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PARASHAS TOLDOS 

This week’s parashah recounts the episode where Yaakov takes the blessing that Yitzchak meant to give Eisav. During the 
subsequent interchanges between Yitzchak and Eisav, Yaakov tells Eisav (Bereishis 27:35): “Your brother came with 
cunning and took your blessing.” The Midrash remarks (Bereishis Rabbah 67:4): “He came using the wisdom of the Torah.” 
The Maggid asks: What does this mean? Seemingly, Yaakov did no more than mechanically follow his mother’s directions. 
What wisdom is the Midrash referring to? 

The Maggid answers this question through close examination of the entire episode. He begins by raising some additional 
questions. First, why does the Torah first report Eisav’s outcry without any explanation, and only later, after relating 
Yitzchak’s response, report the reason for the outcry? Second, given that Yitzchak had already told Eisav that he had blessed 
Yaakov and that therefore Yaakov would indeed be blessed, what did add by saying that Yaakov came with cunning and 
took his blessing? Third, how could Eisav say that Yaakov “took” his birthright, when in fact he had willingly sold it to him? 

To explain the interchange between Yitzchak and Eisav, the Maggid describes what Yitzchak had in mind when he decided 
how he would bless his two sons. Yitzchak had two types of blessings to grant: spiritual blessings, relating to the world to 
come, and material blessings, relating to this world. He decided it would be proper to grant the spiritual blessings to his 
firstborn son, i.e., Eisav, for the firstborn son has a special elevated status and is the one invested with responsibility for 
bringing offerings. Thus, when Yaakov approached Yitzchak and presented himself as Eisav, Yitzchak was poised to grant 
him the spiritual blessings. Yaakov sensed what Yitzchak wanted to do. After some reflection, he decided it would be better 
for him to receive the material blessings. He reasoned that since anyone can acquire a share in the world to come on his own 
by choosing to follow the proper path, and since he had in fact adopted this path and was wholehearted in thought and deed, 
he did not need Yitzchak to bless him with success in acquiring a share in the world to come. He therefore made a move to 
induce Yitzchak to grant him the material blessings. What move did he make? He told Yitzchak, in the guise of Eisav, that 
“he” had sold the birthright to “his brother.” And given that the birthright had passed from Eisav to Yaakov, it would be 
proper to grant Eisav the material blessings instead of the spiritual blessings. Yitzchak followed this reasoning, and, thinking 
that the person standing before him was Eisav, granted Yaakov the material blessings. 

Now, when Yitzchak told Eisav afterward that “I blessed him – and, indeed, he will be blessed,” Eisav initially thought that 
Yaakov had not come with any cunning, but rather had simply overheard Yitzchak’s request for delicacies, had stepped in 
and brought them in order to satisfy Yitzchak’s need, and had received a blessing. Eisav assumed that Yitzchak was aware 
that it was Yaakov who had brought the delicacies. Eisav had also worked out in his mind, just as Yaakov had, that Yitzchak 
was planning to give him the spiritual blessings and Yaakov the material blessings. He thus concluded that Yitzchak had in 
fact given Yaakov the material blessings. He was devastated by this outcome, for he was interested only in worldly pleasures, 
and he had figured that – given his having sold the birthright – he would get the material blessings. He therefore let out an 
exceedingly great and bitter cry. Yet, at this point, Eisav did not state why he was upset. He was ashamed to tell his father 
that he was upset over having lost material blessings, for, over the years, he had constantly “trapped his father with his 
mouth” and passed himself off as saintly. How could he now make a big fuss over worldly pleasures? He therefore simply 
let out an inchoate outcry and pleaded: “Bless me too, Father.” He did not specify what blessing he wished to get. 

Yitzchak responded by saying: “Your brother came with cunning and took your blessing.” Eisav assumed Yitzchak was 
referring to the spiritual blessings, which Yitzchak viewed as being “Eisav’s blessing” because Eisav was the firstborn. Eisav 
thus revised his initial reading of what had taken place, now surmising that Yaakov had slyly impersonated him before 
Yitzchak and taken the spiritual blessings. This is the “wisdom of the Torah” that the Midrash tells us Yaakov exploited: 
Yaakov exercised a Torah-based right to assume Eisav’s place – a right arising from Yaakov’s having bought the birthright 
from Eisav. At this point, Eisav calmed down and rejoiced inside, reasoning that since Yaakov had received the spiritual 
blessings, he would get the material blessings, which is what he wanted all along. It did not occur to him at all that Yaakov 
may have told Yitzchak about the sale of the birthright. So he said to Yitzchak: “It is fitting that his name is called Yaakov, for 
now he has taken me over me twice: He took my birthright, and, behold, now he has taken my blessing.” What he had in 
mind was as follows: “You made no mistake, Father. It was in full accordance with law that you granted him the spiritual 
blessings, for he took over the status of firstborn. And as for me, it is fitting me to grant me the material blessings.” 

Eisav thus continues: “Surely you have reserved (אצלת) a blessing for me.” Expounding on the word אצלת, the Midrash 
remarks (Bereishis Rabbah 67:4): “A blessing from the leftovers ( הנצלת מן ).” Eisav was asking for material blessings, even 
though they are inferior blessings, because from the standpoint of law he had no right to ask for more than that. Yitzchak 
replied: “You have misunderstood. I gave Yaakov the material blessings – I made him a lord over you, I gave all his kin to 
him as servants, and I fortified him with grain and wine. What, then, my son, shall I do for you? I cannot give you the 
spiritual blessings – you are not entitled to them, since you sold the birthright to Yaakov.” At this point, Eisav raised his 
voice and wept, for he realized that he had been foreclosed – he lost the material blessing, which was his main desire. And 
then, as described in Devarim Rabbah 1:15, Eisav exclaimed: “Come and see what this ‘wholehearted one’ did to me.” It was 
Yaakov’s wholeheartedness that enabled him to succeed in his cunning takeover of Eisav’s blessing: If not for Yaakov’s 
wholeheartedness, Eisav would have taken steps to prevent such a takeover. 


