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Sat 22 Nov 2014; 29 Cheshvan 5775       B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi 
Congregation Adat Reyim 
Torah Discussion on Toldot 

 
 

Esau's birthright 
 
 

Torah text 
 

Now Jacob cooked a stew, and Esau came from the field, and he was faint. And 
Esau said to Jacob, “Pour into me, now, some of that red, red stuff, for I am 
faint”… And Jacob said, “Sell me, as of this day, your birthright.”  
Esau replied, “Look, I am going to die.  So of what use is this to me, a birthright?” 
And Jacob said, “Swear to me as of this day”.   
So he swore to him, and he sold his birthright to Jacob.  
And Jacob gave Esau bread and a stew of lentils, and he ate and drank, got up 
and left. And [so] Esau despised the birthright. [Genesis 25:29-34] 

 
And [Isaac] said [to Esau], “Your brother came with cunning and took your 
blessing.” And [Esau] said... “He has deceived me twice: He took my birthright, 
and behold, now he has taken my blessing.” [Genesis 27:35-36] 

 

What is the birthright? 
 
The son with the birthright inherits a “double portion” of his father’s estate, 
becomes “head of household”, and has some religious duties . [Deuteronomy 

21:17]  Birthright automatically goes to firstborn son.  Jacob and Esau are 
twins, but Esau came out first, making him the firstborn. 
 

Questions 
 
-Why did Esau not want his birthright, even “despise” it? 
-Why didn't he ask a higher price for it than a plate of lentils? 
-If he was really dying of hunger, would Jacob “charge” him for food?  
Wouldn’t his parents have food for him anyway? 
-Was the sale legal?  (If Esau was hungry, he would not have to pay such a 
high price [Bava Kamma 116a]) 
-If Jacob had the birthright, why did he need his father's “blessing”? 
-Why did Esau complain that he was “deceived”? 
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-The Torah says, “[Esau] ate, drank, got up and left”.  If he sold the 
birthright under duress, we expect regret after he ate.  None of that. 
-Was he just dumb? (And therefore did not deserve the birthright.) 
 

Talmud 
 
The Talmud paints Esau as the very epitome of wickedness: 

Rabbi Yochanan said: That wicked man [Esau] committed five sins on that day. 
He dishonored a betrothed maiden, he committed a murder, he denied God, he 
denied the resurrection of the dead, and he spurned the birthright.  
-[We know that] he dishonored a betrothed maiden, because it is written here, 
“And Esau came in from the field”, [Gen. 25:29] and it is written in another place [in 
connection with the betrothed maiden], “He found her in the field.” [Deut. 22:27] 

-[We know that] he committed murder, because it is written here [that he was] 
faint (ָעיֵף), and it is written [in Jeremiah], “Woe is me now, for my soul faints 
 before the murderers.” [Jer. 4:31] (ָעיְָפה)

-[We know that] he denied God, because it is written here, “What benefit is this to 
me?”, and it is written in [Exodus], “This is my God and I will make him an 
habitation.” [Ex. 15:2] 

-[We know that] he denied the resurrection of the dead because he said, “Behold, 
I am going to die [sooner or later]”. 
-[We also know that] he spurned the birthright, because it is written, “So Esau 
despised his birthright.” [Bava Batra 16b] 

Perhaps the Sages’ enmity stems from the fact that Esau (Edom) is 
traditionally viewed as the progenitor of Rome, who was oppressing Israel. 
 

Midrash 
 
The Midrash adds more faults to Esau: 

As we have learned [Bava Batra 16b]: On that day, [when he sold his birthright,] 
Esau the wicked committed five transgressions… [See above] Moreover, he 
longed for the death of his father and sought to slay his brother, as it is said: “Let 
the days of mourning for my father be at hand; then will I slay my brother Jacob.” 
[Gen. 27:41]. He caused Jacob to flee from his father's home and he also went to 
Ishmael to learn of his evil ways and to get more wives, as it is said: “So Esau 
went to Ishmael, and added, to the wives he already had, Mahalat the daughter 
of Ishmael, Abraham's son…” [Gen. 28:9]  [Ex. R. 1:1; also Gen. R. 63:12] 

 
[On that day, Esau murdered Nimrod, the king of Babel]. Nimrod was seeking to 
slay [Esau] on account of the garment which had belonged to Adam [and which 
Esau now possessed], for whenever he put it on and went out into the field, all 
the beasts and birds in the world would come and flock around him. [Genesis R. 

63:13; Zohar Gen. 1:142b] 
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Esau asked [Jacob]: “What is the purpose of this stew [you are cooking]?” 
[Jacob replied:] “I made it because that old man [Abraham] has died.” 
[Mourners ate a meal of comfort after the funeral.]   
[Esau exclaimed:] “Has Judgment overtaken that righteous man?.. Then there is 
no reward and no resurrection.” [Genesis R. 63:11] 

 
...The Sages said in Rabbi Simone's name: Abraham lived [only] 175 years and 
Isaac 180.  [Why the difference?] God withheld five years from Abraham's life... 
because Esau had sexual relations with a betrothed maiden [without her 
consent]... and committed murder [and God did not want Abraham to know this.]  
Rabbi Berekiah and Rabbi Zakkai the Elder said: He also stole.  [Based on a play 
on words.]  Said the Holy One, blessed be He: I made a promise to Abraham, 
assuring him, “But you shall go to your fathers in peace. [You shall be buried in a 
good old age.]” [Gen. 15:15] Is this a good old age when he sees his grandson 
practising idolatry [with his pagan wives], sexual immorality, and murder? Better 
that he should depart this world in peace! [Genesis R. 63:12] 

 
Resh Lakish said: [Esau] began to revile [God] and blaspheme, [by saying, not]: 
“What is [this birthright] to me?”, but “What is this to me?” [Zeh li]. This teaches 
that he denied [God], of whom it is written, “This is my God.” [Zeh Eli] [Ex. 15:2] 

[Gen. R. 63:13] 

 
Why was Jacob so eager for the birthright? Because we learned [Zevachim 112b] 

that before the Tabernacle was erected, [sacrifices could be offered at private 
altars in high places] and the sacrificial service was performed [only] by the 
firstborn; but after it was erected, the high places were forbidden and the 
sacrificial service was performed [only] by priests. [So] Jacob said: “Shall this 
wicked man stand and offer the sacrifices!”  This is why he strove so ardently to 
obtain the birthright. [Genesis R. 63:13; also Numbers R. 4:8, 6:2] 

 
From where [do we know that God agreed to the sale of the birthright]? Because 
it is written [in the Torah]:  

So said HaShem: My firstborn is Israel. [Ex. 4:22]  

[Genesis R. 63:14] 

 

Rashi 
 
Rashi: Esau was afraid of the consequences of not properly fulfilling the 
religious duties of the firstborn: 

Esau said [to Jacob], “What is the nature of this service [to God]?”  
[Jacob] replied, “There are many prohibitions and punishments and death 
penalties involved with it, as we learned [Sanhedrin 83a]: “Those [performing the 
Temple service] who have imbibed wine or who have not cut their hair are liable 
to death.” He [Esau] said, “Behold, I am going to die because of [this birthright].  
If so, why should I want it?” 
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“And Esau despised the birthright.” Torah attests to his wickedness, in that he 
despised the service [of God].  [Rashi on Gen. 25:32,34] 

 

Some views mitigating Esau’s behavior 
 
1-The Lubavitcher Rebbe points out that the Torah says: 

Isaac loved Esau, because he ate of his venison; but Rebekah loves Jacob. [Gen. 

25:28] 

and asks:  
If Jacob represents good and Esau evil, how can Isaac prefer Esau? 
 
He answers that Esau wanted to go to bad things to transform them into 
good, go to evil and struggle with it to conquer it. The Midrash says:  

“And the children struggled within [Rebecca during her pregnancy].” [Gen. 25:22]... 
[This means that] when she stood near synagogues or schools, Jacob struggled 
to come out; but when she passed idolatrous temples, Esau eagerly struggled to 
come out. [Genesis R. 63::6] 

He interprets: While in the womb, Esau struggled to emerge when he 
sensed evil, just because he wanted to change it from bad to good. Jacob, 
on the other hand, wanted only to go to goodness in this world to make it 
better.  Isaac thought Esau's approach was better than Jacob's. But, alas, 
Esau succumbed to evil and became evil himself. So the transformation 
from evil to good had to come from Jacob.  
[Based on Lubavitcher Rebbe, Likkutei Sichot 20:108–115.] 

 

Note: The Lubavitch movement goes to Jews who are less observant to 
make them more observant (like Esau), while other Hassidim stay within 
their own good communities to make them even better (like Jacob). 
 

2-Esau is highly praised for honoring his father: 
-Rabbi Shim'on ben Gamliel said: “All my life I attended to my father’s needs, yet 
I did not do for him one hundredth of what Esau did for his father. I used to attend 
to my father in soiled garments and go out in the street in clean ones; but when 
Esau attended to his father, he attended upon him in royal robes, for, he said, 
only royal robes befit my father's honor.” [Genesis R. 65:16] 

-Rabbi Yesa said: It is written: 
A son honors his father, and a servant his master. [Mal. 1:6].  

Such a son was Esau, for there was not a man in the world who showed as much 
honor to his father as he did, and it is thanks to this fact that he obtained 
dominion in this world. [Esau led to Rome.] [Zohar, Bereshit 1:146b] 

 

3-When Esau says: 
Look, I am going to die.  So of what use is this to me, a birthright? 
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he means he will probably die before his father because of the dangers of 
his hunting profession.  He is not talking about dying of hunger, but about 
his low life expectancy and consequent low likelihood he will ever enjoy the 
birthright, which makes sense. [Ibn Ezra, Ramban] 

 
4-Jacob purchased the birthright with an adequate sum of money.  The 
bread and lentils were just a meal to seal the deal, as was the custom. 
[Rashbam on Bereshit 25:31-34, Radak on Bereshit 25:34] 

 
5-No evidence in Torah that Jacob ever received any of Isaac's estate, or 
that he tells Isaac that he had purchased the birthright.  He leaves home 
empty-handed: 

With [only] my staff I passed over this Jordan. [Gen. 32:11] 

and becomes independently wealthy after 20 years of work in Laban's 
house. [Abravanel, Shadal] 
 
6-Esau belittled the birthright because its monetary value was low: Isaac 
was poor. [Ibn Ezra] 

 
7-Why the extreme expression “Esau despised his birthright”?  He was 
raised in Isaac's home while Abraham was still alive, so surely he learned 
right and wrong from them.  But a rebellious teenager rebels with force and 
passion, not with thought and moderation, as he abandons his heritage. 
So, as a defense mechanism, Esau had to strongly belittle the birthright to 
still his conscience.  [Avigdor Bonchek, What’s Bothering Rashi] 

 
8-Esau was not evil, but lived only for the moment, a slave to his physical 
desires. [Chizkuni, 13

th
-century France] 

 

Possible conclusion 
 
Esau probably sold the birthright to Jacob for a fair price.  Its monetary 
value was low anyway, and it carried responsibilities, religious and non-
religious.  Esau was simply (a) uninterested in them and (b) unsuited for 
them. 
 
Shabbat shalom. 
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