Sermon Sunday 12 July 2026 Genesis 25.19-end

He gave it all up for some lentil stew?!

(I tell the story of my Mum and the silver tea set.)

My mum let go of something more precious than she realised and today, as we
continue our journey through the book of Genesis, we see how Esau surrendered
something even more precious - his birthright — to his brother Jacob - see slide

The first few chapters of Genesis are about the birth of creation and some of its
ensuing challenges. Chapters 12- 50, where we are today, are about the birth
of Israel as a nation. Not surprisingly there’s a lot of drama here. The birth of
a nation doesn’t happen easily. It's a gripping story — romance, birth, intrigue,
heroes, heroines, promises kept and broken, cliff hangers, tragedy and yet with
God’s covenant love winning through in the end. Perhaps one of the most
extraordinary facts about this first book of the bible is that many of the stories
in it, told over many 100s of years, passed down through different clans, were
finally written down during the time Israel was in exile in Babylon, when they no
longer had possession of their own country.

So, recalling those stories, the Israelites in Babylon told each other again about
promises made to Abraham , to Isaac and the other ancestors. They reminded
each other of the covenant God had made with them, that they would become a
nation and that they would have many descendants. As they reflected on what
had been handed down, 2 threads emerged - judgement and what I'm calling
covenant love. This is the love God showed Israel by making them his chosen
people, promising that he would always be with them. The Hebrew word for this
love is sometimes translated as loving kindness or mercy in our English bibles.
Judgement was understood as what happened when Israel was unfaithful to God
in this relationship. Many believed that this was why Israel had been led into
exile.

We can see both these threads in this account of Esau and Jacob. Their mother,
Rebekah, Isaac’s beloved wife, had been unable to conceive. Without an heir
God’s covenant promise to Abraham that he would have many descendants,
would not be fulfilled. In response to Isaac’s prayer God shows faithfulness to
his covenant and Rebecca has twins, with Esau as the one who emerged first,
being the elder. It's not long before judgement features, though. Imminent
disaster becomes a possibility.

As we read this account of Esau renouncing his birthright it’s probably hard to
grasp how appalling it would have sounded to those listening to it back in the
day. Much worse than selling Georgian silver for 4 shillings! Giving it up just
for something to eat! And it was lentil stew, not even prime steak! His birthright
was what would be passed on to him by his father as the eldest son. It was not



so much wealth, although that was part of it, but status and, in this case, that
of being the founding father of a great nation, for that was what God had
promised. Being the heir of God’s promise! But Esau seems to have had an ‘Am
I bovvered?’ attitude. Getting something to eat NOW was more important. Here
was someone sitting lightly to God’s promise, apparently unconcerned that even
his birth was an example of God’s intervening grace. The message is that he
was not worthy to hold this birthright. The judgement therefore was losing it to
his younger brother Jacob. We might query Jacob’s deceit and there’s more
trickery as the story moves on (watch out for the next episode!) but it only
makes the point that in spite of human failings God’s covenant survives. His
promises are solid.

Esau’s birthright was both earthly (birthing a nation) and heavenly (receiving
God’s promises). We Christians also have a birthright. As inheritors of the
Jewish faith, but in a new covenant set up through Jesus’ death and resurrection,
we also have an earthly and a heavenly birthright. Like Esau we can treasure it
or treat it with contempt. Our earthly birthright is the earth itself and I spoke
last time about how not treasuring the earth is causing our current climate crisis.
In facing up to what is our greatest global challenge we will need to draw on our
heavenly birthright. Again, like my mum, we might not appreciate its value and
just leave it tucked away somewhere. But it’s this that holds the resources we
will need. It's rather like having dual citizenship — a citizen of the earth, with a
duty to care for it responsibly, and a citizen of a new heavenly order established
through Christ where there is an invitation to live and act from trust in God’s
covenant love, his promises.

As in Jesus’ parable of the sower in our gospel this morning, we’d like to be
fruitful soil. However, rather like the Israelites in Babylon, we Christians are to
some extent in exile. The promised new order has not yet appeared even though
we are assured of our citizenship in it. Our planet is facing a crisis. We might
be tempted to give up. So, like the Israelites, we remind each other of God’s
faithfulness in the past, sharing examples. We repeat God’s promises to each
other. Every time we have Holy Communion we remember the new covenant
established by Jesus. And the big promise running throughout scripture is that
God is with us throughout our ups and downs and in whatever challenges we
face. It's our birthright.

Jesus says, ‘I am with you always, even to the end of time’ Matthew 28. 20
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