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Dr. Kenneth Mathews, Genesis, Session 16, 

Isaac’s Family Struggles (Gen. 25:19-27:40) 

Resources from NotebookLM 

1) Abstract, 2) Audio podcast, 3) Briefing Document, 4) Study Guide Quiz, and 5) FAQs 

 

1. Abstract of Mathews, Genesis, Session 16, Isaac’s Family Struggles 

(Gen. 25:19-27:40), Biblicalelearning.org, BeL 

This is a lecture by Dr. Kenneth Mathews on Genesis 25:19-27:40, focusing on Isaac's 

family struggles, particularly the rivalry between his twin sons, Jacob and Esau. The 

lecture analyzes the birth of the twins, highlighting the prophecy of the younger 

serving the older, and explores the significance of birthright and blessing. It examines 

key events, including Esau's selling of his birthright and Jacob's deceptive acquisition 

of Isaac's blessing. Dr. Mathews connects these events to Hosea's later depiction of 

Jacob's struggles with God, humanity, and his brother. The lecture also discusses the 

parallels between Abraham and Isaac's lives, emphasizing the themes of covenant, 

promise, and God's sovereignty. 

2.  11 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of  

Dr. Mathews, Genesis, Session 16 –  Double click icon to play 

in Windows media player or go to the Biblicalelearning.org 

[BeL] Site and click the audio podcast link there (Old 

Testament → Pentateuch → Genesis).  

 

  



2 
 

3.  Briefing Document: Mathews, Genesis, Session 16, Isaac’s 

Family Struggles (Gen. 25:19-27:40)  

Okay, here is a detailed briefing document summarizing the key themes and ideas from 

the provided source, "Mathews_Gen_EN_Session16.pdf": 

Briefing Document: Genesis 25:19-27:40 - Isaac's Family Struggles 

Overall Theme: This session focuses on the complex and often troubled relationships 

within Isaac's family, particularly the rivalry between his twin sons, Jacob and Esau, and 

the resulting deception surrounding the birthright and blessing. The lecture highlights 

how these events, though filled with human flaws, are still part of God's sovereign plan. 

Key Concepts and Ideas: 

1. Toledoth (Generations): 

• The passage begins a new section in Genesis, marked by the "toledoth" of Isaac, 

which is a Hebrew term for "generations" or "account." 

• This section (25:19-37:1) primarily focuses on Jacob, highlighting Isaac as a 

transitional figure linking the Abrahamic covenant to Jacob's lineage. 

• "Verse 19 is the toledoth or account of Abraham's son, Isaac. Let's remind 

ourselves that Isaac is a transitional figure." 

1. Review of Genesis: 

• Mathews briefly reviews the preceding sections of Genesis, starting with the 

primeval history (chapters 1-11) covering creation, the fall, the flood, and the 

Tower of Babel. 

• He then transitions to the Abrahamic cycle of stories, emphasizing the covenant 

promise of land, a great nation, and a blessing that includes a personal 

relationship with God. 

• "The primary history or primeval history, you could think of it as the history of 

early man and civilization, would be chapters 1 through 11." 

1. Isaac as a Reflection of Abraham: 

• Isaac is presented as a figure who mirrors many aspects of Abraham's life, 

reinforcing the continuity of God's promises. 
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• Shared experiences include: waiting long periods for children, having rival sons, 

making treaties with Abimelech at Beersheba, and the "wife-sister" deception. 

• "And casting Isaac in the way that Abraham is presented shows the solidarity of 

the family. It shows the solidarity and unity of the promises made by God to 

Abraham and his descendants." 

1. The Struggle Within the Womb: 

• Rebecca experiences a difficult pregnancy marked by the twins struggling in her 

womb. This leads her to inquire of the Lord. 

• "And what we find is that she becomes pregnant, and the two children within her 

womb fight and struggle within her. And it must have been so troubling she 

wondered what was taking place." 

1. Divine Prophecy and the Reversal of Birth Order: 

• God reveals that two nations are within Rebecca and the younger (Jacob) will be 

stronger and have a more significant position than the older (Esau), thus reversing 

the typical social hierarchy and expectation 

• This prophecy is cited by the Apostle Paul in Romans 9 as an example of God's 

sovereign choice, not based on human merit or custom. 

• "Two nations are in your womb. Of course, this is a figure of speech where 

nations is put for the source of each nation. Each child, then, will produce a 

nation. Two people from within you will be separated. One people will be 

stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger." 

1. The Significance of Names: 

• The names of Esau and Jacob reflect their characteristics. Esau's name (Edom) is 

linked to his reddish complexion and hairy body, while Jacob's is connected to his 

grasping of Esau's heel at birth and has a double meaning of also meaning to 

deceive. 

• "Verse 25 reads the first to come out was red. Now, this is a play on the Hebrew 

word play on the word Edom because he will become the father of the Edomites. 

And he bears that name as well. So, he is both Esau and Edom." 

1. The Bartering of the Birthright: 
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• Esau, in a moment of extreme hunger, sells his birthright to Jacob for food. The 

narrator notes that "Esau despised his birthright," indicating he is also responsible 

for the loss. 

• "So, there's a trade that takes place between the two. Jacob gets the birthright, 

and then Esau gets the food that sustains him. Now, the narrator does tell us in 

verse 34, the last part, so Esau despised his birthright." 

1. Favoritism and its Destructive Effects: 

• Isaac favors Esau due to his love of the wild game he hunts, while Rebekah favors 

Jacob. 

• This parental favoritism exacerbates the tensions between the two brothers and 

sets the stage for the later deceptions. 

• "Isaac, we are told, loved Esau. Now, Isaac loves Esau because of his own sense of 

favor, his own sense of pleasure...Rebecca, you're not surprised, loved Jacob." 

1. The "Wife-Sister" Deception and Treaty with Abimelech: 

• Isaac repeats his father Abraham's "wife-sister" deception in Gerar with 

Abimelech, the Philistine king. 

• This story demonstrates Isaac's lack of faith and reliance on deception like his 

father before him. 

• Isaac's prosperity leads to conflict with the Philistines until they recognize that 

God is blessing him. This ultimately leads to a treaty and the naming of Beersheba 

(Oath/Seven). 

• "So, when he is in Gerar, they ask about his wife, Rebecca, and of course, he 

deceives them: she is my wife. And the same thing is at work here. He's afraid 

that he will be killed so that his wife will be freed from her husband and would be 

taken into the harem of King Abimelech." 

1. The Theft of the Blessing: 

• Rebekah, knowing that Isaac is going to bless Esau, encourages Jacob to deceive 

his father in order to gain the patriarchal blessing instead of Esau. 

• Jacob, with his mother's help, impersonates Esau and receives Isaac's blessing 

through deception. 



5 
 

• This deception reveals the flawed nature of the patriarchs and raises questions 

about God's plan being carried out through such flawed individuals. 

• "Meanwhile, Rebekah hears of this and wants her own son, whom she loves. It's 

as though Jacob is her son and Esau is not. But that's not, of course, the case. 

Jacob is approached by Rebekah and says, now, we have got to plan a way of 

getting the blessing before Esau." 

1. Multiple Parties Responsible: 

• Mathews assigns responsibility for the deception to all parties involved: the 

parents for their favoritism, Rebekah for manipulating the situation, and Jacob for 

his lies. Esau is also deemed to have some responsibility because of his marriage 

to Hittite women. 

• This shows the complex web of actions and motivations that lead to the 

deception. 

• "So, we can find all four parties responsible. First, the parents play 

favoritism...Rebecca deceives Isaac, and that's her crime. And then we see that 

Jacob lies repeatedly." 

1. The Blessing vs. The "Anti-Blessing" 

• The blessing that Jacob receives from Isaac speaks of prosperity, rule, and the 

blessing of others. The anti-blessing Esau receives speaks of hardship and 

displacement, indicating how deeply Esau was affected by the deception. 

• "The great irony here is that this blessing comes to pass not for Esau but for 

Jacob." 

• Hosea 12:3-4:Hosea, speaking in the 700s BC, uses Jacob as an example for Israel. 

He speaks of Jacob's struggle in the womb and with God, as well as his weeping 

and begging for God's favor. Jacob's story prefigures Israel's struggle and need for 

God's grace. 

• "In the womb, Jacob grasps his brother's heel. So, there's a struggle within the 

womb. We'll learn this today, of Rebekah. As an adult, as a man, he struggled with 

God." 
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Quotes: 

• "This is Dr. Kenneth Mathews in his teaching on the book of Genesis. This is 

session 16, Isaac's Family Struggles, Genesis 25:19-27: 40." 

• "Isaac is a transitional figure." 

• "The account of Abraham's son, Isaac, is really introducing us to the next 

generation, which would be Jacob." 

• "He was named Jacob. And the sound of the Hebrew word Jacob is similar to the 

verb meaning to grasp." 

• "So, the younger displaces, the older, showing, and this is important, the 

sovereignty of God in these human matters." 

• "So Esau despised his birthright." 

• "Now the Lord has given us a room. Rehoboth means room, space..." 

• "This brings us, then, to a very important passage for us, and that is the blessing 

and how this works out." 

Conclusion: 

This section of Genesis highlights the complexities of family relationships and the 

challenges of faith. Despite the flawed characters and their deceptions, God's sovereign 

plan continues to unfold. The story of Isaac's family struggles foreshadows the struggles 

of the nation of Israel and emphasizes the importance of God's faithfulness even amidst 

human failure. Jacob's spiritual journey is just beginning, and he will be transformed by 

his experiences. 
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4. Study Guide:  Mathews, Genesis, Session 16, Isaac’s Family 

Struggles (Gen. 25:19-27:40) 

Genesis: Isaac's Family Struggles - Study Guide 

Quiz 

Instructions: Answer each question in 2-3 sentences. 

1. What does the Hebrew word toledoth mean, and what significance does it have in 

the book of Genesis? 

2. Why is Isaac considered a transitional figure in Genesis, according to the lecture? 

3. List three ways that the life of Isaac mirrors the life of Abraham, as presented in 

the lecture. 

4. What was the prophecy given to Rebekah about her twin sons while they were 

still in her womb? 

5. Explain the significance of the names Esau and Jacob, including their connection 

to the story and their character. 

6. Describe the circumstances surrounding Esau's sale of his birthright to Jacob. 

What does the narrator say about Esau's decision? 

7. What does the lecture suggest about why Abimelech in chapter 26 is likely not 

the same Abimelech as in chapter 20? 

8. How does the lecture explain the connection between the Philistines in Genesis 

and the Philistines of the later historical books? 

9. Briefly summarize how Rebekah and Jacob conspired to deceive Isaac to steal the 

blessing meant for Esau. 

10. What were the key elements of the blessing that Jacob received from Isaac, and 

how was it different than the "anti-blessing" given to Esau? 
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Quiz Answer Key 

1. Toledoth means "generations" in Hebrew. It serves as a catchphrase or 

introduction to each section of Genesis, marking the beginning of a new 

narrative. There are 11 such toledoth sections in Genesis. 

2. Isaac is considered a transitional figure because he connects the Abrahamic 

covenant to the next generation, Jacob. His story primarily serves to introduce 

Jacob, highlighting Isaac's role as both Abraham's son and Jacob's father. 

3. Isaac and Abraham both waited a long time for their wives to conceive, both had 

rival sons, and both had treaties with a Philistine king named Abimelech at 

Beersheba. They also shared a similar wife-sister deception. 

4. The prophecy was that two nations were in her womb, the older would serve the 

younger, and that the younger nation would be stronger. The two would be 

separate peoples. 

5. Esau is associated with the color red (Edom) and his hairy appearance. Jacob is 

named after his grasping of Esau's heel, also related to the Hebrew word for 

"deceiver" or "trickster." 

6. Esau was famished and sold his birthright to Jacob for a bowl of stew. The 

narrator says Esau despised his birthright because he prioritized his immediate 

needs over his responsibility as the elder son. 

7. The lecture suggests that Abimelech is a title, like Pharaoh, not an individual. The 

considerable time difference between Abraham and Isaac would indicate that 

they were dealing with different leaders. 

8. The lecture explains the Philistines in Genesis were likely an early migration 

related to, but not the same, group as the later Philistines in Canaan, who were a 

group from the Aegean area. 

9. Rebekah overhears Isaac planning to bless Esau and devises a plan to have Jacob 

impersonate Esau to steal the blessing. She has Jacob dress in Esau's clothes and 

uses animal skins to simulate Esau's hair, and serves Isaac a savory meal. 

10. The blessing given to Jacob included prosperity, fertility of the land, and dominion 

over his brothers. The "anti-blessing" given to Esau promised a life of conflict, 

away from the abundance and blessings of the land. 
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Essay Questions 

Instructions: Answer each of the following in a well-organized essay, using specifics from 

the source material and your own thoughtful analysis. 

1. Analyze the role of deception in the narratives of Isaac's family. How does 

deception drive the plot, and what does it reveal about the characters involved? 

2. Explore the theme of favoritism within Isaac's family. What are the consequences 

of this favoritism, and how does it contribute to the conflicts in the story? 

3. Discuss the significance of the birthright and blessing in the narrative of Jacob and 

Esau. How do these concepts relate to the themes of destiny, election, and God's 

sovereignty? 

4. Evaluate the character of Jacob, as presented in the lecture, focusing on his 

actions and their implications. How does Jacob's story reflect the complex 

relationship between human agency and divine will? 

5. How does the story of Isaac’s family struggles fit into the larger narrative of the 

book of Genesis? What continuities and differences exist between the story of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? 
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Glossary of Key Terms 

• Toledoth: A Hebrew word meaning "generations" or "account." It is used as a 

structural marker in Genesis to introduce different sections and genealogical 

lines. 

• Patriarch: A male head of a family or tribe, specifically referring to Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob in Genesis. 

• Birthright: The special rights and privileges of the firstborn son, typically including 

a double portion of the inheritance and a leadership position in the family. 

• Blessing: A ceremonial pronouncement of favor and prosperity, often with 

prophetic or relational implications, especially as an inheritance passed down 

from a father to his son. 

• Covenant: A formal agreement or treaty, in the case of Genesis it is the 

agreement between God and specific individuals or groups promising blessings, 

responsibilities, and relationship. 

• Sovereignty: The supreme power and authority of God, often relating to the 

concept that God is in control of all things and that His plan will be carried out. 

• Intercession: The act of mediating or pleading on behalf of another, such as Isaac 

praying for Rebecca to conceive. 

• Rehoboth: A place name meaning "room" or "space," symbolizing a new place of 

prosperity and growth for Isaac. 

• Beersheba: A place name meaning either "well of the oath" or "well of seven," 

indicating a place where treaties are made. 

• Edom/Edomites: Related to the name Esau; both the land and the descendants of 

Esau. 
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5. FAQs on Mathews, Genesis, Session 16, Isaac’s Family 

Struggles (Gen. 25:19-27:40), Biblicalelearning.org (BeL) 
 

Frequently Asked Questions: Genesis 25:19-27:40 - Isaac's Family Struggles 

1. What is the significance of the "toledoth" in Genesis 25:19, and how does it 

relate to the broader narrative of Genesis? The "toledoth" (Hebrew for 

"generations" or "account") in Genesis 25:19 serves as an introduction to a new 

series of stories, specifically concerning Isaac's son, Jacob, and his twin brother 

Esau. This particular "toledoth" section spans from Genesis 25:19 to 37:1. It's part 

of a larger framework in Genesis, with 11 such introductions, each marking a new 

segment of the narrative. The "toledoth" of Isaac is transitional, shifting the focus 

from Isaac himself to the next generation and setting the stage for the stories of 

Jacob. The broader narrative of Genesis encompasses the primeval history of 

early humanity (chapters 1-11), including creation, the fall, the flood, and the 

Tower of Babel, and then moves to the story of Abraham and the foundation of 

the covenant. Isaac's story is part of the continuation of this covenant, leading to 

the story of Jacob and the formation of the twelve tribes of Israel. 

2. How is Isaac portrayed as a transitional figure in the narrative, and how does his 

life reflect that of his father, Abraham? Isaac is depicted as a transitional figure, 

primarily recognized as the son of Abraham and the father of Jacob. His stories 

often echo those of Abraham, highlighting the continuity of God's promises to 

Abraham and his descendants. Examples include both men waiting a long time for 

their wives to conceive (25 years for Sarah, and 20 years for Rebecca), both 

having rival sons (Ishmael and Isaac, then Esau and Jacob), and both making 

treaties with a Philistine king named Abimelech at Beersheba. They also share the 

"wife-sister" deception. These parallels emphasize that the blessings and 

promises given to Abraham extend to his lineage through Isaac, who paves the 

way for the central figure of the next generation, Jacob. 
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3. What was the significance of the prophecy Rebecca received about her twin 

sons, Jacob and Esau, and how did it set the stage for their later conflict? While 

pregnant, Rebecca learns that the twins in her womb represent "two nations" and 

that "the older will serve the younger". This prophecy is significant because it 

reverses the typical societal norm of the firstborn receiving the primary blessing, 

inheritance, and leadership. It indicates that God's sovereign will was at play, 

choosing Jacob over Esau, despite Jacob being the younger. This divine selection 

establishes that God's favor is not based on human customs, abilities, or 

character. The prophecy sets the stage for the intense rivalry between the 

brothers and the conflicts that unfold in the subsequent chapters. 

4. How does the text portray the characters of Jacob and Esau, and what is the 

significance of their names and their actions? Esau is portrayed as a ruddy, hairy 

outdoorsman, a skilled hunter. His name is associated with "Edom" (red), possibly 

referencing his complexion. He is depicted as more focused on immediate 

physical gratification than on long-term spiritual inheritance. Jacob, on the other 

hand, is more domestic, living in the tents. His name, Jacob, relates to the Hebrew 

verb meaning "to grasp" and the idea of deception. From birth, he is portrayed as 

grasping Esau's heel, foreshadowing his later attempts to gain the birthright and 

blessing through trickery. Their contrasting characters are emphasized by their 

different lifestyles, Esau's as a hunter, and Jacob's as a dweller of tents. These 

differing characteristics contribute to the conflict that plays out in the narrative 

and ultimately serve to highlight God's sovereign choice, not the worthiness of 

the individual. 

5. What is the meaning and importance of the birthright and the blessing in this 

cultural context, and how do these concepts play out in the story of Jacob and 

Esau? The birthright traditionally designates the firstborn son as the recipient of a 

larger inheritance (double portion), and the blessing is a patriarchal affirmation of 

leadership and prosperity, often connected to the inheritance. In this context, the 

birthright and blessing are meant to be bestowed together on Esau, but he 

carelessly sells his birthright to Jacob for a bowl of stew, demonstrating a lack of 

regard for its importance and a preference for immediate gratification over long-

term inheritance. Later, Jacob obtains the patriarchal blessing through deceit. This 

manipulation separates the two and raises questions about God's plan and the 

significance of the promises that had been made to Abraham. 
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6. How does Jacob acquire the birthright and the patriarchal blessing, and what 

does this tell us about his character? Jacob acquires the birthright by taking 

advantage of Esau's desperate hunger and willingness to trade away his birthright 

for a bowl of stew. This demonstrates Jacob's opportunistic and calculating 

nature, driven by ambition and a willingness to deceive. Jacob later receives the 

patriarchal blessing through deceit. At his mother Rebekah's urging and under her 

guidance, he impersonates Esau to trick the blind Isaac into giving him the 

blessing. These actions reveal that Jacob is willing to lie, manipulate, and take 

advantage of others to gain what he desires. His character is far from virtuous or 

trustworthy, highlighting the theme of human failure and weakness in God's 

chosen lineage. 

7. What roles do Isaac and Rebekah play in the conflict between their sons, and 

how does their favoritism contribute to the family's struggles? Isaac 

demonstrates favoritism towards Esau, mainly because he enjoys the wild game 

that Esau brings, and plans to give him the blessing. Rebekah, on the other hand, 

favors Jacob and manipulates events to ensure he receives the blessing instead of 

Esau. This parental favoritism, fueled by their own desires and preferences, 

creates a destructive environment for their family and intensifies the conflict 

between their sons. Isaac's preference for Esau and Rebekah's for Jacob directly 

contribute to the deception and further family discord. Both are flawed 

characters, highlighting the dysfunctional aspect of the family. 

8. How does the story of Isaac and his family's struggles fit into the broader 

themes of Genesis, and what does it tell us about God's plan and the role of 

human agency? The story of Isaac's family struggles fits within the broader 

themes of Genesis, including the promise of offspring, land, and blessing to 

Abraham's lineage. Despite the flawed nature of the patriarchs, God's promise 

continues. It also showcases God's sovereign will and plan, particularly in 

selecting Jacob over Esau. The narrative reveals that God's plan is not dependent 

on human perfection or even deserving actions. Rather, it is achieved through the 

agency of flawed individuals. The story highlights the tension between human 

free will and divine sovereignty, showing how God can work through human 

failures to accomplish His ultimate purposes. Even with their acts of deception, 

lying, and favoritism, God's plan for the nation of Israel and the fulfillment of the 

Abrahamic covenant remain in motion. This story is a clear example of how God's 

plan can be worked out in the context of messy human relationships. 


