Parashah Vayishlach Comments (11/30/12 Rev.11/15/13)

The Parashah (Torah reading) for this week is titled “Vayishlach” which is Hebrew for “he sent.” It tells the story of Jacob’s meeting with his brother Esau after a twenty year separation and refers to Jacob’s sending messengers to his brother to announce his coming.

The messengers return to tell him that Esau is coming and bringing with him 400 men! Jacob then immediately became afraid and reacts to the news by separating his group of wives, children, slaves, and belongings into two camps so that, if his fears are realized and Esau still harbors a hatred for and a desire to kill Jacob for taking his birthright and his blessing, Jacob will be able to at least salvage half of what is his. He even asks God to rescue him from Esau.

He then sends presents of livestock ahead of him: sheep, camels, cows, and donkeys – one group at a time – to appease Esau, cool his anger, so that by the time Esau gets to the end of the procession of gifts, Jacob will hopefully avoid being an object of Esau’s wrath. He then sends everyone on ahead across the Yabok River and spends the night in camp alone. Genesis 32:24 tells what happens next:

“This left Jacob all alone in the camp, and a man came and wrestled with him until the dawn began to break.” 

When the man sees he cannot defeat Jacob, he dislocates Jacob’s hip. Jacob continues to wrestle with the man. Finally, the man pleads to be let go but Jacob won’t let him go until the man agrees to bless Jacob. The man asks “What is your name?” and When Jacob tells him, the man says in verse 28 of the same chapter,

“Your name will no longer be Jacob,” and then says, “From now on you will be called Israel because you have fought with God and with men and have won.” 

Jacob now asks him his name and the man says why do want to know.Then the man blesses Jacob. At daybreak, Jacob continues on but now with a limp.

Next Jacob spots Esau and rearranges his entourage so that he is now at the front of the group followed by everyone else instead of at the rear. When he gets closer to Esau he falls to the ground prostrating himself seven times before he actually gets near to him. When they meet, Esau runs to Jacob. Then they embrace and both weep. Then Esau asks about the procession of animals. Jacob says it is a gift. Esau doesn’t want to take it, but Jacob insists and Esau accepts. Esau then offers to leave some of his men to protect and help Jacob’s group because they are not able to travel as fast as Esau and his men, but Jacob tells Esau to not trouble himself over this matter and sends him on ahead with his 400 men. Jacob refers to himself as “your servant.” He refers to Esau as “Lord.”  In fact he does this numerous times in Chapter 32.

What’s going on here? At the beginning of the weekly reading we are plainly told Jacob is fearing for his life. He sends his messengers far enough ahead so they can return and tell Jacob Esau’s state of mind. The 400 men confirm Jacob’s worst fears. He separates his group into two camps to cut his losses in anticipation of the vengeance he expects Esau will seek. He cries out to be rescued by God. Now we see a complete reversal. Jacob moves to the front of his assembly. Earlier in Genesis, Isaac tells him he will be “Lord to your kinsman.” and “your mother’s sons will prostrate themselves to you.” (Genesis 27:28-29).  But we see Jacob bowing before Esau seven times before approaching him. He refers to Esau as Lord and himself as servant again and again. Now it seems that Jacob has changed.

Esau also seems transformed. He runs to meet Jacob. Esau hugs Jacob. Esau kisses Jacob! They weep together.

I think what has happened here is that God came in the form of a man/angel and wrestled with him in answer to Jacob’s prayer for help and to stop him from fleeing. 

First, the angel injures Jacob so it will slow him down.  Jacob has schemed and struggled for the blessing of Isaac: that he would lead his people and be the leader over the other nations. However, this leadership could not be realized until Esau and Jacob were reconciled. Secondly, the angel blesses Jacob by giving him a new name. No longer is he to be the “heel-grabber” or the deceiver. His faith in God, shown by his determination to fulfill Isaac’s prophesy and the promises of God, are now legitimized by this name change. Later God Himself reaffirms the change. Jacob has now become the overcomer, which is one meaning of his new name, Israel.  I think that, during the struggle, something happens to Jacob. I think Jacob realizes that this man who came out of nowhere to wrestle with him was no ordinary man. During the fight, he understands he has to make a choice: to stay and fulfill the prophesy and the promise of God or continue to flee in fear of Esau. When he asked for the angel’s blessing, he had made his decision. As the sun rises he declares at the end of chapter 32 that he has met God face-to-face and lived.

I think that Jacob’s decision of faith dissolved his fear and gave him the confidence to meet Esau in love and respect. I think God honored the change in attitude.

And I think God also changed Esau’s heart when Jacob turned to God in faith.

For us, there are many lessons to be learned here. First, when we are loving and respectful, we maximize the same response from others. This is another example of how following God’s commandment to love one another will bring blessings to us. Jacob approached in peace and love and Esau responded in like manner.

Lesson two: never give up. Jacob was striving to be the leader of Israel from the beginning. Grasping Esau’s heel as they both left the womb, you can imagine the possibility that Jacob was in the process of trying to pull himself past Esau to get out first! He was quick to seize on Esau’s hunger to relieve Esau of his birthright. He permitted his mother to help him secure his father Isaac’s blessing, he married within the family to protect the future nation from assimilation by intermarriage while his brother Esau married Hittite women. It was always a striving that was worthwhile to him. When Jacob realized he was wrestling with an angel, he was also quick to ask God to give him what he never stopped wanting. What was promised to Abraham and Isaac - the promise of being the father of many nations and descendants as countless as the stars in the sky and the dust of the earth.

We struggle like Jacob. Do we hang on like Jacob did or do we give up. Do we need to overcome as Jacob did? I think it would be discouraging to think that one slip and we lose the promises of God. I think we just need to hang on. Being human, we will fail. We are constantly being tempted by the things of this world. We continually succumb. But as long as we hang on and don’t give up, we will eventually walk into and in God’s light.

The third lesson I see here is one of leadership. The Master said we must be servant’s to lead.

Y’shua says in Luke 22:27, 

“Who is more important, the one who sits at the table or the one who serves? The one who sits at the table, of course. But not here! For I am among you as one who serves.” 

In Mark 10:45 He says, 

“For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve others and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

A good leader is humble and open to God’s direction. He or she is committed to the welfare of those being lead. The tyrant is committed to his own benefit. Mohandas Ghandi said, “There go my people. I must follow them.”

In Matthew 20:26-27, Jesus says, 

“Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first among you must become your slave.”

The lives of the patriarchs are prophesies of the future. Israel is the first-born of the Nations. Israel is emerging as the leader of the free world. Israel is the key to God’s plan of revelation. Israel has yet to assume its position as leader of the nations and it won’t take the place God has in store for it until it’s struggle with God is completed. It is still a secular nation. I believe it will become the instrument of God’s peace. With peace comes the Messiah and the Kingdom of God.

We can all learn from Jacob. We are leaders. We bring the words that can bring us together like Jacob and his brother in love and respect. We can serve God and help lead people to greater understanding of Him and the unity that He has in store for each and every one of His children.

The story of Esau and Jacob is the story of two brothers who become separated for many years and are then reconciled. This is a picture of the children of God, brothers and sisters, who are separated now but will be reconciled in unity as prophesied in Jeremiah 31:33 (34):

33 (34) No longer will any of them teach his fellow community member or his brother, ‘Know Adonai’; for all will know me, from the least of them to the greatest; because I will forgive their wickednesses and remember their sins no more.”

For two thousand years, the Jewish and the Christian siblings of God have each preserved a portion of God’s message to humanity. As the Jeremiah passage is fulfilled, the Torah, preserved by the Jewish people, will accepted as the foundational word of God by Christians.  In the fullness of time,  the knowledge of Y’shua HaMashiach (Jesus, the Anointed One), preserved by Christians, will be accepted by the Jewish people as their Messiah. The confirmation of this lies in the Messianic movement. This unity expresses itself through the continuity of the Newer and the Older Testament which confirms this unity in the many places where pictures of the Messiah in the Tenach (the Older Testament) are more fully described in the Brit Chadashah (the Newer Testament). Another link in the chain declaring the oneness of the Holy Scriptures can be found in Rachel’s birth of her second son.

We read in Genesis 35: 16-18:

16 Then they moved on from Bethel. While they were still some distance from Ephrath, Rachel began to give birth and had great difficulty. 17 And as she was having great difficulty in childbirth, the midwife said to her, “Don’t despair, for you have another son.” 18 As she breathed her last—for she was dying—she named her son Ben-Oni. But his father named him Benjamin.

Ben-Oni means son of my trouble. Understandable that Rachel would call him this. But Jacob renames him Benjamin (or Bin – Yamin in Hebrew) – son of my right hand.

Rachel is another name for the Jewish people. Jeremiah 31:15 and again in Matthew 2:18, the association between Rachel and the Jewish people is stated:

“A voice is heard in Ramah, mourning and great weeping, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more.”

In Jeremiah, the prophet is speaking of the Babylonian exile. Matthew is speaking about the attempt to kill Y’shua by Herod in the slaughter of the male children in Bethlehem two years of age and under.

In Matthew 10:34, Y’shua says,

“Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.

For the Jewish people, the Master’s first coming has been connected with troubles - from the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD, the suppressing of the Jewish uprising led by the false messiah Bar Kosiba in 135 AD, the Crusades, the Inquisitions, the Pogroms, the Holocaust right up to and including today.

In Matthew 22:44, quoting Psalm 110:1, Y’shua asks then answers his own question to the Pharisees: Who is the Messiah? He says,

“‘The Lord said to my Lord:
“Sit at my right hand
until I put your enemies
under your feet.”’ 

And again in Matthew 26:64 He says,

“But I say to all of you: From now on you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” 

Mark 16:19 says,

After the Lord Jesus had spoken to them, he was taken up into heaven and he sat at the right hand of God.

The son of Rachel, her most important descendant, is the end of the Torah, the Messiah, the Son of the right hand as foretold by Jacob. He will come again and Rachel will weep no more.

Targum Pseudo Yonatan, a Jewish Commentary on the Torah, in speaking of the Messiah’s coming and Rachel’s people, says,

 “And he will bring her glad tidings, and he will comfort her and she will accept His consolation and she will arise and kiss him.”

We eagerly await that day with great anticipation.
Esau and Israel reconcile in this Torah portion. But the enmity of Esau displayed against Jacob in later times is expressed in Obadiah as is the reconciliation through God. As an example, when Israel was being taken into exile, Esau’s hiers killed or captured many trying to flee.

Esau and Jacob are brothers in the flesh as Jews and Christians are brothers in God’s family. Here, too, Christian brothers have caused their Jewish brothers much anguish over the centuries.  In a broader sense, Esau and Jacob  represent good and evil, the spiritual and the carnal, and the final triumph of the good over the evil when the Messiah comes. Edom (the seed of Esau) and the Commonwealth of Israel are also a picture of the relationship between two Semitic peoples: Israeli people and the Arab world, especially the Palestinians and the Saudis. The book of Obadiah (our Haftorah portion for this week) is a picture of this enmity and reminds us that God has placed His protection around the Nation of Israel with a curse and a blessing: bless My people and you will be blessed – curse My people and you will be cursed. Obadiah predicts this. This is but one of the prophecies in this book that speak to this relationship. Other prophecies in the book have also been fulfilled, but not all of them. In the end, The Jewish Nation will be restored and the Gentile Nations will come to follow a righteous Israel that models compassion and justice - characteristics of its leader Messiah.

The Messiah’s coming will reconcile man’s free will with God’s will. Jacob and Esau echo the conflict between man and God and man’s final surrender to God and the blessings that follow bestowed by a loving God to the entire world. This is a worthy goal for all of us to work toward and the more we know who God is and what work He has for  each of us to do, the more blessed we will be carrying out His assignments.
Let us continue our striving with God to get to know Him better, to love His creation and those He created, and never give up. Let us see ourselves as His witnesses so we communicate who the Master is by our behavior and lead as many as possible to the light of God.
Father in Heaven, we ask you to encourage us with your presence. Give us your Holy Spirit to keep us grounded in your ways. Protect us from the evil one. Help us to know your will for each and every one of us and give us the means to be the instruments of your blessing. Amen.

