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Scripture: 

Genesis 25:19--33:18  

Tells the story of Isaac’s wife Rebecca birthing twins, the second of which was born grabbing 

the heel of the first. When time came for the blessing and giving of the birthright which belonged 

to the eldest, the younger, Jacob, tricked his brother into giving him his legacy.  Jacob flees 

thereafter but later is reconciled with his brother Esau. 

 

Luke 15:11—32 

Tells the story of a man who had two sons.  The younger son asks for his inheritance, takes it to 

pursue a life of waste.  When he finds himself destitute he decides to return to his father and ask 

to become one of the servants,  His father, however, welcomes and celebrates him as one who 

was lost but now found. The older brother sulks but the father reminds him that he has always 

been celebrated. 

 

Using the stories of Jacob and the Prodigal as a mirror, how do we see ourselves?  

Are we both?  Did we steal our birthright?  Or did we demand it then squander it? 

 

Jacob stole what was meant for his brother Esau who was firstborn of Isaac’s twins.  God, 

however, doesn’t play favorites.  He has the same spiritual birthright for each of us, regardless of 

our human birth order.  Biblical stories show the duality that God transcends and wants to 

transcend in each of us1 

 

The Prodigal story shows duality in the distribution of the inheritance—now or later? But it also 

shows that God has enough inheritance for us for an entire lifetime—both now AND later.  In the 

story the younger son asks his father for his share of the family estate, not wanting to wait until 

his father died and the time that the estate traditionally would be divided.  Readers of the story at 

the time of Jesus and before would probably be shocked at the request, ashamed of a son who 

would do such a thing, judgmental to the point of perhaps wanting to disown such a son.  But the 

father obliges and gives his younger son his share of the estate.   

 

The Jacob and Esau story indicates that for one to win, the other must lose.  The second-born 

always loses.  Hebrew patriarchal tradition had the firstborn receiving not only the special 

blessing from the father but also as birthright a greater part than any siblings of the material 

wealth that the father had accumulated at the time of the father’s death.  

 

God, however, has a better idea.  Jacob, fearing the wrath of his father after having tricked his 

brother out of his birthright, flees to settle in a far country.  After a length of time, during which 

he marries and sires children, (and both brothers amass great wealth), he decides he must return 

to his birthplace to face Esau, to discover whether reunion might be possible, knowing full well 

that his brother might try to kill him. The two brothers were indeed reunited in love. 

 



In the story of the Prodigal, both he and his brother were favored by their father.  The plot again 

features the second-born, who, rather than steal his brother’s birthright as in the case of Jacob, 

requests his share of the inheritance. 

 

Look at the change in emphasis from the Old Testament to the New Testament stories.  It moves 

from the law to relationships/favoritism.  The results are paradoxical. Both these younger sons, 

having defied the tradition of their forefathers, receive preferential treatment. In the Old 

Testament story Jacob’s name is changed to Israel after his life-changing encounter with God 

and the blessing he received on the journey to face Esau. And he becomes the next patriarch in 

Hebrew history.  In the Prodigal story the father welcomes and celebrates the returning younger 

son, holding no grudge for his past actions.  

 

A further paradox in the Hebrew story is revealed in the story of Jacob.  On his death bed he 

blesses the younger of his favored son Joseph’s sons rather than the older. Jacob, whose name 

Israel means one who has wrestled with God and prevailed, blesses the younger Ephraim, whose 

name means beloved of God, a name that is used over and over in books of the prophets and in  

Psalms as God’s affectionate nickname for the entire Hebrew people, pointing in a literary sense 

to the continuity of the belovedness to this day. 

 

The Old Testament story shows reversal of the tradition in Jacob-Israel’s blessing the younger 

Ephraim.  The Prodigal’s father shows transcendence of the law in celebrating both his sons, 

which shows a greater understanding of God who wants a win-win situation for everyone. 

 

Neither the Prodigal nor his brother is named in the New Testament story.  Does this suggest that 

God is not interested in names?  Perhaps not in the sense that Jacob is named “supplanter” in 

recognition of his heel-grabbing birth and trickster birthright stealing. 

 

Joseph’s son Ephraim carries the name by which God called his beloved people. 

As post-New Testament man, we come to know that since God’s first name is love, we who are 

of the essence and bear the image and likeness of God share the same name.  Our best name is 

love! 

 

We can’t leave these blessing stories without looking once more at the blessing of God to Jesus.  

Baptism represented a new kind of blessing, one which washed away sinfulness and made one 

ready for relationship with God.  Immediately after the baptism of Jesus, we hear the voice of 

God in blessing.  “This is my beloved in whom I am well pleased.”  This is the unique, personal  

blessing—the birthright God has for each of us.  Let us open our ears of our heart that we may 

hear it—and rejoice!   

 


