strength, the right of the first-born is his.  
10

 Beraishit 12:16 

And he dealt well with Avram for her sake; and he had sheep, and oxen, and he-asses, and men-servants, 

and maid-servants, and she-asses, and camels.  
11

 Ibid. 30:43 

And the man increased exceedingly, and had large flocks, and maid-servants and men-servants, and 

camels and asses.  
12

 Ibid. 26:12 

And Yitzchak sowed in that land, and found in the same year a hundredfold; and the LORD Blessed him.  
13

 Although the description of Yitzchak’s becoming wealthy appears in Chapter 26, suggesting that it takes 

place a good deal after the incident of the barter of the lentil soup mentioned in Chapter 25, the fact that 
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While Beit HaLevi poses a similar question to what we raised regarding the Kehuna, i.e., did the 

principle of giving the first-born a double portion apply prior to the Tora being given, it would 

appear from Yaakov’s actions vis-à-vis Yosef, that such a practice was already extent in his 

time.14  But whereas Yaakov was on his deathbed, and therefore clearly thinking of such 

eventualities, should we assume that two adolescents, Eisav and Yaakov were particularly 

concerned with who would be in line for a greater inheritance from their father?   

 

HaKetav VeHaKabbala, as well as MaLBIM to some extent, argues that rather than 

“purchasing” the status of Bechor, Yaakov was claiming it once it had been rejected, and 

therefore rendered available, “Hefker” (ownerless), by his brother Eisav. The author of HaKetav 

VeHaKabbala, R. Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenberg,15 tries to employ four linguistic pieces of evidence 

from the relevant verses (see the points listed below) to support his interpretation. But most 

importantly he  makes the highly speculative assumption that verse 34 that appears at the end 

of the anecdote, preceded everything else in the story, i.e., once it had become clear that Eisav 

despised and therefore intended to walk away from the Bechora, Yaakov proceeded to try to 

                                                                                                                                                                             
neither Yaakov  or Eisav are mentioned in that account could serve as a basis to say that the Tora is not 

presenting an accurate chronology of events (Ein Mukdam U’Me’uchar BaTora), and therefore Yitzchak’s 

comfortable circumstances could have already been in evidence. 
14

 Yaakov  declares Yosef’s two sons as full-fledged tribes,  

Beraishit 48:5, 22 

And now thy two sons, who were born unto thee in the land of Egypt before I came unto thee 

into Egypt, are mine; Ephraim and Manasheh, even as Reuven and Shimon, shall be mine…  

Moreover I have given to thee one portion above thy brethren, which I took out of the hand of 

the Amorite with my sword and with my bow.'  

thereby positioning Yosef to receive a double portion of Yaakov’s possessions, including  inheritance in 

the land of Israel.  It is ironic that the tribes of Reuven and half of Menashe (one of Yosef’s sons) in the 

end  live outside of the borders of Canaan.    
15

 Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg (יעקב צבי מקלנבורג) was a German Rabbi and scholar of the 19th 
century, best known as author of the Torah commentary HaKetav VeHaKabbala… He was born 
in 1785 (5545) in Lissa (Leszno), in the province of Posen, Germany, in the family of a nurse, 
Rabbi Gamliel. At the time, Lissa was a famous center of Torah studies, and Mecklenburg began 
studying Torah as a student of the local Rav, Zechariah Mendel, a friend and correspondent of 
Rabbi Akiva Eger. Zechariah Mendel was the son of David Tebla, the previous Rav of Lissa.[1] 
He initially went into business. In 1831, at the age of 46, following commercial difficulties, he 
decided to quit business and was offered the rabbinical position in the city of Königsberg, East 
Prussia. At that time, Koenigsburg Jews were under the increasing influence of the Haskala, a 
reform movement, which Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg strongly opposed.[1] Together with the 
Malbim, he publically opposed Reform Judaism's 1844 Braunschweig convention. In the same 
period, he wrote HaKetav VeHaKabbala, his own commentary to the Torah. He served as Rabbi 
in Königsberg, for the rest of his life, for 34 years (1831-65). Before his death, he ordered that no 
eulogies be given at his funeral. In his will, he requested that HaKetav VeHaKabbala  be read 
after the public Torah reading, during the first 30 days of mourning… 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yaakov_Tzvi_Mecklenburg  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah_commentaries
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leszno
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grand_Duchy_of_Posen
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germany
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah_study
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Zechariah_Mendel&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akiva_Eger
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=David_Tebla&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yaakov_Tzvi_Mecklenburg#cite_note-tzvi-1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/K%C3%B6nigsberg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_Prussia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_Prussia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haskalah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yaakov_Tzvi_Mecklenburg#cite_note-tzvi-1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malbim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reform_Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Braunschweig
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/judaica/ejud_0002_0017_0_16262.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hesped
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah_reading
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shloshim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yaakov_Tzvi_Mecklenburg
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obtain it for himself.16 In other words, HaKetav VeHaKabbala understands v. 34 as representing 

the “past perfect” tense, i.e.,  “And Jacob had already given Eisav bread and pottage of lentils 

(as soon as he had asked for some); and he had eaten and drunk, and rose up, and went his 

way. So Eisav (had indicated to Yaakov as soon as he had arrived that he) despised his 

birthright.” The dialogue between the twins therefore is thought to take place between the time 

that Eisav ate and when he subsequently departed.    

 

1) “Natan” (past perfect tense) rather than “VaYiten” (simple past tense achieved using 

“Vav HaHipuch”: 17 18 

As opposed to assuming that Yaakov gives the lentils to Eisav only after Eisav 

agrees to renounce the Bechora, in fact he gives him the food immediately after 

Eisav asks for it in v. 30.19 

2) “Michra” (“let it happen that it is transferred”) rather than “Machra” (sell it to me):20 

Since Eisav has now indicated that he is not interested in the Bechora, Yaakov 

requests that his brother allow the status to come to him. 

3) “KaYom”21 (What is special about this moment, as opposed to previous times, if we 

assume that Eisav had been already acting badly for quite a while?) 

                                                           
16

 It seems to me that the simple understanding of the story would have Eisav being indifferent to the 

Bechora up to this point, and when Yaakov asked for it in exchange for some food, Eisav manifested his 

indifference by agreeing. However, once he was satiated, in order to prevent himself from regretting his 

impulsivity, he developed a disdain for the Bechora, in effect a case of “sour grapes” as per Aesop’s Fable: 

…Driven by hunger, a fox tried to reach some grapes hanging high on the vine but was unable to, 
although he leaped with all his strength. As he went away, the fox remarked 'Oh, you aren't even 
ripe yet! I don't need any sour grapes.' People who speak disparagingly of things that they cannot 
attain would do well to apply this story to themselves.

 
 

In her version of La Fontaine's Fables, Marianne Moore underlines his ironical comment on the 
situation in a final pun, "Better, I think, than an embittered whine"…

 
 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Fox_and_the_Grapes  
17

 In biblical Hebrew, a simple past tense is achieved by placing a “Vav” in front of the future tense. 
18

  כה פרק בראשית 

ו ָנַתן וְיֲַעקֹב( לד) ִשים ּונְזִיד ֶלֶחם ְלֵעשָׂ ם וַיְֵשתְ  וַיֹאַכל ֲעדָׂ ו וַיִֶבז וַיֵַלְך וַיָׂקָׂ ה ֵעשָׂ  :ֶאת־ַהְבכֹרָׂ
19

ו וַיָׂבֹא נָׂזִיד יֲַעקֹב וַיֶָׂזד( כט)  ֶדה ֵעשָׂ יֵף וְהּוא ִמן־ַהשָׂ  :עָׂ

ו וַיֹאֶמר( ל) ָאדֹם נָׂא ַהְלִעיֵטנִי ֶאל־יֲַעקֹב ֵעשָׂ ָאדֹם ִמן־הָׂ יֵף ִכי ַהֶזה הָׂ א־ְשמֹו ַעל־ֵכן ָאנִֹכי עָׂ רָׂ  :ֱאדֹום קָׂ

ה יֲַעקֹב וַיֹאֶמר( אל) ְתָך ַכיֹום ִמְכרָׂ  :ִלי ֶאת־ְבכֹרָׂ

ו וַיֹאֶמר( לב) מּות הֹוֵלְך ָאנִֹכי ִהנֵה ֵעשָׂ ה־ֶזה לָׂ מָׂ ה ִלי וְלָׂ  :ְבכֹרָׂ

ה יֲַעקֹב וַיֹאֶמר( לג) ְבעָׂ ַבע ַכיֹום ִלי ִהשָׂ תֹו וַיְִמכֹר לֹו וַיִשָׂ  :ְליֲַעקֹב ֶאת־ְבכֹרָׂ

ו נַָׂתן וְיֲַעקֹב( לד) ִשים ּונְזִיד ֶלֶחם ְלֵעשָׂ   ֲעדָׂ

ם וַיְֵשתְ  וַיֹאַכל   וַיֵַלְך וַיָׂקָׂ

ו וַיִֶבז ה ֵעשָׂ  ס: ֶאת־ַהְבכֹרָׂ
20

  שם 

ְתָך ַכיֹום ִמְכָרה יֲַעקֹב וַיֹאֶמר( לא)  :ִלי ֶאת־ְבכֹרָׂ
21

  שם 

ה יֲַעקֹב וַיֹאֶמר( לא) ְתָך ַכּיֹום ִמְכרָׂ  :ִלי ֶאת־ְבכֹרָׂ

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fox
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grape
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Fontaine%27s_Fables
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marianne_Moore
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Fox_and_the_Grapes
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This is the first time that Eisav has articulated his disdain for the Bechora and his 

intention to distance himself from it, which in turns emboldens Yaakov to seek 

to obtain it for himself. 

4) “HeShavah” with the addition of a “Heh” at the end of the word.22 (With a “Heh” at 

the end of the word, it becomes a request, rather than a command. Furthermore the 

repetition of the word “KaYom” suggests that Yaakov wishes Eisav to guarantee that 

there will be no future hard feelings as a result of this transfer of the Bechora that is 

only happening today, now that Eisav has expressed how he feels about it, something 

that Eisav eventually  fails to carry out when he threatens to kill Yaakov after the 

Beracha incident.)23  

 

MalBIM, on Beraishit 25:31, offers a parable to summarize the interchange between 

Eisav and Yaakov concerning the Bechora, that HaKetav VeHaKabbala spells out in so much 

more detail: 

 

It is like the case of where one sees another about to throw his wallet into the 

sea, and he offers to purchase the wallet from him for some lentils and pottage. 

Rather than this being a case of one person tricking another, it is saving 

something from going to waste. 

 

 However, I think that the most psychologically and spiritually interesting interpretation 

is offered by Beit HaLevi. He suggests that what was at stake between Eisav and Yaakov was 

which of them would be known as Yitzchak’s true “son”. Regarding the phrase in Beraishit 21:12 

: “Ki B’Yitzchak YiKareh Lecha Zera” (for in Yitzchak shall seed be called to thee), Nedarim 31a 

interprets: “In Yitzchak—but not all of Yitzchak, i.e., not necessarily all of his offspring will be 

included in the category of ideal descendants of Avraham, at least in spiritual terms). What will 

determine who will be considered such a “son”? Someone who continues in the father’s ways.24 

And if Eisav does not care about this, the commentator applies the Talmudic rule: “Zeh Neheneh 

VeZeh Eino Chaser” (this one benefits and this one does not lose anything). He concludes by 

interpreting the phrase (Shemot 4:22) “Beni Bechori Yisrael” (My Son, My First-born, Israel), that 

not only might someone be considered a son, but the additional status of first-born intensifies 

                                                           
22

  שם 

ַבע ַכיֹום ִלי ִהָשְבָעה יֲַעקֹב וַיֹאֶמר( לג) תֹו וַיְִמכֹר לֹו וַיִשָׂ  :ְליֲַעקֹב ֶאת־ְבכֹרָׂ
23

 It could be said that had Yaakov not also taken the Beracha meant for Eisav, the latter would not have 

stood on ceremony re the Bechora. The later incident however suggested to Eisav that Yaakov was 

continuing to take advantage of the earlier transfer of status and this led to Eisav’s bitter resentment. 
24

 As in Beraishit 18:19 “For I have known him (Avraham), to the end that he may command his children 

and his household after him, that they may keep the Way of the LORD, to do righteousness and justice; to 

the end that the LORD may Bring upon Avraham that which He hath Spoken of him.' By implication, 

offspring who do not follow these teachings cannot be considered Avraham’s children. 
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the quality of the relationship and the type of lifestyle that is being followed. Consequently, 

being someone’s son is not only a biological reality; it includes the responsibility to continue that 

individual’s values and ideals. Such a status is also not something that can be bought and sold; 

rather it is earned by self-discipline, respect and emulation. 

 

With the onset of puberty, Yaakov and Eisav began to differentiate25 and allow their 

respective natures to dictate to them how to live their lives. While they had both spent 

significant time with their father Yitzchak and grandfather Avraham, the extent to which their 

forefathers’ influence would determine: a) their self-definition of servants of HaShem; b) who 

would deserve to be their father’s principle heir; c) whether they would view the status of 

Bechor with pride or treat it with derision; and d) the extent to which they would allow their 

ancestors to vicariously live through them was “on the table” as it is in everyone’s life when s/he 

undergoes the identity crisis entailed during one’s teen years. Psychologists welcome the 

opportunity to study twins who are separated at birth and develop in different environments 

and subject to diverse influences. It would appear that Yaakov and Eisav choose their own 

individual paths, and the beginning of their journeys symbolically represents their different 

approaches to life.  

 

 

                                                           
25

 RaShI on Beraishit 25:27 “And the boys grew; and Esau was a cunning hunter, a man of the field; and 

Jacob was a quiet man, dwelling in tents.” 

d.h. VaYigdelu HaNe’arim VaYehi Eisav 

As long as they were minors, their individuality was not evident and no one could tell them apart 

(morally and ethically; Eisav’s hairiness probably distinguished him from Yaakov). When they 

became thirteen, this one sent to the houses of study and this one when to idolatry.  

(This RaShI parallels the comment regarding the troubles Rivka experienced while the twins were in 

utero—see fn. 5, RaShI on Beraishit 25:22.)  


