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An Indecent Proposal 
Esau 

Readings: Genesis 25:19-34; Hebrews 12:12-17 

 
 
George Bernard Shaw once asked a woman at dinner whether she would go to 

bed with him for £10000.  The ‘lady’ hesitatingly agreed, so he asked her if she would do 
the same for £2.  ‘Certainly not!’ the lady cried. ‘What do you take me for?’.  ‘We have 
already established that’ said Shaw. ‘What we are trying to establish now is the price.’ 

A film a couple of decades ago now “Indecent Proposal” raised a similar issue, 
would a young couple let the wife spend a night with another man for $1000000.  The 
film was not great but it raised a good question:  what is our price, what price is our 
integrity, what price is our faith?  That is the question that will be raised for us as we look 
at the person of Esau. 

THE TUSSLING TWINS (GENESIS 25:19-35) 

We are introduced to Esau and his twin brother Jacob at their birth.  As so often 
in Scripture, there are problems with birth.   Rebekah has left her home to marry Isaac, 
whom she has never met, with words of blessing from her family ringing in her ears "Our 
sister, may you increase to thousands upon thousands; may your offspring possess the 
gates of their enemies." (24:60).  Yet for 20 long years she remains barren. (cf 26:20 & 
26  Isaac is 40 when married and 60 when the boys are born.) 

For Isaac this also is a problem for even before his birth God has said of him “I 
will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his descendants after 
him”. (17:19).  After Isaac is born Abraham is assured “it is through Isaac that your 
offspring will be reckoned.” (21:12).  But despite these promises there are no children.  
Once again the promises of God seem to be under threat, they remain only a promise.  
But Isaac in faith turns to God in prayer and God remains faithful.  If there is a consistent 
message of Genesis it is that God keeps his promises. 

Rebekah then through prayer and presumably the assistance of Isaac becomes 
pregnant.  In fact more than just pregnant there is more than one and they are jostling 
within her.  This leads her to ask “Why is this happening to me?” or more literally “If so 
why I?”, it seems to be the incoherent question of a stunned woman. 

Now as most of you know I have never experienced pregnancy but I can relate to 
how Rebekah felt.  When George and I were told that we were going to have twins 
George was stunned, thinking “How am I going to do that”. I, being typically male, was 
thinking “How are we going to afford that” but for both of us it was a big thing to take in. 

Rebekah gives us a good example of what to do in such circumstances, she goes 
to God.  It is really interesting to note that God answers her and only her.  God’s plans 
are revealed only to Rebekah, not to Isaac.  This will be worth remembering as the story 
develops next week. 

But the prophecy speaks of two nations that will come from the twins that she is 
carrying and that the struggle that they are having in the womb is only a precursor to a 
lifetime of wrestling which will be continued on by their descendants.  The truth of this 
prophecy is amply demonstrated in the rest of the Old Testament in the ongoing 
bitterness between the Israelites and the Edomites, the two nations that these brothers 
become. 
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Surprisingly we are told “the older will serve the younger”.  This was most 
unusual, for the eldest held a very special place in that society.  The eldest received the 
bulk of the inheritance and so would become responsible for the family.  But effectively 
the winner of the lifetime of struggle is announced in advance.  “The competition is 
decisively settled by God” (Sarna) 

Their struggle continues even through labour with Esau, red hairy one, born first 
and Jacob, the grasper, snatching at his heels. 

GROWING UP 
As they grow up their prophesied separation starts to take place.  Esau is a 

hunter, a man of the open country.  A big boofy Bonanza bloke, while Jacob stays 
among the tents, more of a Frank Spencer or Mr Bean.  Isaac it seems for selfish 
reasons loved Esau, for the wild game he brought in.  Rebekah loved her quieter 
domestic son, perhaps for the companionship he provided. 

We are then told of one incident of their growing years.  Esau has been out doing 
his manly hunter-gatherer thing while Jacob has been having a quiet afternoon in the 
kitchen.  Esau returns famished (perhaps he is not a very good hunter gatherer?) and 
demands some of the fruit of Jacob’s labours, the older wants the younger to serve him.  
Jacob is quite happy to oblige, for a price.   

He makes his indecent proposal.   
He wants the birthright, all the rights and privileges of being the firstborn.  Esau 

doesn’t care about such things.  He is hungry.  He is about to die.  But Jacob makes 
sure that this is not just idle banter, he makes Esau swear over his birthright.  This was 
what was required legally in that culture to transfer goods. So Esau swears, satisfies his 
appetite and leaves making no attempt to rectify what he has done.  We have 
discovered Esau’s price, some bread, lentil stew and a drink, the ancient version of a 
McValue meal, and a vegetarian one at that. 

DIVINE SOVEREIGNTY HUMAN RESPONSIBILITY (ROMANS 9) 

What are we to make of this introduction to the sons of Isaac?  Neither of them 
seem particular appealing: Esau, big, hairy, impatient;  Jacob, conspiring, grasping, 
ruthless. 

Yet it is through the children of Isaac that God’s purposes for humanity will be 
fulfilled, that the promises will be kept.  Amazingly it is through Jacob that this will 
happen (for my money the least reputable of the two). 

This leads Paul in Romans 9 to reflect on the purposes of God. God announces 
who is to the bearer of the promise, that it is to be Jacob, a choice that God makes prior 
to them being born, before they had done anything, good or bad. 

This reminds us that the Biblical doctrine of election is not any cause for pride in 
those who are chosen.  God works out his own purposes as he chooses.  What matters 
then is grace not graft, mercy not merit.  That Jacob can be the chosen one may shock 
us but it may also comfort us that if God can forward his purposes through someone like 
Jacob then perhaps he can through us. 

But to focus on Esau we see something of the flip side of the doctrine of election.  
That Esau is not chosen does not mean that he is abandoned by God.  As we shall 
discover in coming weeks he is richly blessed by God through his life, a great nation 
does come from his descendants. 

We see God’s choice, we see God’s mercy, but we also see clearly Esau’s 
accountability.  Esau may not have been chosen but he himself chooses to despise his 
birthright, it is no one's fault but his.  He cannot blame God, he is ultimately responsible.  
He acts foolishly and he will suffer the consequences.  That is the consistent message 
of Scripture, we are responsible beings.  That God is sovereign in no way diminishes 
human accountability. 
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This short passage of narrative then gives us much to ponder about some of the 
deep doctrines of the faith, divine sovereignty and human responsibility. 

HOLDING ON TO OUR INHERITANCE (HEBREWS 12) 

The writer of the Hebrews picks up the idea of human responsibility.  He is writing 
to a group of believers who are being persecuted and are tempted to return to the 
Jewish faith to escape.  The writer has been showing them that the Christian faith is the 
fulfilment of all the hopes and promises of the Jewish faith, is what all the great heroes 
of the faith in their past were looking forward to.  They cannot deny this faith in Christ 
without abandoning the true faith and all the benefits it brings.  With this in mind he looks 
to Esau. 

LOOKING AT ESAU 
“See to it that no one becomes like Esau, an immoral and godless person, who 

sold his birthright for a single meal. You know that later, when he wanted to inherit the 
blessing, he was rejected, for he found no chance to repent, even though he sought the 
blessing with tears.” (Hebrews 12:16-17 NRSV). 

The story of Esau is a warning to us.  We are not to be like Esau to give away 
what is rightfully ours in a bad deal.  We perhaps have known people who seem to have 
been committed members of the church who now seem lost to the faith.  We need to 
heed this warning of Scripture so that we may not follow the same path.   

It is worth asking then how could he do it?  How could he have accepted this 
indecent proposal? 

Was he just being flippant, he didn’t really think it mattered, it was just a bit of 
banter between quarrelling brothers.  We don’t know but there is certainly great danger 
in being flippant about the things of God, treating them without the respect or care they 
deserve.  Perhaps this is what the writer means by being godless.  We believe in Jesus 
sure, but perhaps there is something in our stars, and crystals and gradually our faith is 
watered down and finally washed away.  Our faith is of greater value and worthy of 
greater respect than that.  Too many have turned away from the faith because they have 
not taken it seriously enough.  They have sold out their faith all to cheaply. 

Perhaps he was being materialist, or sensual, focusing on the now rather than the 
future.   The link in Hebrews with being sexually immoral makes this a distinct possibility.  
Certainly too many people’s faith has been shipwrecked on the rocks of material or 
sensual gain. 

LOOKING TO CHRIST 
But perhaps more beneficial than looking to the one who despised his birthright in 

a bad deal we should look to one who gave up his birthright in a deal which sounds even 
worse.  We should look to Christ, the Son of God who gave up his place of privilege for 
us, the Son of God who loved us and gave himself for us.  Why, so that we could share 
in all his privileges.  So that we would inheritors of eternal life and all the benefits of 
being God’s children, that we are saints, sons, saved and secure (for alliterative 
purposes sons covers daughters as well).  This then shows us the true value of our faith: 
its cost, enormous, its benefits, immeasurable. 

No wonder that Paul can pray for his fellow believers “I pray also that the eyes of 
your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has 
called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, (Ephesians 1:18).   

With this in mind we should look again at Esau to see why he is a good warning 
to us.  I puzzled long over the end of verse 34.  Esau has done the deal, he has got his 
meal at a ridiculously high price and we are told that he ate and he drank.  This is fair 
enough, what else are you to do at a meal, whatever the price.  But then we are told that 
he got up and left.  It seems a very strange detail to focus on.  But what it does do is 
focus on the extremely transitory nature of what he has bought, it simply does not last, 
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he simply leaves it behind.  This is a stupid, or even “stewpid” deal.  He sold his 
birthright for something of far less value and far less lasting. 

The more we understand what Christ has won for us the less likely we are to give 
it up in a bad deal.  This then helps us put the warnings of Esau in context.  Our faith is 
not something we can treat flippantly.  If Esau truly understood how important his 
inheritance was he would not have given it up.  The same is true for us.  This not just a 
matter of life and death it is far more important than that. 

Esau wanted pleasure now, to take what was on offer now at the expense of the 
future. Whatever temptations we may face and whatever they may promise they are not 
worth it; they are making an indecent proposal.  We may shake our heads that Esau 
would make such bad deal, but how many people have sold themselves out for some 
affection here, a little bit more money there, saving of their pride.  The pleasures of such 
things are only passing.  One day we will have to leave them behind.  All the temptations 
of this world, its delights, its sensuality, is all passing, they will all be left.  How could we 
swap an inheritance that will not fade for such a paltry passing pittance? 

What price our faith, the Son of God, its value, immeasurable.   
Do you want to do a deal?  
NO DEAL !!! 


