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HEBREWS CHAPTER 11 – THE HEROES OF FAITH
Lesson #8                                                   ISAAC 
                                                              Hebrews 11:20

                “By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau concerning things to come.”  

The writer of Hebrews has little to say about Isaac in verse 20. Of all the named persons in Hebrews eleven, whose acts of faith are given in more detail, Isaac has the lease ink - about one dozen words: “By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau concerning things to come.”  For this reason we must investigate what lies behind the statement in more detail than some of the others, in order to understand why Isaac is mentioned along with some of the more notables in the Hall of Faith.         
It is also interesting, that even though Isaac lived longer than the other three patriarchs mentioned in Hebrews eleven (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob),  he has the least written about him in the book of Genesis. The other two patriarchs (Abraham and Jacob) have around twelve chapters each devoted to them, but Isaac's story is con​densed into less than three chapters (Gen.25-27) with a few other refer​ences. 

Perhaps the reason for this was that Isaac was the least spectacular. He was ordinary, rather passive, relatively quiet, and spiritually weak. He was the unspectacular son of a spec​tacular father and the unspectacular father of a spectacular son. There wasn't too much to say about him other than that he was a well digger. He dug many wells. Well, he was a digger, so what?! That is good work and water was a  valuable commodity. But, I think he was a Momma’s boy and somewhat of a wimp!

Eugene Peterson writes of Isaac as follows: “In contrast to the strong personalities of his Father, his wife, and his sons, he was a passive figure. He made no significant contribution, no real advance in the life of faith. His only achievement was in digging wells, providing for the physical welfare of his flocks and his family.” He goes on to say, “I’m glad Isaac was included among the patriarchs. He is the representation of a theological truth …. called ‘common grace,’ doing the daily tasks of life for and with other people……. Common grace doesn’t produce heroic deeds; it merely provides the strength and love to wash dishes, to treat an obnoxious neighbor kindly … to serve without acclaim, to do the ordinary – to dig wells.”  

After all of the above, I must say that Isaac’s literal mountain-top experience, when he complied with his Father Abraham’s efforts to sacrifice him on an altar and his passive cooperation may have been the most shining moment in his life. I have many questions I would like to ask Isaac about his perspective of that experience. Of course, in all this he was a type of our Savior who “Like a lamb that is led to slaughter, and like a sheep that is silent before its shearers, so He did not open His mouth.” (Isa.53:7) 
There is much that happened in Isaac’s life about which we could comment. Mainly, there is much that could be said about Isaac and Rebekah being types of Christ and His church. That is an interesting study in itself.  

However, the purpose of this study is to focus on what is said about each individual in Hebrews eleven regarding their faith. In order to understand what is said about Isaac’s faith in Hebrews 11:20, we need to review some Old Testament history. We will do so by briefly reviewing His Bride, Rebekah; His Boys, Esau and Jacob and His Blessing pronounced by faith upon his sons as recorded in Hebrews 11:20. First ….. 

I.  ISAAC AND HIS BRIDE.

    Genesis 24 records the matrimonial details. His was an arranged marriage as was the  custom in that era.  Isaac’s Father, Abraham, sent his servant to get a wife for Isaac. A courtship by proxy? The servant went to the city of Nahor in Mesopotamia, to Abraham’s relatives.  There he met Rebekah at a well. After the servant extolled the virtues of Isaac, she agreed to go with the servant – love at no sight! The servant took her to Isaac and they were married. (Gen.24:62-67) Not a mail-order bride, but close to it. Isaac was 40 years old at the time. (Gen.25:20) 

However, Rebekah was unable to bear children. Isaac faced the same problem that his father Abraham had faced – his wife Sarah was also barren. So Isaac entreated the Lord on behalf of Rebekah. The Lord answered Isaac's prayer and she gave birth to twins. (Gen. 25:24-26) Now the story gets more interesting.

II. ISAAC AND HIS BOYS. 

    The manner of the birthing of the twins was very unusual, as we shall see, and the boys
    themselves, Esau and Jacob, were quite unique individuals.

    Question: What did Adam’s boys, Cain and Abel; Abraham’s boys, Isaac & Ishmael;

    Isaac’s boys, Esau & Jacob, have in common? Several traits:

· They were brothers (in the case of Isaac & Ishmael they were half-brothers);

· There was animosity between them;

· There was division in their families because of them;

· They were opposites in personality;

· Each brother was of a totally different temperament and pursuits; 

· In each case one was irreligious the other religious;

· In each pair of brothers, one catered to the physical, the other on the spiritual;

· In all three sets of brothers, one focused on the temporal, the other on the

                   eternal.

     As no two snowflakes are alike, so no two humans are identical, even though the term
     “identical twins” is sometimes used in our culture.  Esau and Jacob were twins, but there 
     the similarity ends. Even before they were born, God told Rebekah that the embryos in her 
     womb were destined to be quite different and to have totally different destinies. Their 
     differences are announced to Rebekah before their birth by God.
A. The Pronouncement Of The Lord. Genesis 25:22-26 

     “Now Isaac pleaded with the LORD for his wife, because she was barren; and the LORD
     granted his plea, and Rebekah his wife conceived.  But the children struggled together
     within her; and she said, “If all is well, why am I like this?” So she went to inquire of the
 LORD. And the LORD said to her: “Two nations are in your womb, Two peoples shall be separated from your body; One people shall be stronger than the other, And the older shall serve the younger.” So when her days were fulfilled for her to give birth, indeed there were twins in her womb. And the first came out red. He was like a hairy garment all over; so they called  his name Esau.  Afterward his brother came out, and his hand took hold of  Esau’s heel; so his name was called Jacob. Isaac was sixty years old when she bore them.”
     Their struggles in the womb are a prelude to their future history.  Jacob’s name was later changed to Israel (Gen. 35:10). Esau’s was later changed  to Edom (Gen.25:30). He was the father of the Edomites who were always a thorn in the side of Israelites. As they were being birthed, Jacob has hold of his brother’s heel, as if he would trip him up from his very birth. That Jacob took hold of Esau's heel was symbolic of the fact that he would grasp Esau's birthright. They struggled in the womb, they struggled in birth and they struggled in life.


The Lord told Rebekah that the older of the two children would serve the younger. Now this was contrary to the law of the first born, which stated that the eldest son received the right of inheri​tance as well as the leadership of the family. But God re​versed this and promised, even before they were born, that the elder would serve the younger. This is important to note because the statement about Isaac’s faith in Hebrews 11:20 is the direct result of this switch announced by God and affirmed by Isaac. 

     The Apostle Paul elaborates upon this in Romans 9:11-13 as follows: "For the children being not yet born, neither having done any good or evil, that the pur​pose of God according to election might stand, not of works, but of him who calls, it was said unto her, The older shall serve the younger. As it is written Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I hat​ed. " Paul is saying that God chose Jacob over Esau on the basis of His, that is, God’s absolute sovereignty. In other words God said, "I have the right to choose whomev​er I will. I choose Jacob."  He made this choice before they were ever born or ever did right or wrong.
     Paul expected his readers to respond by saying, "That's not fair!"  So in verses14-15 he says, "What shall we say then? Is there unrighteousness with God? God forbid. For he said to Moses, I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion.”  God does what He wants, commensurate with His holiness.
Someone may say, "He can't do that. It's not right!" Paul answers that objection in verses 20-21: " who are you to reply against God? Will the thing formed say to him who formed it, “Why have you made me like this?” 21 Does not the potter have power over the clay, from the same lump to make one vessel for honor and another for dishonor? “ 
     The potter has the right to make any kind of vessel he wants. Don't question the sover-eignty of God. Even though Esau had the right of the firstborn, God decreed that Ja​cob, the second-born, would rule over Esau, the firstborn, and be in the line of the Mes​siah. 
     In the human realm I reserve the right to bestow favor upon whom ever I choose, don’t I? Am I going to deny that God has the right and power to make choices? God is God, and He does what His sovereignty de​cides to do. Again, a reminder: this examination of the history of Isaac is predicated upon The statement in Hebrews 11:20 that “By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau concerning things to come.”  We shall examine the blessings that Isaac gave shortly. But before we do, there is more trouble brewing in the home of Ike and Reba.       
B. The Preference Of The Parents . Gen.25:28

     It is a sad commentary on the parenting skills of Isaac and Rebekah to read: “Isaac loved Esau because he ate of his game, but Rebekah loved Jacob.” There is a law in physics called Ohm’s Law.  It is attributed to a German physicist, G.S. Ohm (1789-1854) whose discovery of electrical resistance resulted in the following, referred to as Ohm’s Law: “Like poles repel; unlike poles attract.” 

     Although there was no electricity in Isaac’s and Rebekah’s household, there was plenty of resistance and not a few sparks! Why? Each parent had their pet child. Isaac loved Esau, Rebekah loved Jacob. How sad! That is a guaranteed prescription for a dysfunctional family.

     Isaac was an introvert and Rebekah was an extrovert. Each preferred the son who was opposite their own temperament. Isaac, who was rather quiet, passive and of a meditative nature, preferred Esau, the masculine, macho, gung-ho outdoorsman and hunter.

Rebekah, the aggressive, go-getter personality preferred Jacob, the gentle, peaceful home-body who loved sheep and who knew his way around the kitchen. Gen. 25:29 says Jacob cooked stew. Isaac attached himself to Esau who was a materialistic, fleshly man who liked good meat but had no appetite for God. Rebekah preferred Jacob who was a momma’s boy. 

This favoritism shown the boys by their parents caused lifelong animosity and conflict. It was heightened by the cunning and deceit of Rebekah and Jacob in that they conspired to accomplish by deceit what God had already decided. Each wanted The Blessing to be pronounced upon their favorite son, not withstanding what God wanted. Here is how the plot developed:

     1. Rebekah’s plots with Jacob. 27:5-17 

         One day Rebekah overheard her husband Isaac talking to his favorite son Esau about
         getting him a meal of meat. She imme​diately sprang into action.  She wanted her own
         way, not the Lord's. Rebekah plotted with Jacob, her favorite son, to deceive her husband Isaac and thereby cheat Esau out of The Bless​ing.  God had already said “the older shall serve the younger” , but Rebekah had other plans. 
This is what she did: First, she decided that she would make Isaac's fa​vorite venison   dish for Jacob to give to his Father while Esau was out in the fields hunting for a deer to kill and cook. Keep in mind that Isaac by this time was blind. Jacob realized that even though Isaac was blind, if his Dad touched his skin he would know that it wasn't Esau, 
 the hairy son,  who served him, because Jacob was smooth-skinned. Rebekah and    Jacob’s sinful intention was so intense that their deceptive plans became very innovative. 

         The extent to which mother and son went to deceive the Father and brother required
        quite a production. To make sure Jacob wasn't discovered, Rebekah not only put the   hairy skin of a baby goat on Jacob's hands and neck, so that he would feel like Esau, but she also dressed him up in Esau's clothes so that he would smell like Esau. Stay tuned, the plot thickens!

 2.  Jacob's performance. (Gen.27:18-29) 
          Jacob's award-winning performance, including his deception and repeated lying, is  recorded in Genesis 27:18-29 – “He went to his father and said, "My father!" "Yes?" he said. "Which son are you?"  Jacob answered his father, "I'm your firstborn son Esau.” (lie #1) “I did what you told me”. (lie #2)“Come now; sit up and eat of my game so you can give me your personal blessing." Isaac said, "So soon? How did you get it so quickly?" "Because your God cleared the way for me."  (lie #3) – also, note he said “your God”)  Isaac said, Come close, son; let me touch you—are you really my son Esau?" So Jacob moved close to his father Isaac. Isaac felt him and said, "The voice is Jacob's voice but the hands are the hands of Esau." He didn't recognize him because his hands were hairy, like his brother Esau's. But as he was about to bless him he pressed him, "You're sure? You are my son Esau?" "Yes. I am." (Lie #4)  Isaac said, "Bring the food so I can eat of my son's game and give you my personal blessing." Jacob brought it to him and he ate. He also brought  him wine and he drank. Then Isaac said, "Come close, son, and kiss me."  He came close and kissed him and Isaac smelled the smell of his clothes.  Finally, he blessed him, Ahhh. The smell of my son is like the smell of the open country blessed by God.”  (The Message) 
Rebekah and Jacob pulled off the switch-a-roo. It was all wasted effort, as we shall see, and the only thing they accomplished was to accrue a list of sins. Rebekah, especially showed a lack of faith in God because God had already told her that the younger son, Jacob, not the firstborn Esau, would receive the birthright and The Blessing. 

But she believed that she had to give God help - just like Sarah when she used Hagar  to give Abraham a child. We always get into trouble when we try to help God out by taking matters into our own hands. This entire episode would be hilarious if it were not so faithless. “Oh what a tangled web we weave when first we practice to deceive.”

         When Isaac pronounced The Blessing upon the boys, Jacob received all the prerog-
         atives that pertained to the firstborn, even though he was not the firstborn son. In order
         to appreciate the importance of The Blessing and the birthright we need to know how 
         important both were in the Jewish nation.

   C. The Principle Of The Birthright.
        God had said to Rebekah “Two nations are in your womb, Two peoples shall be separ-

        ated from your body; one people shall be stronger than the other, and the older shall
        serve the younger.” (Gen. 25:23) Notice the words: “the older shall serve the younger.”  
         This was an unnatural arrangement and was the opposite of what was practiced in
         Jewish families. Let us look at the principle of the birthright:

· Birthright was the right which naturally belonged to the firstborn son; 
· The birthright of the firstborn consisted in the first place of a double portion of what his father had to leave after his death. (Gen.25:31-33; Deut. 21:17)
· The firstborn became head of the family and in charge of the family property; 

· He also, as head of the family, had considerable authority over the other members of the family. 

· Further, he generally received The Blessing, which placed him in close covenant-relationship with Jehovah; 

· In the lineage of Abraham the first-born was in the line of descendants from which the Messiah would come; 

· The first-born had the right of conveying special blessings and privileges when he came to die. 

· The rights of the firstborn were among the most noble, honorable, and spiritual in the ancient world; 

· According to the accounts which have come down to us, all these gifts and privileges could be diverted from the firstborn son. This could happen:

(1)  By the decision of the father, as in the case of Reuben (Gen 48:22; 49:3-4)       
(2)  Or, as in the case of Jacob, by divine decree (Rom. 9:11-13);

(3)  By one’s own consent, as in the case of Esau, who sold his birthright to
      Jacob. (Gen 25:29-34) for Esau, we are told, “despised his birthright.” 

         Why? He was a “profane” or “godless” person. Hebrews 12:16  warns us to be on guard
        “lest there be any fornicator or profane person like Esau, who for one morsel of food
        sold his birthright.”  The word “profane” refers to one who treats the sacred with
        contempt. Esau was willing to bargain away his birthright for a bowl of stew.  
· He had no thought for God;  

· He preferred the physical to the spir​itual; 

· He was hungry and his physical appetite dominated; 

· He wanted food immediately and had no thought about the future; 

· He did not value the important things, so He sold his birthright to Jacob.

III. ISAAC AND HIS BLESSING.

     It is with all this background that we now come back to the statement in Heb. 11:20 -
     “By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau concerning things to come.”  We must first 
     understand why Isaac had authority to pronounce The Blessing.
     A. The Authority For The Blessing.

          In the period before Moses there was no special class of priests recognized. By divine
           divine direction Moses designated the Aaronic family as the priestly family in Israel. 
           Before that the patriarchs, that is the father and head of a family or tribe, held the
           office of a priest. 

           Examples: Noah in his capacity of a priest, "built an altar unto Jehovah, and took of
           every clean beast, and of every clean bird, and offered burnt-offerings on the altar" 
           (Gen 8:20); Abraham offered the ram "for a burnt-offering in the stead of his son" 
           (Gen 22:13); likewise, Job offered burnt offerings for his children (Job 1:5; 42:8) etc.
           In these cases the priestly duties were performed by the heads of families, the

           patriarchs, in their capacity as fathers or heads of clans. That is why Isaac, as head of
           his family and acting in the office of priest could pronounce a blessing and it would be
           honored by God.

      B. The  Meaning Of The Blessing.

           The act of declaring, or bestowing, in perpetuity based upon certain conditions, God's
           favor and goodness upon others. It was not only the words that were pronounced but
           The Blessing also had God’s favor and power to bring them to pass. 

           The patriarch-priest prophesied of blessings in the future usually by laying his hands
           upon the head of the recipient of the blessing. The Blessing usually included temporal
           as well as spiritual benefits and was recognized is society as giving ascendancy status
           to the recipient. 

     C.  The Pronouncement Of The Blessing.

           Let us go back now to the death-bed of Isaac. Jacob has just served his father the
           meal that his mother Rebekah had hastily prepared while Esau was yet out in the field
           hunting meat for Isaac. 

           The deceptive plot hatched up by Rebekah and Jacob had evidently succeeded for
           Isaac had felt of Jacob’s arms covered with sheep-skin, had smelled Esau’s clothing
           that Jacob was wearing and had satisfied himself, with some reservation, it seems, 
           that Jacob was Esau. 

           The scheming, conniving Jacob now leans over the bed of his blind father and Isaac
           places his hands upon his head and gives him the coveted blessing saying: , “May
           God give you of the dew of heaven, of the fatness of the earth, and plenty of grain and
           wine. Let peoples serve you, and nations bow down to you. Be master over your
           brethren, and let your mother’s sons bow down to you. Cursed be everyone who
           curses you, and blessed be those who bless you!”  (Genesis 27:28,29 (The Message)

           Jacob had just left when Esau walked in. When Isaac real​ized he'd been tricked, then
           “Isaac trembled exceedingly, and said, "Where is the one who hunted game and 
           brought it to me? I ate all of it before you came, and I have blessed him--and indeed 
           he shall be blessed."  I believe Isaac paused a long time before saying, "Yes, and he
           shall be blessed."  This is the one great faithful act in the life of Isaac. In fact, this is
           the act of faith referred to in Hebrews 11:20.

           He realized that against his own will, against his own selfish design for Esau, his
           firstborn, that God had granted the blessing to Jacob. So he said, "All right, God, he
           shall remain blessed. If that's what You insist upon, I'll accept it."   He ratified the 
           blessing saying, “I have blessed him, and he shall be blessed.”  And in Gen. 28:1 
           Isaac repeats the blessing.
           But what about Esau? Heb. 11:20 says that Isaac  “blessed Jacob and Esau

           concerning things to come.”  Genesis 27:34-40 records the following conclusion:

“When Esau heard the words of his father, he cried with an exceedingly great and  bitter cry, and said to his father, “Bless me—me also, O my father!”  But he said, “Your brother came with deceit and has  taken away your blessing.”  And Esau said, “Is he not rightly named Jacob? For he has supplanted me these two times. He took away my birthright, and now look, he has taken away my blessing!” And he said, “Have you not  reserved a blessing for me?” Then Isaac answered and said to Esau, “Indeed I have made him your master, and all his brethren I have given to him as servants; with grain and wine I have sustained him. What shall I do now for you, my son?”  And Esau said to his father, “Have you only one blessing, my  father? Bless me—me also, O my father!” And Esau lifted up his voice and wept.” Then Isaac his father answered and said to him:  “ Behold, your dwelling shall be of the fatness of the earth, and of the dew of heaven from above. By your sword you shall live, and you shall serve your brother; and it shall come to pass, when you become restless, that you shall break his yoke from your neck.”

           Many tears were shed over this incident as Hebrews 12:16 records: “For you know that afterward, when he (Esau) wanted to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no place for repentance, though he sought it diligently with tears.”

           And more trouble was yet to come as Gen.27:41 indicates: “So Esau hated Jacob
           because of the blessing with which his father blessed him, and Esau said in his heart,
           “The days of mourning for my father are at hand; then I will kill my brother Jacob.” 
                                                                SUMMATION

It is difficult to understand why both Isaac and Rebekah tried to reverse what God had desired and decreed for the boys, even before they were born. God had determined beforehand that the firstborn would serve the second-born (Gen_25:23). This should have guided them all along. 
Keep in mind that Isaac believed in the Abrahamic promise and that it would be passed to his posterity. This God had revealed and Isaac’s act of faith was believing that what God says, that He will do.   

Isaac faced death with the absolute confidence that God would carry on after he was

gone and fulfill His promise in his children. He had full confidence that God would

accomplish all that He had promised. He assigned to his sons things future, as if they were present. That is the vision of faith and that is what Heb.11:20 is saying: “By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau in regard to their future.”     
            Six Lessons Concerning The Principle Of Faith As Seen In Isaac’s Life: 
(1) True faith must always have to do with "things to come".  Faith operates in the realm of the unseen, which means that the person of faith is of necessity a person of vision – one who sees the invisible. The unbelieving person says:  "Seeing is believing! "; but the Christian says, "Believing is seeing! "  

How does this apply to ourselves? Here is one application: God has revealed certain "things to come" in His Word. The unbeliever does not accept God's revelation, he does not believe about these "things to come", for they are too far​fetched. The believer, on the other hand, does accept what God has revealed, and that is the vision of faith. 

(2) The presence and operation of faith in a life makes that life pleasing to the Lord. With faith it is possible to please God, and there is no other way of pleasing Him - look at Hebrews 11: 6. “Without faith is impossible to please God….”  Isaac's life was full of tragic failures, but his name is recorded in the catalogue of the Heroes of Faith in Hebrews Eleven because, in spite of his failures, he believed God. We could emphasize all the negatives in Isaac’s life, however, his inclusion in Hebrews eleven proves that God was pleased so we had better leave it like that!

Failure never glorifies God, but faith can still be operative in the midst of failure, and the perfect work of faith is to surmount failures and breakdowns. Ponder Luke 22:31-32 “And the Lord said, "Simon, Simon! Indeed, Satan has asked for you, that he may sift you as wheat. But I have prayed for you, that your faith should not fail; and when you have returned to Me, strengthen your brethren."  Let us take heart!

(3) Faith, sometimes, calls for submission rather than mission. Abraham was called to go out not knowing where he was going. That’s mission. But Isaac's faith did not call for going on a great mission but it called for submission. Isaac’s faith did not initiate anything; it was not inventive, creative or adventurous. But he certainly dis​played submissive faith on Mount Moriah! (Genesis 22:9)
(4) Real faith will be tested throughout life's journey. Faith was kindled in the heart of Isaac when he was quite young, but at each crisis of his life a fresh test of faith came: on Mount Moriah; when he met Rebekah at middle age; at the end of his life when he blessed his sons. But a test of faith came also at many different times throughout his life   The evidence of real faith is a faith test and our faith will go on being tested until life ends. (I Peter 1:7)

(5) Faith sometimes shines more clearly in times of defeat than in times of victory. This sounds paradoxical, but it is nevertheless true. Isaac's faith must have nearly failed when he blessed his sons, but he believed that God had over-ruled in the matter, and he quickly accepted the situation. God sometimes lets us falter and fail in order that we may accept His verdict concerning our weakness and His power. Faith can shine out brightly in the midst of failure. Remember, there are no perfect people in Hebrews eleven!

(6) Faith is beautiful when, at the end of life, it is still in operation. Isaac was old, feeble and physically blind, and yet, like Moses, he "endured, as seeing Him Who is invisible" (Hebrews 11 :27). Blind, yet seeing - that is the vision of faith! How beautiful such faith is at the end of life! Let us all remember: 
                             “WITHOUT FAITH IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO PLEASE GOD”

                                                                Hebrews 11:6 
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