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 “Faith and Faithlessness” (Genesis 33:1-20) 

After his meeting with God at Peniel, the new Jacob still has to face his great adversary. Walking 
with God does not necessarily make us immune from having to face problem people. Now God 
could have intervened and spoken to Esau in a dream as He did with Laban. But He does not 
appear to have done so here. The Lord has a multitude of ways to deal with those who oppose 
His servants. Speaking of the patriarchs, the Lord reveals He took care of them, 
 

When they went from one nation to another, from one kingdom to another people; He 
suffered no man to do them wrong: yea, he reproved kings for their sakes; Saying, Touch 
not mine anointed, and do my prophets no harm. (Psa. 105:13-15) 

  
God will prove Himself faithful to His covenant promises to be with Jacob and to take care of 
him. Those who rise against God’s prophets may seem to be strong in numbers or in influence 
but they are no problem to a sovereign God. We forget too easily that the Lord can flood a 
whole world in judgment and He can open the ground up to swallow those who oppose His 
servants. The Scriptures warn, “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:31). 

God wants His children to face the future with their faith in His sovereign power and 
wisdom. The three Hebrew children lived by such faith. They boldly declared to 
Nebuchadnezzar when they were threatened with death, “If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to 
deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and He will deliver us out of thine hand, O king. But if not, be it 
known unto thee, O king, that we will not serve thy gods, nor worship the golden image which thou hast set up” 
(Dan. 3:17-18). These three young men did not know what sovereign choice the Lord would 
exercise but they were confident that He knew what was best for His glory. They were content to 
do what was biblically right and leave the consequences to Him.  
 
And Jacob l i f t ed  up h i s  ey e s ,  and looked ,  and,  beho ld ,  Esau came,  and wi th  h im four  hundred men.  And he  

d iv ided  the  ch i ldren unto  Leah,  and unto  Rache l ,  and unto  the  two handmaids .  And he  put  the  handmaids  

and the i r  ch i ldren for emost ,  and Leah and her  ch i ldren a f t e r ,  and Rache l  and Joseph h indermost .  (v1 -2) 
 

The moment of reckoning has arrived. God chose to allow these twin brothers to meet. As Jacob 
looked up he could see Esau approaching in the horizon. He limped out to meet his estranged 
twin brother. How would the new Jacob deal with the situation? The tension must have been 
palpable. 

Jacob knew he had to simply trust God. He needed to learn that men are never secure 
apart from God. He did not run away again and at least went out first before his family to meet 
Esau. Previously he had sent his family over Jabbok first to encounter his brother. Jacob seemed 
to recognise that he could not live by his own fleshly wisdom now but he must walk by faith. 
From a human perspective, Esau had all the power with his 400 men. This was his perfect 
opportunity to get even. But we do not view life from merely the human perspective.  
 The Lord in the wrestling at Peniel had broken Jacob from his life of self-dependence. 
However, that does not mean that Jacob was sinlessly perfect. There was still some of the old 
Jacob at work. Spiritual experiences are wonderful but they do not deal with all of our problems. 
It is a moment-by-moment battle with the flesh. The first two verses of Genesis 33 look like the 
same old Jacob. 
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In this instant of crisis, Jacob demonstrated the difficulty we all face with consistency. He 
reverted back to his default position of trusting in his own wisdom and showing partiality. This is 
seen in that he placed Leah and her family in the greatest place of danger and Rachel and Joseph 
in a safer place. Doubtless, he reasoned that his favourites would have a greater chance of 
escaping if Esau attacked the leading party. We can only imagine the pain this plan caused Leah 
and her children. It is no wonder Joseph’s brothers hated him in later years.  

Although he was learning to trust the Lord, Jacob wanted a back up plan just in case. He 
knew his Esau’s profane ways and fickleness so he thought through all the possible situations. 
Jacob was still trying to live partly by his own schemes. He had just had an amazing spiritual 
experience and given a new name. God had wonderfully protected him from the ruthless Laban 
by warning Laban in a dream. So why could Jacob not trust the Lord? Steve Cole summarises, 

 
I think there are some positive changes in Jacob, but they aren’t complete. He’s still the 
same old schemer in many ways, but God is working on him. He’s changed as a result of 
Peniel, but he’s still unchanged in many ways. The flesh still dominates much of him, but 
he’s beginning to live by faith. In this regard the Bible is realistic, because that’s how it is 
with most of us. I don’t know anyone who has been totally sanctified as the result of one 
dramatic spiritual experience. I know many who claim to be totally different, but you 
don’t have to be around them very long before you realize that they’ve got the same basic 
problems. A spiritual experience is fine, but, we need to recognize that Christianity is a 
lifelong walk with God, not a flash in the pan. 

 
 The greatest problem a child of God faces is to live consistently. We tend to be people of 
the extremes. It is a sign of spiritual immaturity. It is not just enough to begin the pilgrim life but 
we must continue on it. The lives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob illustrate just how easily the 
greatest of God’s servants can be drawn away from the life of faith. All of us can easily fall at any 
moment in the Christian life, “Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 
10:12). We all have the tendency to slip back into doing things our own way.  
 

And he  passed  over  be fore  them, and bowed h imse l f  to  the  ground seven t imes ,  unt i l  he  came near  to  h i s  

bro ther .  And Esau ran to  mee t  h im, and embraced  h im, and f e l l  on h i s  neck,  and kissed  h im: and they  wept .  

(v3-4)  

  
Jacob humbles himself before Esau. Twenty years had brought great changes in his heart. Now, 
it is good that he shows respect for his elder brother but his actions seem excessive. Bowing 
seven times is an exaggerated form of respect normally reserved for kings and not for a twin 
brother! Esau does not respond in such a manner but calls Jacob “my brother” (v9) and embraced 
him in the normal manner. In many respects, Esau comes across better in this story than Jacob. 
Griffith Thomas observes, 
 

Warmth, generosity, unselfishness, willingness to help, friendliness—all these features 
characterized him. Men of the world often put to shame the children of God in the 
manifestation of the practical virtues of life. Yet this ought not to be so. 

 
 Jacob would have been better to cut down on the obsequiousness and humbly confess 
his sins against his brother. This was a golden opportunity to do so with Esau’s heart so tender 
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toward him. This would have been the biblical approach to dealing with the past problems with 
Esau instead of flattering him and attempting to bribe him with some animals. Indeed, if Jacob 
had humbly repented what a wonderful testimony that would have been to Esau and his own 
wives and children.  

Many believers do the same today. Rather than dealing with their sin they try to “make it 
up” to the offended party with expensive gifts or meals or even flattery. This happens in homes, 
churches, and the working environment. All that does is to teach others that if they have enough 
money they can buy themselves out of their trouble.  
 

And he  l i f t ed  up h i s  ey e s ,  and saw the  women and the  ch i ldren ;  and sa id ,  Who are  those  wi th  thee?  And he  

sa id ,  The ch i ldren which  God hath grac ious ly  g iv en  thy  s ervant .  Then the  handmaidens  came near ,  they  and 

the i r  ch i ldren ,  and they  bowed themse lves .  And Leah a l so  wi th  her  ch i ldren came near ,  and bowed themse lves :  

and a f t e r  came Joseph near  and Rache l ,  and they  bowed themse lves .  And he  sa id ,  What meanes t  thou by  a l l  

th i s  drove  whi ch I  met?  And he  sa id ,  These  are  to  f ind grace  in  the  s i gh t  o f  my lord .  And Esau sa id ,  I  have  

enough ,  my bro ther ;  keep  that  thou has t  unto  thyse l f .  And Jacob sa id ,  Nay,  I  pray  thee ,  i f  now I  have  found 

grace  in  thy  s i gh t ,  then r e c e iv e  my presen t  a t  my hand:  fo r  there for e  I  have  s e en  thy  fa ce ,  as  though I  had se en  

the  fa c e  o f  God,  and thou wast  p l eased  wi th  me.  Take,  I  pray  thee ,  my b l e s s ing  that  i s  brought  to  thee ;  

be cause  God hath dea l t  g rac ious ly  wi th  me,  and because  I  have  enough.  And he  urged  h im, and he  took i t  

(v5-11) 
 
The manner of Jacob’s introduction to his family is also a mixture of faith and flattery. Although 
he unashamedly acknowledged that they were the heritage of the Lord, “The children which God 
hath graciously given” sadly he then added, “thy servant.” 

Jacob continued in his bowing and scraping before Esau in the exchange of the gifts. 
Although he acknowledged, “because God hath dealt graciously with me,” he then poured out the 
flattery, “These are to find grace in the sight of my lord” and “if now I have found grace in thy sight, then receive 
my present at my hand: for therefore I have seen thy face, as though I had seen the face of God, and thou wast 
pleased with me.”  

Esau initially refused the gifts offered by Jacob, “I have enough, my brother; keep that thou hast 
unto thyself.” What should be noted is that the profane Esau had not developed any interest in 
spiritual things in the twenty years of separation. Indeed, Esau makes no reference to the Lord in 
the whole conversation. Spurgeon sadly noted, “It is an awful contentment when a man can be 
satisfied without God” However, it must also be noted that Esau did not make much of an 
effort to walk away from these gifts. Maybe his initial refusal was just an Eastern way of 
politeness that hid the real desire of the heart (cf. Gen. 23:11).  
 

And he  sa id ,  Let  us  take our  journey ,  and l e t  us  go ,  and I  wi l l  go  be fore  thee .  And he  sa id  unto  h im, My 

lord  knoweth that  the  ch i ldren are  t ender ,  and the  f lo cks and herds  wi th  young are  wi th  me:  and i f  men 

shou ld  overdr ive  them one  day ,  a l l  the  f lo ck wi l l  d i e .  Let  my lord ,  I  pray  thee ,  pass  over  be for e  h i s s e rvant :  

and I  wi l l  l ead on so f t l y ,  a c cord ing  as  the  ca t t l e  that  goe th  be fore  me and the  ch i ldren be  ab le  to  endure ,  unt i l  

I  come unto  my lord  unto  Se i r .   (v12-14) 

 
This final conversation demonstrated once again that the fleshly Jacob was still in evidence. Esau 
offered to accompany Jacob’s family to safety, “let us go, and I will go before thee.” He seemed to also 
invite him to come and stay in Seir where the Edomites were settled. Now the Lord had 
expressly commanded Jacob to return to Canaan and not to Seir, “And the LORD said unto Jacob, 
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Return unto the land of thy fathers, and to thy kindred; and I will be with thee” (Gen. 31:3). So Jacob 
should not have gone with Esau and he was right to refuse. However, it was his method of 
refusal that is wrong. He gave the excuse, “My lord knoweth that the children are tender, and the flocks 
and herds with young are with me: and if men should overdrive them one day, all the flock will die.” 
 Jacob should have just been honest with Esau and told him that he would obey the 
commandments of the Lord. He could have trusted God to take care of him as he obeyed the 
Lord in this respect. Even if we accept that Jacob probably did not trust his brother’s 
reconciliatory gestures or he wanted his family to live separated lives from the Edomites, that still 
does not excuse any deception in his actions. Understanding Jacob’s anxieties does not mean we 
justify his actions here. What he should not have done is deceive Esau by assuring him, “until I 
come unto my lord unto Seir.” It is clear that Jacob had no such intention. In fact the next thing we 
read is that he went north to Succoth and erected a house for himself there. This is the exact 
opposite of where Seir was.  
 

And Esau sa id ,  Let  me now l eave  wi th  thee  some o f  the  fo lk that  are  wi th  me.  And he  sa id ,  What neede th  

i t?  l e t  me f ind grace  in  the  s i gh t  o f  my lord .  So Esau re turned that  day  on h i s  way unto  Se i r .  And Jacob 

journeyed  to  Succo th ,  and bui l t  h im an house ,  and made boo ths  for  h i s  ca t t l e :  there for e  the  name o f  the  p lace  

i s  ca l l ed  Succo th .  And Jacob came to  Shalem, a  c i t y  o f  Shechem, which  i s  in  the  land o f  Canaan,  when he  

came f rom Padanaram; and p i t ched h i s  t en t  be for e  the  c i t y .  And he  bought  a  parce l  o f  a  f i e ld ,  where  he  had 

spread h is  t en t ,  a t  the  hand o f  the  ch i ldren o f  Hamor ,  Shechem's  fa ther ,  fo r  an hundred p i e c e s  o f  money .  And 

he  er e c t ed  there  an a l tar ,  and ca l l ed  i t  Ele loheIsrae l .  (v15-20) 

 
Esau made one last offer to Jacob, “Let me now leave with thee some of the folk that are with me.” We 
cannot tell whether this was a sincere offer to leave a party to guard them or whether he wanted 
to keep his eye on their whereabouts if he subsequently decided to attack them. Jacob also 
rejected this in a polite but shrewd manner, ‘What needeth it? let me find grace in the sight of my lord.” 
After all the tears and introductions, the brothers were not truly reconciled. So Jacob came up 
with this final deception, and went on his own way. It is sad when believers twist the truth 
because they are afraid of the reaction of another person.  
 Jacob then moved on to Shalem via Succoth. He started to seek a more settled life 
among the Canaanites. He even engaged in business transactions with them. There was no 
seeking of the Lord’s will as to wisdom of this. It is somewhat reminiscent of Lot’s increasingly 
close attachment to the city of Sodom. Jacob’s father and grandfather were called to be pilgrims 
in the land and so was he. Indeed, the next chapter will reveal how spiritually dangerous it was 
for his family to be living so closely with the world around them.  
 It is amazing that Jacob sought and followed the Lord’s will about leaving Haran. Then 
when he arrived in Canaan he just followed his own direction. Living adjacent with and working 
with the men of Shechem was not a healthy thing for him or his family. Sadly many believers 
make significant decisions on similar matters today without any regard for the will of God. We 
are not told why Jacob settled there. However, Succoth was a place in the Jordan Valley where 
there were richer pastures so it may be Jacob thought he would do better there materially. It also 
meant he would not have to face his father yet whom he had deceived and his family would be a 
good distance from Esau.   
 The fact that Jacob erected an altar there is not necessarily a sign that he is walking 
consistently with the Lord. This is more of an afterthought – a kind of passing reference to 
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Jehovah to bless Jacob’s plans that he had already undertaken. Unlike his father and grandfather, 
Jacob builds an altar as almost the last thing he did (cf. Gen. 26:25). Steve Cole observed, 
 

My observation of Christians (including myself) tells me that Jacob was doing what we all 
do. He was making an attempt to follow the Lord, but at the same time he was not 
obeying the Lord completely. By calling the altar “God, the God of Israel,” he was 
acknowledging his gratitude to God for bringing him safely back to the land. But by not 
going all the way to Bethel, he was catering to his fleshly fear of Esau. He was the new 
man, Israel; but he was still the old man, Jacob. We do the same thing. We begin by faith 
in the Lord, but then live by the flesh. 

 
 The overall perspective of Jacob’s life in this passage reveals that he was a man that 
walked by faith but also at times reverted back to faithless schemes. He was not ashamed to bear 
a limited witness to Esau of God’s grace in his life but he would not confess his sins to his 
brother. He was willing to go out and meet his brother but he still did not wholly trust the Lord. 
Jacob was not the man he used to be but he was also not the man he should or could be.  
 

O for a c loser  walk with God, 
 A calm and heavenly frame,  

A l ight  to  shine upon the road  
That l eads me to the Lamb! 

 
Return,  O holy Dove,  re turn,   

Sweet  messenger o f  res t !  
 I  hate  the s ins that made Thee mourn  

And drove Thee from my breast .  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 
1. What steps should we take when we have sinned against another person? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. What were the strengths and weaknesses of Jacob in this incident? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. How should we deal with people we do not trust?   

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 


