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Jacob the Trickster
Parashat Toledot 2026/5787 | Rabbi Ben Goldberg*

A. From the Parashah

1. Genesis 27:5-13

P nwNn2 1

(5) Rebecca had been listening as Isaac spoke
to his son Esau. When Esau had gone out into
the open to hunt game to bring home, (6)
Rebecca said to her son Jacob, “I overheard
your father speaking to your brother Esau,
saying, (7) ‘Bring me some game and prepare
a dish for me to eat, that | may bless you, with
GOD’s approval, before | die.” (8) Now, my son,
listen carefully as | instruct you. (9) Go to the
flock and fetch me two choice kids, and | will
make of them a dish for your father, such as he
likes. (10) Then take it to your father to eat, in
order that he may bless you before he dies.”
(11 Jacob answered his mother Rebecca, “But
my brother Esau is a hairy man and I'm a
smooth-skinned one. (12) If my father touches
me, | shall appear to him as a trickster and
bring upon myself a curse, not a blessing.” (13)
But his mother said to him, “Your curse, my son,
be upon me! Just do as | say and go fetch
them for me.”
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Discussion Questions:

e What are Jacob’s two (perhaps related) objections to Rebecca’s plan? Is he afraid that this

plan won’t work, or that it will?

e Consider the unusual word YRYNN3 (“as a trickster”) in verse 12. From context, what seems

to be Jacob’s concern?
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B. What is ynynn>?

2. Il Chronicles 36:14-17
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(14) All the officers of the priests and the
people committed many trespasses, following
all the abominable practices of the nations.
They polluted the House of GOD that had been
consecrated in Jerusalem. (15) The ETERNAL
God of their ancestors had sent word to them
through messengers daily without fail, having
taken pity on the people and on the temple.
(16) But they mocked the messengers of God
and disdained those words and taunted those
prophets until GOD’s wrath against this people
grew beyond remedy. (17) [God] therefore
brought the king of the Chaldeans upon them,
who killed their youths by the sword in their
sanctuary; neither youth nor maiden, elder, or

his hands.

graybeard were spared—all were delivered into
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Discussion Questions:

e This passage, from the very end of the entire Tanakh, describes the events that led to the
destruction of the First Temple. It is also the one other passage where our word YRynn3

appears. How does this passage help us understand this word?

C. From the Commentators

3. Ibn Ezra, Genesis 27:12 [R. Abraham ibn
Ezra, 12th century, Spain]
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AS A MOCKER. The root of ki-metatea“(“as a
mocker”) is doubled. It comes from the same
root as fo‘eh (err). The meaning of ki-metatea®
is: as one who misleads his fellow man.
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Discussion Questions:

e According to lbn Ezra, what was Jacob afraid of doing?
e Whyis he so afraid of this? What may be the consequences of his actions for his

relationship with his father?

4. ha-Emek Davar, Genesis 27:12 [R.
Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin (Netziv), 19th
century, Lithuania]
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| SHALL APPEAR TO HIM AS A DECEIVER. That
is, as someone who has strayed from his usual
way. For he knows me to be “a straightforward
man, dwelling in tents” (Genesis 25:27), and that
is my customary character. But when he finds
me acting with cunning and deceit, | will appear
to him as someone who has lost his way. This is
worse than someone who has acted with
cunning and shrewdness from the outset.
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Discussion Questions:

e According to ha-Emek Davar, what is Jacob worried about?
e Does he think his father would be angry or disappointed? Which is worse?

5. Rav Hirsch on Torah, Genesis 27:12 [R.
Samson Raphael Hirsch, 19th century,
Germany]

5. Rav Hirsch on Torah, Genesis 27:12
[original German]

YNYNN3, as a cheat, as one who would deceive
somebody. This I [“as a”] explains everything.
Jacob was no cheat and did not want to
deceive. But he was afraid he would not be
given time to explain to his father that he was
only blindly obeying his mother. Isaac would at
once curse him for trying to deceive him.

But thereby he also told her, indirectly and in
the most respectful manner, how objectionable

wie ein BetrUger, wie einer, der .¥YNynn2
erklart "2" jemanden irre fihren willl Dieses
alles. Jakob war kein Betriger, wollte nicht
tduschen, allein er wird, meint er, gar nicht Zeit
haben, Jizchak aufzuklaren, daf er nur der
Mutter nicht ungehorsam sein wollte, Jizchak
wird ihm sofort als BetriUger fluchen. Damit
hatte er ihr aber auch indirekt auf die
ehrerbietigste Weise gesagt, wie verwerflich
ihm das Ganze, wie es ihm als fluchwirdige
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the whole affair seemed to him, as a deception
meriting being cursed.
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Discussion Questions:

e What is Jacob afraid of, according to Rav Hirsch?
e Why does Rav Hirsch emphasize the prefix 2?

e What might be motivating Rav Hirsch’s reading? (Does he make Jacob look better or worse

ethically?)

e How is Jacob caught between his parents here?
e How does Rav Hirsch understand the nature of Jacob’s objection to his mother’s plan?

D. In Midrash

6. Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 92a
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And Rabbi Elazar says: With regard to anyone
who amends the truth in his speech, it is as
though he worships idols. As it is written here,
[regarding Jacob] “I shall appear to him as a
trickster [ki-metatea?” (Genesis 27:12), and it is
written there [with regard to idol worship]:
“They are vanity, the work of deception
[tatuim]” (Jeremiah 10:15).
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Discussion Questions:

e This Talmudic text cites the one other appearance of this root (but as an abstract noun) in
the Tanakh, in Jeremiah. What homiletical connection does this text make?
e What deeper connection might there be between the true worship of God and honesty in

speech?




