
1Why 
Esau?

A LINGERING INTEREST

In September 2010 the British Labour Party sought a new
leader. It had lost a general election after thirteen
continuous years in office and Gordon Brown, the leader
at that time, decided that a fresh start was required. The

favourite candidate was David Miliband, a highly regarded
and experienced politician who had served as the British
Foreign Secretary. But among those also standing was David
Miliband’s younger brother, Ed—less experienced and far less
well known in the country.

When it emerged that Ed had come out top in the poll, many
British newspapers reported the story by referring to Esau and
Jacob. The same sibling rivalry that had seen the older Esau
cheated by his younger brother Jacob had engulfed the
Miliband family. The young pretender had stolen the crown
under the nose of the heir apparent. To the columnists at least,
the fact that these were brothers instinctively paralleled the
Genesis account of the twin sons of Isaac and Rebekah.

So, despite the sharp decline in Bible knowledge in the
civilized West in recent years, there appears to be a lingering
familiarity with, and interest in, this particular story.

BUT WHY ESAU?

Why look at someone like Esau? It is a very reasonable
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question. Most people who read the Bible have some inner
stirrings to be godly. Examining the life of a man labelled in the
Scriptures as being a model of godlessness seems, therefore, to
have all the potential for being a pointless waste of time. Surely
we ought to be shunning him altogether?

Let me suggest three reasons in particular for studying him.

ALL SCRIPTURE IS PROFITABLE

First, all Scripture is profitable. That applies as much to
examining the accounts of the many and varied biblical
characters that enliven its pages as it does to studying the
Bible’s teaching, its history and its poetry. It is also profitable
in different ways. Some Bible characters display qualities that
are to be imitated. Others display qualities that are to be
avoided at all costs. But all of them, without exception, are
worthy of close observation. They all stand together as a
united body that, one way or another, adds to the material
which the Holy Spirit uses to reprove, correct or instruct the
man or woman of God in righteousness (2 Tim. 3:16).

As far as Esau is concerned, if we are to avoid his example
we must know what it was about him that was so offensive to
the Lord. That requires a close-up inspection of his character.
Only then can we move on to a humble assessment of our own
lives with the aim of identifying the same traits. Unless we do
that, how can we hope to root them out in God’s strength?

ESAU: A REAL PERSON

Second, the Bible describes real people. None of them was ever
the cardboard-cut-out character of a childhood fantasy world
where everyone falls neatly into one of two camps: the goodies
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and the baddies. The men and women of the Bible are
complex, simply because they are real. Even those we would
normally label as heroes and heroines were flawed people, and
the Bible never attempts to disguise their failings from the
reader.

By the same token, those who fall into the category of
‘examples to avoid’ should not be seen as evil pantomime
characters. They are equally real. Some of them—and Esau
would be a good example here—had some genuinely attractive
qualities.

Please do not misunderstand me. I am not flattening
everybody so that each person ends up in the middle plain of
mediocrity, with any one individual looking much the same as
the next person. Such an approach reduces humanity to an
indistinguishable mass with neither the bad being as bad as we
all thought, nor the good so good. No; the observable
differences between people include differences in moral
character and personal qualities. Such distinctions are both
real and valid. 

The writer to the Hebrews gives a long list of people who
lived by faith. He likens the Christian life to a race that is
specially tailored to the individual believer. He tells us that the
way to run the race is to look to Jesus, the supreme example of
faith, who finished his race seeing the joy set before him,
having endured the cross (Heb. 12:2). But in addition the
writer tells us that the route of our race is lined with cheering
spectators—men and women who have faithfully completed
their race and are now watching on to encourage present-day
runners. Numbered among the spectators are the very people
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he has identified from the Old Testament whose testimony of
faith is a striking and living example for us to follow.

Esau and others are more like monuments. They appear at
various points along the route as stark warnings of the perils of
not keeping to the path. In Esau’s case, we would have to say
that the monument is strategically placed at the start of the
course—a testimony to the folly of never beginning the race,
let alone of not finishing it.

By saying that the characters of Scripture were human and
real, we are admitting that the ‘heroes’ of Scripture were not so
different from us as to be completely beyond our reach.
Aspects of their lives and characters are set out for us as an
attractive template to observe and copy. God intends that their
example should challenge and inspire us. If these men and
women were a different sort from us entirely, we would never
even take the first step. Any attempt at modelling ourselves
upon them would be hopeless; we would end up, after the first
day, thoroughly demoralized by the effort.

At the same time, neither are the ‘villains’ of Scripture so
bad that they are beyond our reach. Their bad example is a
genuine warning. God intends that we avoid it. If these men
and women were so far removed from us in their evil or
godlessness, we would perhaps never be troubled by any
temptation to be like them. The point here is that Esau was an
ordinary man. He was just like us. Therefore, the warning his
life presents is extremely powerful and highly relevant.

ESAU: A MODERN-DAY HERO

Third, Esau lookalikes are all around us. He is the modern
sporting, self-reliant hero. He was a man’s man—the son his
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father perhaps admired because he was everything his father
was not. He was also a man of passion, and we like that quality
in our superstars. When he was badly cheated for the second
time, he burned with anger. ‘Quite right too,’ we say.

His anger may have been fierce, but at least it was open and
honest. And when, years later, he met the brother with whom
he had quarrelled so vehemently, he embraced him with
genuine warmth and brotherly affection. In fact, it was Esau
who took the initiative here. When Jacob wanted to buy his
brother off, Esau wanted a reconciliation.

Modern man also admires Esau’s independence. Loyal to
his parents he may have been, but he did not need them. He
was perfectly able to stand on his own two feet and make his
own way through life, and would do so. In particular, Esau did
not need the Lord’s blessing or his covenant promise. These
things meant nothing to him. In 21st-century language, he
would be perfectly at home explaining to us, ‘My brother may
be religious, but not me. I’m just not the type. I don’t need the
crutch of faith—I’ll stand on my own feet, thank you.’

Day after day, we meet Esau in our places of work, in the
street and in the family. There are Esaus all around us. We may
be one ourselves. There is nothing about them which means
they are anything other than self-respecting, self-made and
well liked. But if modern man warms to Esau, God takes a
different view. And we need to find out why.

8

FACE2FACE WITH ESAU

For further study

F2FEsau v5_F2F-Template  07/04/2014  11:59  Page 8



FOR FURTHER STUDY

1. Look carefully at what is said about the Lord Jesus in Hebrews 12:3

and then about Esau in 12:16. To what extent are these examples

opposites?

2. Read 1 Timothy 4:8. What perspective does this verse give us on

the place of physical exercise in the Christian life, and how does it

contrast with godliness?

TO THINK ABOUT AND DISCUSS

1. In 2 Timothy 3:16 Scripture is described as being God-breathed

and useful in four particular ways. Two of those ways are positive and

the other two are negative. Take a well-known Bible character, such

as Moses, Elijah or David, and discuss the ways in which their lives are

useful examples for us in each of those four ways.

2. In Proverbs 26:12 we are asked, ‘Do you see a man wise in his own

eyes?’ We are also told, ‘There is more hope for a fool than for him.’

Do you think this might have been true of Esau? What is it about such

a person that leaves him or her almost without hope?
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