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SUMMARY OF JACOB 
 
It’s ironic that modern Bible students have the most problems with Jacob – they 

criticize and condemn him for his actions and character more than any of the other 
Patriarchs – and yet God blessed Jacob far more than he did the others.  During his 
lifetime he amassed abounding wealth, found success wherever he went, acquired a large 
family, and received the grudging but total respect of all who tried to ruin him.  And his 
legacy far surpassed that of the others: his name “Israel” was passed on to the entire 
Nation encompassing millions of Abraham’s descendants; the name occurs 2,673 times in 
the Bible, 72 times in the New Testament.   

So, what are people today missing in the story of Jacob?  Evidently they’re looking 
for the sinner, even when there is no direct evidence of his sin in the text.  We’ve already 
seen that not only did others encourage him to go after the rights of the firstborn (e.g., his 
mother), but also God himself wanted Jacob to have those rights.  Perhaps it’s the fact 
that we don’t like to see someone who is undeserving take so easily what rightfully 
belongs to others.   

That’s exactly the point.  Whenever Jacob showed up, God took what belonged to 
others and gave it to Jacob instead.  Everyone cried foul when that happened, but nobody 
could reverse God’s decision.  There was a mystery going on here that only God and 
Jacob were privy to.  

… The mystery hidden for ages and generations but now revealed to his saints. 
To them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches 
of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. (Colossians 
1:26-27) 
 

Struggle for the Firstborn’s rights 

Every human being is a creature of need.  We were born into this world needing the 
basics of life, and our parents took care of those needs.  As we grew up our needs 
developed and grew more complex: education, making our own way in life, family, job, 
home, community.  And as our needs became more complicated, we looked to other 
sources to fill those needs.  All this is normal for life.  

But there’s a massive dimension to our lives that most people either are unaware of, 
or don’t care about – God and his spiritual world.  We are spiritual beings designed to 
live in his presence while we’re in this world.  That requires getting in touch with him so 
that we can receive the spiritual resources that we need to be pleasing to him.  But 
nobody does that.  We were born dead to God, completely insensitive to the spiritual.  
That of course is going to have disastrous effects on our lives in the long run.  There’s a 
rottenness in our souls, due to the lack of spiritual life, that is killing us.  

What people do make up for that emptiness by seizing as much of this world as 
possible as a replacement for God.  And the kind of world that both Satan and sinful flesh 
have designed feeds “the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride of life.” 
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(1 John 2:16)  We love the pleasures, we love the power, we love the wisdom of this 
world.  And we don’t want God interfering with that.  

This is what Esau wanted – the things of this world.  He thought Isaac’s Inheritance 
consisted of only this world’s riches, because that’s the only thing he could see and 
understand.   

Jacob, however, was enabled by faith (we are told in Hebrews 11 what the Patriarchs 
saw by faith) to see the spiritual world of God.  He knew that the Family Inheritance 
passed down from Abraham included a life with God, with freedom from sin and death: 
spiritual treasures that only a child of God would appreciate.  And he could see that this 
new life – which consisted of everything that Esau despised – came with the rights of the 
Firstborn Son only.  For as much as Jacob wanted it, he was not the Firstborn Son.  So he 
had no rights to it.  

There are two reasons for this: first, Jacob was a sinner.  Yes, on this point everyone 
is right about him.  But then so are we all sinners.  If we condemn him, we must also 
condemn ourselves, because none of us deserve anything from God.  The original 
Blessing from Creation is long gone; we are all under a curse now and destined for death.  

Second, Jacob had no rights to what the Firstborn Son of the Trinity had.  That is so 
far beyond the realm of the possible that it’s amazing that Jacob even thought to go after 
it.  This is a reality that only God knows, not man.  And yet God had decided, before 
time, to give that Inheritance to Abraham and his Family, inconceivable though it seems.  

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in 
Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in 
him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless 
before him. In love he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through 
Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious 
grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. (Ephesians 1:3-6) 

Jacob wanted to be God’s son on that level, not just what Adam and Eve were first 
given.  This entails an entirely new character – a spiritual life that transforms us into the 
image of Christ the eternal Son.  Being part of the eternal Family of Father and Son and 
Spirit means he would inherit the eternal Treasures of Heaven – the fullness of God 
himself – not the things of this world.  Jacob wanted to go all the way into the Holy of 
Holies.  

And that’s what defines Jacob’s whole life.  He struggled to get what was not his by 
rights.  He struggled with his brother Esau, with Isaac his father, with his extended family 
(Laban), with the Man in the desert, with the pagan Canaanites.  That’s why in his later 
years he told Pharaoh that his entire life was filled with trouble.  

The days of the years of my sojourning are 130 years. Few and evil have been 
the days of the years of my life, and they have not attained to the days of the years 
of the life of my fathers in the days of their sojourning. (Exodus 47:9) 

If he hadn’t struggled he wouldn’t have gotten anything.  He knew that and so did 
everyone else.  Nobody was going to give him what didn’t belong to him.  But the 
Promise of God overrides all other rights.  It’s contrary to the laws and customs of man.  
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It’s a gift that only God can give.  And the person who receives that Promise cannot 
account for why he receives it, except God has decided to include him in his Family.  

 

Straining toward the goal 

The Apostle Paul makes an amazing statement about his own hope for eternity.  In the 
rest of his writings, he speaks with authority and hands out the Treasures of Heaven to 
the Church in abundance because he lives with that abundance daily.  And yet in this 
passage from the letter to the Philippians he doesn’t claim (as we would expect) the 
privilege of being an Apostle: he humbles himself to the level of a nobody, someone like 
the rest of us – in fact, poor and needy and still falling short of his goal as a Christian.   

For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in 
order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of 
my own that comes from the Law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, 
the righteousness from God that depends on faith — that I may know him and the 
power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his 
death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 

Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to 
make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Brothers, I do not 
consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies 
behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Let those of us who are mature 
think this way, and if in anything you think otherwise, God will reveal that also to 
you. Only let us hold true to what we have attained. (Philippians 3:8-16) 
Paul is going on sheer Promise here.  He has nothing, he can claim nothing, except 

what his God has promised him out of undeserved grace.  But he desperately wants what 
he will gain by becoming one with the Son of God.  He knows exactly what that is – it’s 
living with the Father in the Trinity forever, Heir of the fullness of God, filled with the 
Spirit without measure.  He will sit at God’s right hand on the Throne of Heaven.  It’s 
everything that Jesus the true Heir showed us and revealed to us.   

But Paul knows that such an unattainable goal, even though promised, can’t be 
reached without a constant struggle.  “I tell you this, brothers: flesh and blood cannot 
inherit the Kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.” (1 
Corinthians 15:50)  The world, the flesh, and the devil will oppose him viciously every 
step of the way.  But since the Promise stands, and the Son of God opened the way for 
man to enter into the presence of God, Paul will fight all the way to the end to inherit the 
impossible.  

What does that struggle look like?  
• The flesh wants this world’s pleasures.   The Law is very plain about what is 

allowed and what isn’t, what God expects of us and what angers him.  But 
our fallen nature pushes aside the Law and seizes whatever it craves, no 
matter what the cost.  The will of the flesh reigns supreme.  And so we do 
things that destroy ourselves, we alienate others in our desperation to get 
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what we want, we ignore God (he’s an unwanted irritation to us), and we find 
excuses and justification for our actions.   

This isn’t easy to undo.  It’s the reason Jesus was crucified on the cross – the 
flesh of sinful man has to be put to death, so that it no longer reigns supreme.  
The Law of God has to be our standard.  The problem is that our flesh 
doesn’t know the difference between what is lawful and what is unlawful.  
God gave us physical blessings to enjoy, and they are lawful; but the fallen 
nature takes those same pleasures and crosses the line into the criminal where 
we replace God’s goodness with an obsessive focus on the pleasure.  And of 
course we take it to extremes where we weren’t supposed to go: a job with a 
good income which supports our family (which God expects of us) turns into 
our throwing out our other responsibilities for the sake of our careers, and 
then “priorities” get way out of balance.  Sex – another prime example – 
turns from a lawful pleasure in marriage into sex with anybody, anytime, 
anywhere, which violates the marriage contract, cheapens the body, and 
brings suffering into the lives of all concerned (especially in the family).  Our 
flesh can turn just about every lawful blessing from Creation into a 
destructive perversion that breaks God’s Law.  
So Jesus told us to take extreme measures to deal with the flesh – if we don’t, 
we will die because of it.   

If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his 
cross daily and follow me. (Luke 9:23) 

And if your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw 
it away. It is better for you to enter life crippled or lame than with two 
hands or two feet to be thrown into the eternal fire. And if your eye 
causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. It is better for you to 
enter life with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into the hell of 
fire. (Matthew 18:8-9) 

What’s at stake here is our eternal future.  God is not playing games here; 
satisfying our flesh at the expense of his Law is going to cost us in the end.  
Think of the struggle that Jacob had to win through to receive the 
Inheritance, and the way Esau despised that Inheritance and lived for the 
flesh.  And then think about the sentence pronounced against Esau to his 
eternal dismay.  

… That no one is sexually immoral or unholy like Esau, who sold 
his birthright for a single meal. For you know that afterward, when he 
desired to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no chance 
to repent, though he sought it with tears. (Hebrews 12:16-17) 

• This world is a spiritual battleground and wasteland.   In the beginning it 
wasn’t this way, but between the lusts of humanity and the purposes of Satan, 
God’s perfect Creation has been turned into poison for our souls, a madhouse 
of rebellion and death.  We will never get anywhere with God as long as we 
are lock-step with the world.  
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And the “world” means the man-made pleasures that surround us and 
consumerism on every side (something that the modern American consumer 
knows only too well); it’s man’s “wisdom” that has replaced God’s Truth and 
has indoctrinated us all to the point that we can’t even understand the Truth 
even when we hear it; it’s a whole new set of rules and standards that we’ve 
invented to live by; it’s a perverse playground for those craving 
entertainment and sports and leisure; and it’s the systems of power setting 
their own sets of rules apart from those of God, from the national level down 
to the local community and even to the family.  This world – in all its 
superficial and ever-changing appearances – is all that we have ever known, 
from the day of our birth.   
So to “overcome the world” is going to take a herculean effort on our part.  
It’s like changing one’s nationality – moving from the totally familiar to the 
extremely uncomfortable unfamiliar.   
We start by denying our physical birthright.  The saints of the Old Testament 
“acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on the earth.” (Hebrews 
11:13)  They didn’t want this world; they wanted the next world.  Jesus 
prayed for his followers “because they are not of the world, just as I am not 
of the world.” (John 17:14) 

In fact, the world is such a dangerous place for us spiritually that there are 23 
direct warnings in the New Testament to stay away from the world or you 
will have God for your enemy.  It’s like when Americans were suspicious 
about the Nazis living in this country, identifying with Hitler during World 
War II – the sympathizers were automatically considered the enemy because 
of their allegiance to him.    
Again, the original idea was for man to live in this world as God’s vice-
regent and “have dominion” over the world, ruling it according to God’s 
Law.  But the world we have now is not God’s doing; it’s been recreated by 
evil.  That’s why we’re commanded to pull away from it.  We have been put 
in this world to live here for the time being, but we can’t give up God’s 
standards and Treasures for what the sinful world has replaced them with.  So 
we have to keep our bags packed, so to speak – we live and work and do our 
duty, but our “hearts are on things above, not things below.” (Colossians 3:2)  
It’s the next world we’re supposed to be longing for, not this one.  

The land of a rich man produced plentifully, and he thought to 
himself, ‘What shall I do, for I have nowhere to store my crops?’ And 
he said, ‘I will do this: I will tear down my barns and build larger ones, 
and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I will say to my 
soul, ‘Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, 
drink, be merry.’ But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is 
required of you, and the things you have prepared, whose will they 
be?’ So is the one who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich 
toward God. (Luke 12:16-21) 
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 So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow 
citizens with the saints and members of the household of God. 
(Ephesians 2:19)   

This becomes extremely difficult to do with everyone else around us deeply 
entrenched in this physical world (especially our families!) and there may not 
be anybody around who will walk with us and encourage us.  Jacob 
discovered this while living with his uncle Laban.  

• The devil’s purpose is to separate us from God and destroy us.  I know that 
people don’t believe in the devil, and they laugh at those who do.  They’re 
only proving a well-known precept of war: if you can hide yourself from 
your enemy, you’re halfway to victory.   

Even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. So it is no surprise 
if his servants, also, disguise themselves as servants of righteousness. 
(2 Corinthians 11:14-15) 

As far as God is concerned, Satan has been a major part of the rebellion and 
trouble in his Creation since the beginning.  God’s record of history (the 
Bible) reveals our Enemy plainly. Job felt the fury of a jealous Satan.  Jesus 
knew Satan – he struggled against him and his minions his entire ministry.  
The Apostle Peter found himself unwittingly promoting the devil’s cause. 
Paul experienced Satan’s opposition many times during his ministry.  The 
New Testament testifies to Satan’s relentless and merciless attacks against 
humanity.  

… So that we would not be outwitted by Satan; for we are not 
ignorant of his designs. (2 Corinthians 2:11) 

Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls 
around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. Resist him, 
firm in your faith, knowing that the same kinds of suffering are being 
experienced by your brotherhood throughout the world. (1 Peter 5:8-9) 

In fact, anyone who denies the reality of the devil is either his ignorant dupe 
or a willing accomplice to his destructive designs.  Far more reliable 
witnesses than our modern skeptics have assured us of the reality of our 
spiritual enemy.  
Since he has the advantage of thousands of years of experience and a 
thoroughly ruthless nature toward a creature he holds in complete contempt, 
what are we to do?  Go to war! 

Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against 
the schemes of the devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh and 
blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic 
powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in 
the heavenly places. Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that 
you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to 
stand firm. (Ephesians 6:11-13) 
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We have to study the art of war to protect ourselves, if we don’t want to 
become his next casualty – which the world has seen billions of times in the 
lives of men and women unaware of the danger they were in.  And war (as 
those who have experienced it will tell you) is struggling and suffering to win 
through to the prize.  

Not only do we have to fight a rear-guard action against the enemy who wants to keep 
us here in this eternal graveyard, we also have to reach out to the eternal for the real 
Treasures.  And here Paul shows us his heart.  He “strained forward” for the prize in 
Christ Jesus.  What was it that drove Paul toward God?  It was God himself; Paul loved 
God as the Law requires.  

And now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you, but to fear the 
LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul, and to keep the commandments and 
statutes of the LORD, which I am commanding you today for your good? 
(Deuteronomy 10:12-13) 

Normally when someone goes after an inheritance with such passion, it’s due to greed 
or the lust for power.  In this case, though, the Law commands us to love God 
passionately.  Man was made to love God.  God is the only good there is; everything else 
is derived from his goodness.  When we want God it’s because we want his life in us, his 
wisdom that guides us, his light that reveals the fullness of God to us, his righteousness.  
We want to be his son so that we can depend on him for everything, and glorify him.  We 
were designed to have the life of God in us, shining through us, and blessing everything 
in Creation around us.  “Taste and see that the LORD is good!” (Psalm 34:8)  And in the 
new Heavens and earth, the life of the Son – which is the fullness of God to its infinity 
and eternity – will shine in us with the same effect as it did in Jesus.  

For such children (so they show themselves to be by their love for him) the Father 
willingly opens the door of Heaven.  “Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all 
things, endures all things.” (1 Corinthians 13:7)  They don’t deserve his goodness, but 
they want it.  Because they want him, God – with great delight – pours out the fullness of 
his richness into their lives and brings them into his Home as his own children.  And for 
their struggle in this world to find God, he will reward them with eternal life.   

That’s what Jacob was after.  
Remember the point about turning Genesis into moralisms.  The lesson about Jacob is 

not how we can become like him; the lesson is how much Jacob wanted to be like Christ, 
the Firstborn Son of God.  If we are Jacob’s true spiritual heirs, we also will struggle to 
be one with the Son, and fight our way through all the enemies, to receive his Inheritance.  

 

The character of the Son  

People who strive to be a child of God will inevitably have a certain kind of 
character.  It’s certainly not like the rest of the people in this world.  Children of the devil 
(so Jesus described them – see John 8) are ignorant, self-centered, destructive and 
perfectly happy to live in rebellion and filth.  God hates that.  But children of God are 
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filled with the Spirit of Christ who has been transforming them into the image of the Son 
of God –they look like it, and they live like it.  They live in the Light, in the presence of 
God – and that means their character changes in spite of themselves.  People who love 
the darkness die because they avoid the Light of Life.  

And that’s the irony of Jacob’s story.  Just about everyone condemns him for being a 
sinner, and yet the story never bears that interpretation out.  As he started reaching out for 
that Inheritance that came from his forefather Abraham, his character changed from a 
man of this world into a man of God.  He learned faith and lived in its light.  He grew in 
his knowledge of God.  He received blessings from God and gave him glory for them.  
He prayed fervently for God’s presence and power in his life.  I know of few people 
today who walk so closely with God, with such evident power, as did Jacob.  

His twelve sons became the foundation stones of the Nation of Israel – the people of 
God who bore Jacob’s name (Israel – “He struggles with God”) and the Twelve Tribes 
who took possession of the Land.  The names of those Tribes (because names describe 
things) form a composite whole, therefore, of the entire Nation – and describe the kind of 
Son that God formed out of them.1  Let’s review those names here.  

• Reuben – “Behold, a son!”  Jacob’s descendants are nothing less than the Son 
of God.   

• Simeon – “The LORD has heard me.”  The children of God live in his presence 
in full fellowship and communion with Father and Son.   

• Levi – “I am joined to my Husband.”  The children are the Bride, united with 
the Eternal Son and joint heirs of the Father.  

• Judah – “Praise!”  The children glorify God in his fullness from their 
experience of him.  

• Dan – “The LORD has vindicated me.”  God has lifted his children out of the 
sin they fell into and restored to them his image.  

• Naphtali – “Wrestled and prevailed.”  The children overcame their enemies 
(the world, their sinful flesh, and the devil) – and struggled to win the rights of 
the Firstborn.  

• Gad – “What good fortune!”  The children have inherited nothing less than 
the full glory of God, not on their own merit but by the gift of grace.  

• Asher – “Blessed.”  Through the Spirit living in them, the children become a 
rich blessing to all of God’s Kingdom.  

• Issachar – “Bought with a price.”  Jesus (not they) paid what was required to 
bring the children into the Family of God; they are therefore forever his; there 
is no debt against them. 

• Zebulun – “My husband will honor me.”  Everything that belongs to Jesus by 
rights is now the possession also of the Bride of Christ, the children of God.  

                                                
1 Remember that God called the entire Nation “my Firstborn son.”  Therefore his son has twelve names. 
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• Joseph – “May the LORD add to our number.”  The children came to Life and 
Light by the will of God; they are “born of the Spirit,” not by human will.  

Benjamin – “Son of my right hand.”  The children will sit with Christ at 
God’s right hand on the Throne, ruling in wisdom and power and crowned 
with his authority and glory.   

Taken together, this was the character (or at least the hope of it) of the Nation of 
Israel.  This is what they were born to be, what God expected of them.  His standards for 
his Son are obviously very high.  

We are told in the book of Revelation that the Eternal City is founded on these twelve 
concepts.  

[Jerusalem] had a great, high wall, with twelve gates, and at the gates twelve 
angels, and on the gates the names of the Twelve Tribes of the sons of Israel were 
inscribed. (Revelation 21:12) 

Since we know that the “holy city Jerusalem” is actually the Church – the Bride of 
Christ (Revelation 21:9) – this reference is telling us something vitally important about 
the Church.  It must possess the character of the Son of God, just as the names of Jacob’s 
sons described.  This composite character is our goal, our Mission; it’s what the Spirit is 
driving us toward and changing us into; it’s the kind of character that pleases the Father; 
it’s the sure and certain way into the presence of God.  And God takes note of those who 
want to be of this character. 

 

Struggling to get in 

I believe in our day that the Gospel has been so trivialized that it has become a cheap 
commodity, even to those who are in the Church.  At first it seemed to solve a problem 
involving our consciences; but after that the life of a Christian sort of devolves into 
“being good” and going to church on Sunday and socializing with others of like mind.  
You can tell this is what’s going on when the church and its agenda has little to no effect 
on their daily lives; Christians are, for the most part, just as much part of this world as the 
pagans are.   

That’s why we have the story of Jacob.  We can read Jesus’ warnings about the world 
all day long, and his command to “crucify the flesh” and follow him, and we can hear 
sermons from the Apostles about distancing ourselves from the world and “setting our 
hearts on things above”, and yet continue to live very comfortably with an eased 
conscience surrounded by the world’s pleasures.  And our culture demands our attention 
and allegiance, which we give without question.  We can even be the enemy’s dupes and 
fight against the very Mission that the King came to proclaim to us.  But when we watch 
Jacob struggling every day of his life for something outside of this world, and getting 
nothing but trouble from the world around him, it’s obvious that our experiences don’t 
match his.  Jacob’s life was the pattern for all the children of God.  We were born again 
to struggle for our Inheritance.   



 11 

The good news of the Kingdom of God is preached, and everyone forces his 
way into it. (Luke 16:16) 

Our goal, after all, is the Inheritance that Jesus Christ himself receives from the 
Father.  We do not have any rights to that Inheritance.  But by the gift of Christ and the 
grace of God, we can have what is rightfully Christ’s – if we want it badly enough.   

• There is nothing in this world that will help us …  

• Our Mission is foreign to others …  
• Everything about Christ and his Kingdom is based on faith, not sight …  

• We are following something that is so contrary to what we naturally feel and 
think …  

So, our Christian faith will be a constant struggle.  “And because lawlessness will be 
increased, the love of many will grow cold. But the one who endures to the end will be 
saved.” (Matthew 24:12-13) 

 
 

 
 

 



 12 

 
 
 

Copyright © 2018 Charles R. Vogan Jr. 
All rights reserved 

 
 

Scripture quotations (unless otherwise noted) are from The Holy Bible, English Standard 
Version, Copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division of Good News Publishers.   

Used by permission.  All rights reserved. 
 

Genesis : A Theological Commentary 

ISBN 978-1722102463 
 

 

Ravenbrook Publishers 

 
 

A subsidiary of 
Shenandoah Bible Ministries 

 
www.Ravenbrook.org 

www.Shenbible.org 

 

 
 


