
Genesis	–	Session	Eleven	

	
Jacob	Wrestles	with	God	

	
I	have	Seen	God	Face-to-Face	

Genesis:		Chapters	31	–	34	
Jacob	and	his	family	return	to	Canaan;	Jacob	wrestles	with	God;		

Reunion	with	Esau;	The	Rape	of	Dinah;	
Struggle	at	the	Yabbok;	Nuances	of	the	Hebrew	Text;		

How	do	Judaism	and	Christianity	view	the	Bible	Differently?	
	
	
	

The	Mysterious	Stranger:	Struggle	at	the	Yabbok	
	

Unexpectedly	there	is	a	break	in	the	narrative	(32:25	–	33).		The	stage	has	been	set	for	
something	mysterious	to	happen	with	a	nighttime	backdrop	and	accented	references	to	
“crossing”	(vv.23	–	24)	which	clearly	refer	to	more	than	just	the	river.	
	
The	great	wrestling	scene	at	the	Yabbok	(Jabbok)	both	symbolizes	and	resolves	beforehand	
Yaakov’s	(Jacob’s)	meeting	with	Esav	(Esau),	much	as	Shakespeare’s	prebattle	dream	scenes	
(e.g.	Julius	Caesar,	Richard	III,	Macbeth)	will	do	with	his	characters.		Struggle,	the	motif	
already	introduced	in	the	mother’s	womb	(Chap.	25)	returns	here,	but	that	is	not	the	only	
consideration.		At	issue	is	Yaakov’s	whole	life	and	personality,	which	despite	his	recent	
material	successes	are	still	under	the	pall	of	Esav’s	curse	(27:36).		Central,	then,	is	the	
change	of	name	in	v.	29,	which	suggests	both	a	victorious	struggle	and	the	emergence	of	a	
new	power.		This	is	further	supported	by	the	Hebrew	plays	on	sound:	Y’KB	(Yaakov),	YBK	
(Yabbok),	and	Y’BK	(wrestling).	
	
The	story	may	have	originated	as	the	well-known	tale	of	a	hero	fighting	a	river	divinity,	but	
it	clearly	has	been	transformed	into	something	much	broader	by	its	position	and	
vocabulary.												
	 	 		–	from	The	Five	Books	of	Moses:	A	New	Translation		 	 	 	 											
with	Introductions	and	Commentary,	by	Everett	Fox	
	
	



	
On	Translation	and	the	Nuances	Incorporated	into	the	Hebrew	Text	
	
What	is	surprising	about	the	biblical	writers’	use	of	deliberately	limited	vocabulary	is	that	it	
can	 be	 so	 precise	 and	 even	nuanced.	 	 Biblical	 prose	 often	 exhibits	 a	 precision	within	 the	
severe	limits	of	its	primary	vocabulary.		There	are	for	example,	two	paired	terms,	masculine	
and	 feminine,	 in	 biblical	 Hebrew	 to	 designate	 young	 people:	 na’ar/na’arah	 (in	 this	
translation,	 “lad”	 and	 “young	 woman”)	 and	 yeled/yaldah	 (in	 this	 translation,	 “child’	 and	
“girl”).		[na’ar	also	can	mean	“servant”]	
	
With	little	to	work	with,	it	is	remarkable	how	much	the	biblical	writers	accomplish	in	their	
deployment	of	the	terms.	In	the	first	part	of	the	story	of	the	banishment	of	Hagar	and	Ishmael	
(Genesis	21),	Ishmael	is	consistently	referred	to	as	“the	child”	[yeled],	as	was	his	infant	half	
brother	Isaac	at	the	beginning	of	the	chapter.	 	The	grief-stricken	mother	in	the	wilderness	
says	to	herself.	“Let	me	not	see	when	the	child	dies.”		From	the	moment	God	speaks	in	the	
story	 (v.	 17),	 Ishmael	 is	 invariably	 referred	 to	 as	 “the	 lad”	 [na’ar],	 –	 evidently	 with	 an	
intimation	of	tenderness	but	also	with	the	suggestion	that	he	is	a	young	man,	na’ar,	who	will	
go	on	 to	have	a	 future.	 	 In	 the	elaborately	parallel	 story	 in	 the	next	 chapter	 that	 features	
Abraham	and	Isaac	in	the	wilderness,	Isaac	is	referred	to	by	man	and	God	as	“the	lad”	[na’ar],	
and	the	term	is	played	off	against	“the	lads”	who	are	Abraham’s	servants	accompanying	him	
on	his	journey,	and	not	his	flesh	and	blood	(“And	Abraham	said	to	the	lads,	‘Sit	you	here	with	
the	donkey	and	let	me	and	the	lad	walk	ahead’”).	
	
In	the	story	of	the	rape	of	Dinah	(Genesis	34),	she	is	first	referred	to	as	“Leah’s	daughter”	–	
and	not	Jacob’s	daughter,	for	it	is	Leah’s	sons,	Simeon	and	Levi,	who	will	exact	vengeance	for	
her.	 	The	initial	designation	of	“daughter”	aligns	her	with	both,	“the	daughters	of	the	land”	
among	whom	 she	 goes	 out	 to	 see,	 and	 Shechem,	 Hamor’s	 son	 (“son”	 and	 “daughter”	 are	
cognates	 in	 Hebrew),	 who	 sees	 her,	 takes	 her,	 and	 rapes	 her.	 	 After	 the	 act	 of	 violation,	
Shechem	 is	 overcome	with	 love	 for	Dinah,	 and	 he	 implores	 his	 father,	 “Take	me	 this	 girl	
[yaldah]	as	wife.”		Speaking	to	his	father,	then	he	identifies	–	tenderly?	–	the	victim	of	his	own	
lust	as	a	girl-child.		When	he	parlays	with	Dinah’s	brothers,	asking	permission	to	marry	her,	
he	says,	“Give	me	the	young	woman	[na’arah]	as	wife,”	now	using	the	term	for	a	nubile	woman	
that	 is	 strictly	 appropriate	 to	 betrothal	 negotiations.	 	 After	 the	 brothers	 stipulate	 their	
surgical	precondition	for	the	betrothal,	the	narrator	reports,	“And	the	lad	[na’ar]	lost	no	time	
in	 doing	 the	 thing,	 for	 he	wanted	 Jacob’s	 daughter.”	 	 Suddenly,	 as	 the	 catastrophe	of	 this	
gruesome	tale	becomes	 imminent,	we	 learn	 that	 the	sexually	 impulsive	man	 is	only	a	 lad,	
probably	an	adolescent	like	Dinah	–	a	discovery	that	is	bound	to	complicate	our	task	of	moral	
judgment.		And	now	Dinah	is	called	Jacob’s	daughter,	not	Leah’s,	probably	because	that	is	how	
Shechem	sees	her,	not	realizing	the	significant	relationship	is	through	her	mother	to	her	two	
full	brothers	who	are	plotting	a	terrible	retribution	for	her	violation.	
	
It	should	be	clear	that	a	translation	that	respects	the	literary	precision	of	the	biblical	story	
must	strive	to	reproduce	its	nice	discrimination	of	terms	and	cannot	be	free	to	translate	a	
word	here	one	way	and	there	another,	for	the	sake	of	variety	or	for	the	sake	of	context.		(It	
must	be	admitted,	however,	that	some	compromises	are	inevitable	because	modern	English	
clearly	does	not	coincide	semantically	with	ancient	Hebrew	in	many	respects.)	
	
	 	 	 –	Adapted	from	The	Bible	in	English	and	the	Heresy	of	Translation		
	 	 	 							(from	the	Introduction),	The	Five	Books	of	Moses,	by	Robert	Alter	



	
	

How	do	Christians	and	Jews	See	the	Bible	Differently?	
	

We	noted	in	the	video	that	the	King	James	Version	and	most	modern	translations	of	the	Bible	
have	fifty-five	verses	in	Genesis	31	and	thirty-two	verses	in	chapter	32.		In	the	Hebrew	Bible,	as	
translated	by	Robert	Alter	(as	well	as	in	the	Masoretic	Text),	there	are	54	verses	in	chapter	31,	
and	33	verses	in	chapter	32.		The	same	is	true	of	the	translations	of	Everett	Fox	and	of	Richard	
Elliott	Friedman.		The	first	verse	of	chapter	32	in	the	Masoretic	Text	became	the	last	verse	of	
chapter	31	in	the	KJV	and	most	subsequent	(Christian)	Bibles,	probably	because	it	seemed	to	fit	
better.		This	seems	to	be	a	fairly	minor	difference.	
	
While	we	know	that	the	Hebrew	Bible	is	substantially	the	same	as	the	Old	Testament	in	Christian	
Bibles,	there	are	some	differences.		Following	the	first	five	books,	the	order	is	different	in	the	two	
bibles.	 	In	some	cases,	two	books	of	the	Old	Testament	are	combined	to	form	one	book	in	the	
Hebrew	Bible	(I	&	II	Samuel,	I	&	II	Kings,	I	&	II	Chronicles,	Ezra-Nehemiah).		The	Roman	Catholic	
Bible	includes	some	books	from	the	Apocrypha	that	are	not	included	in	either	the	Hebrew	Bible	
or	most	Protestant	Bibles.			
	
But	 there	are	also	 some	differences	 in	how	 the	Hebrew	Bible/Old	Testament	 is	 traditionally	
understood	in	Judaism	as	compared	to	Christianity.		Even	reading	exactly	the	same	words,	there	
are	some	differences	in	perspective.		We	are	aware	that	the	New	Testament	authors	used	the	
writings	 of	 the	 prophets	 almost	 as	 forecasts	 for	 what	 was	 to	 come,	 for	 example,	 while	 the	
Hebrew	 understanding	 is	 more	 aligned	 with	 transmission	 of	 divine	 messages	 by	 a	 human	
intermediary	 (the	 prophet).	 Paul’s	 interpretation	 of	 parts	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 was	
unconventional,	 to	 say	 the	 least.	 	The	concept	of	 “original	 sin”	 is	a	purely	Christian	concept,	
formulated	primarily	by	St.	Augustine	in	the	fifth	century	c.e.,	based,	at	least	in	part	on	Paul’s	
writing.		In	several	ways	Judaism	and	Christianity	interpret	the	Hebrew	Bible	differently:	
	 	

The	Bible	is	the	world’s	most	influential	book.	But	books,	like	people,	can	be	influential	
because	of	what	 they	 say,	 or	because	of	what	 they	are	 thought	 to	have	 said.	With	a	
book	as	huge	as	the	Bible,	readers	need	some	kind	of	key	that	will	provide	a	way	of	
understanding	the	whole	work.	

Where	 the	Old	 Testament/Hebrew	Bible	 is	 concerned,	 ecumenically	minded	 people	
like	to	stress	that	Christians	and	Jews	at	least	have	these	texts	in	common,	even	though	
Christians	 also	 acknowledge	 the	 New	 Testament	 and	 Jews	 do	 not.	 But	 the	
interpretative	keys	that	each	community	brings	to	the	texts	are	so	different	that	it	is	
almost	as	though	they	recognized	two	different	Bibles.	

Christians	think	that	the	Old	Testament	tells	a	story,	which	goes	on	to	find	its	
completion	in	the	New	Testament.	The	Old	Testament	story	is	about	a	disaster	and	a	
planned	rescue	mission,	Paradise	lost,	and	Paradise	regained.	It	tells	of	the	loss	of	
innocence	in	the	Garden	of	Eden,	a	consequent	history	of	human	disobedience	
throughout	the	stories	related	in	the	narrative	books,	and	a	promise	of	coming	
redemption	and	salvation	in	the	books	of	the	prophets,	leading	naturally	into	the	
New	Testament,	where	we	learn	how	God’s	planned	rescue	of	the	human	race	came	
to	effect	in	the	life,	death,	and	resurrection	of	Jesus	Christ.	To	anyone	who	has	grown	



up	in	a	Christian-dominated	culture	this	way	of	reading	the	Old	Testament	seems	
simply	obvious.	It	is	the	“natural”	way	of	understanding	the	Bible.	

What	a	shock	when	Christians	encounter	a	Jewish	mode	of	reading	these	same	books.	
As	the	Jewish	scholar	Moshe	Goshen-Gottstein	put	it,	where	Christians	see	the	Bible	
as	a	story	about	God,	humanity	and	salvation,	Jews	read	it	as	being	about	God,	people	
and	land.	The	story	of	Adam	and	Eve	is	a	minor	theme.	Much	more	central	is	God’s	
call	of	Abraham	to	be	the	father	of	a	great	nation,	and	a	blessing	to	the	whole	world	
through	his	obedient	following	of	God’s	way.	There	is	no	grand	narrative	in	the	
Hebrew	Bible,	certainly	not	one	that	would	culminate	in	the	coming	of	Jesus,	but	
more	a	collection	of	individual	stories,	sayings	and	teachings	that	together	constitute	
a	tissue	of	instructions	on	how	to	live	a	good	life	as	a	Jew.	There	is	little	emphasis	on	
“salvation,”	if	that	is	understood	in	otherworldly	terms	as	“heaven,”	and	much	more	
stress	on	the	life	of	God’s	people	under	the	covenant.	The	prophetic	books	do	not	
come	last	so	as	to	lead	into	the	New	Testament	but	follow	the	Torah	as	commentary	
on	it.	

The	Bible	is	so	variegated	that	it	can	support	both	these	and,	probably,	many	other	
ways	of	reading	it,	while	mandating	none.	

The	Christian	and	the	Jewish	readings	of	the	Hebrew	Bible	are	both	driven	by	forces	
external	to	the	actual	text.	For	Christians,	the	writings	of	Paul,	part	of	the	New	
Testament,	are	one	such	major	influence.	He	initiated	the	reading	of	the	Hebrew	
Bible	in	terms	of	a	universal	human	disaster,	followed	by	a	rescue	mission	focused	in	
Jesus.	This	interpretation	then	became	standard	in	the	Church	throughout	the	early	
centuries	and	has	remained	so	to	this	day.	For	Jews,	after	the	destruction	of	the	
Temple	in	Jerusalem	in	70	CE—an	event	that	forced	a	reorientation	of	the	way	the	
religion	was	observed—the	rabbinic	tradition	increasingly	saw	the	Bible	as	a	closed	
corpus	that	could	be	used	as	a	guide	for	living	in	the	present,	rather	than	as	
orientated	to	the	future	of	the	world.	Mainstream	Judaism	has	continued	to	read	the	
text	as	torah—guidance	for	living	a	Jewish	life—though	there	have	been,	and	are,	
groups	that	still	look	for	a	coming	divine	intervention	in	world	affairs.	

We	could	portray	the	relation	of	the	Bible	and	the	faiths	that	claim	it	as	their	basis	
by	a	diagram	of	intersecting	circles.	Both	Judaism	and	Christianity	overlap	
significantly	with	their	Bibles	and	are	not	thinkable	without	them.	Yet	from	the	Bible	
one	could	not	read	off	either	faith	as	we	in	fact	encounter	them.	Nor	could	one	
predict	the	contents	of	the	Bible	from	either	faith.	

To	take	the	case	of	Christianity:	there	are	many	issues	which	Christian	see	as	central	
to	their	faith,	and	which	are	prominent	in	the	Church’s	creeds,	that	are	poorly	
attested	in	the	Bible,	even	in	the	New	Testament—God	as	Trinity,	the	divinity	of	
Jesus	Christ,	the	nature	of	his	resurrection,	Christian	ethical	stances.	And,	
conversely,	there	are	central	features	in	the	New	Testament	that	do	not	appear	in	
the	creeds.	It	is	not	that	the	Bible	and	the	creeds	contradict	each	other,	simply	that	
they	have	different	emphases.	Similarly,	in	Judaism,	central	features	such	as	dietary	
or	purity	laws	are	by	no	means	absent	from	the	Hebrew	Bible,	but	they	have	nothing	
like	the	prominence	there	that	they	enjoy	in	Judaism	today.	



So,	the	relation	of	the	Bible	to	its	faiths	is	elliptical,	not	direct:	“Scripture	alone”	does	
not	work	for	either	Christianity	or	Judaism	as	an	explanation	of	what	is	actually	
believed	or	done.	Nevertheless,	both	faiths	find	it	hard	to	believe	that	the	Bible	does	
not	in	some	way	have	a	point-by-point	correspondence	with	their	religion.	

The	Hebrew	Bible	consists	of	a	collection	of	the	highly	variegated	national	literature	
of	ancient	Israel,	written	and	compiled,	probably,	between	the	eighth	and	second	
centuries	BCE.	There	is	no	way	that	such	a	collection	could	be	identical	with	Judaism	
as	a	worldwide	religion	that	has	flourished	and	developed	throughout	subsequent	
centuries,	and	is	still	developing	today.	The	New	Testament	is	a	first-	and	second-
century	CE	compendium	of	writings	from	an	originally	Jewish,	but	later	
predominantly	Gentile,	sect	in	the	eastern	Mediterranean—one	that	evolved	into	one	
of	the	most	successful	faiths	in	the	world.	

Christians,	like	Jews,	have	always	held	steadfastly	to	their	Scriptures;	yet,	especially	
through	contact	with	philosophy,	they	have	developed	ideas	that	would	have	
surprised	the	New	Testament	writers.	The	Bible	stands	at	the	beginning	of	two	
traditions	of	faith,	without	being	identical	with	either	as	they	now	are.	
			
	 –	“Judaism	and	Christianity	Both	Rely	on	the	Hebrew	Bible.		Why	Do		 	
	 	 They	Interpret	It	So	Differently”	–	John	Barton,	author	of,	A		 	
	 	 History	of	the	Bible:		The	Story	of	the	World’s	Most	Influential	Book.	

	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Next	Session:		Chapters	35,	36,	and	37;	Jacob	returns	to	Bethel	and	Builds	an	Altar.	Rachel		
	 	 gives	birth	to	Benjamin;	the	death	of	Isaac	and	the	linage	of	Esau;		Joseph		
	 	 and	his	coat	of	many	colors;		the	conclusion	of	the	Jacob	Narratives	and	the		
	 	 beginning	of	the	Joseph	Narratives.	


