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      Jacob meets Leah and Rachel, the daughters of Laban, who will become his wives and the mothers of his many children.
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            Although Jacob was Isaac’s younger son, he received the blessing and the birthright due to the eldest. This meant he received the largest share of his father’s estate. Isaac himself was very rich by the standards of biblical times, when wealth was measured by huge flocks of livestock, extensive landholdings, large families, and unlimited staffs of servants.


          

        




        

          	[image: images]



          	

            After spending two decades working for his father-in-law, a man named Laban, Jacob describes how he always endeavored to do his best: "I have been with you for twenty years now. Your sheep and goats have not miscarried, nor have I eaten rams from your flocks. I did not bring you animals torn by wild beasts; I bore the loss myself. And you demanded payment from me for whatever was stolen by day or night. This was my situation: The heat consumed me in the daytime and the cold at night, and sleep fled from my eyes…. [Y]ou changed my wages ten times. If the God of my father, the God of Abraham and the Fear of Isaac, had not been with me, you would surely have sent me away empty-handed. (Genesis 31:38-40, 41-42). However, despite Laban’s injustices, God helps Jacob create his own wealth. “[Jacob] grew exceedingly prosperous and came to own large flocks, and maidservants and menservants, and camels and donkeys. (Genesis 30:43).
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            Jacob’s possessions are so great that when he returns to Canaan, he is able to give his estranged brother Esau a rich present—220 goats, 220 sheep, 30 female camels, 50 head of cattle, and 30 donkeys (Genesis 32:13-15).


          

        




        

          	[image: images]



          	

            God promises to fulfill his covenant with Abraham through Jacob and his descendants: “And God said to him, "I am God Almighty; be fruitful and increase in number. A nation and a community of nations will come from you, and kings will come from your body. The land I gave to Abraham and Isaac I also give to you, and I will give this land to your descendants after you" (Genesis 35:11-13).
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            Although Jacob works hard and is blessed by God, he is also cunning and manipulative, particular in his younger years. He cheats his brother Esau; in turn, Jacob is cheated by Laban. Throughout his life he succumbs to negativity and depression, forgetting that God is in control. At times he trusts God; at other times, he sinks into despair. Thus Jacob is never able to fully enjoy the many blessings that God has given to him. Near the end of his life, he tells Egypt’s Pharaoh, “My years have been few and difficult” (Genesis 47:9).
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INTRODUCTION: WEALTH AND FAITH





  Many people believe strongly that great personal wealth is incompatible with deep religious belief—that like oil and water, the two cannot be mixed. Christians, in particular, often feel this way, recollecting Jesus Christ’s own teachings on wealth. “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal,” Jesus cautions during the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:19). In Luke 18:25, he declares, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God”—a sentiment repeated elsewhere in the Gospels.




  Yet in Judeo-Christian culture there is a long-standing tradition of material wealth as the manifestation of God’s blessing. This tradition is amply reflected in the books of the Hebrew Bible (or as Christians know them, the Old Testament). Genesis 13:2 says that the patriarch Abram (Abraham) “had become very wealthy in livestock and in silver and gold”; the Bible makes it clear that this prosperity is a gift from God. Other figures whose lives are chronicled in Genesis—including Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Noah, and Job—are described as both wealthy and righteous. The book of Deuteronomy expresses God’s promise of prosperity for those who obey his commandments:




  

    If you fully obey the Lord your God and carefully follow all his commands I give you today, the Lord your God will set you high above all the nations on earth…. The Lord will grant you abundant prosperity—in the fruit of your womb, the young of your livestock and the crops of your ground—in the land he swore to your forefathers to give you. (Deuteronomy 28:1, 11)


  




  A key requirement for this prosperity, however, is that God’s blessings must be used to help others. Deuteronomy 15:10–11 says, “Give generously … and do so without a grudging heart; then because of this the Lord your God will bless you in all your work and in everything you put your hand to.” The book of Proverbs—written during the time of Solomon, one of history’s wealthiest rulers—similarly presents wealth as a desirable blessing that can be obtained through hard work, wisdom, and following God’s laws. Proverbs 14:31 promises, “The faithless will be fully repaid for their ways, and the good man rewarded for his.”




  Numerous stories and folktales show the generosity of the patriarchs. According to Jewish legend, Job owned an inn at a crossroads, where he allowed travelers to eat and drink at no cost. When they offered to pay, he instead told them about God, explaining that he was simply a steward of the wealth that God had given to him and urging them to worship God, obey God’s commands, and receive their own blessings. A story about Abraham says that when he moved his flocks from one field to another, he would muzzle the animals so that they would not graze on a neighbor’s property.




  After the death of Solomon, however, the kingdom of Israel was divided and the people fell away from the commandments God had mandated. The later writings of the prophets, who are attempting to correct misbehavior, specifically address unethical acts committed to gain wealth. “You trample on the poor,” complained the prophet Amos. “You oppress the righteous and take bribes and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts” (Amos 5:11, 12). The prophet Isaiah insists, “Learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed…. If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the best from the land; but if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword” (Isaiah 1:17, 19–20).




  Viewed in this light, the teachings of Jesus take on new meaning. Jesus does not condemn wealth; he condemns those who would allow the pursuit of wealth to come ahead of the proper relationship with God: “No one can serve two masters. … You cannot serve both God and money” (Matthew 6:24).




  Today, nearly everyone living in the Western world could be considered materially wealthier than the people of the Bible, who had no running water or electricity, lived in tents, walked when traveling long distances, and wore clothing handmade from animal skins. But we also live in an age when tabloid newspapers and trashy television programs avidly follow the misadventures of spoiled and selfish millionaire athletes and entertainers. In the mainstream news outlets, it is common to read or hear reports of corporate greed and malfeasance, or of corrupt politicians enriching themselves at the expense of their constituents. Often, the responsibility of the wealthy to those members of the community who are not as successful seems to have been forgotten.




  The purpose of the series MONEY AT ITS BEST: MILLIONAIRES OF THE BIBLE is to examine the lives of key figures from biblical history, showing how these people used their wealth or their powerful and privileged positions in order to make a difference in the lives of others.
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    Jacob and the ladder of his dream, which reaches from earth to heaven, as described in Genesis 28:11–19. Window from the cathedral at Freiburg im Breisgau, Germany.
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    WHY JACOB?


  




  The Jewish religion begins with three patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God sets in motion his redemptive relationship with the nation of Israel by establishing a covenant with Abraham, who until that time has been a simple shepherd in the land of Ur. In the covenant, God promises him descendants who cannot be numbered, as well as a space for them to occupy—the land of Canaan. As Abraham ages, the covenant relationship passes to Isaac, the miracle son of his old age. Isaac continues to abide by the covenant, and he has two children, Esau and Jacob, twin brothers who are destined both for trouble and for great things.
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  God chooses to continue his covenant through Jacob, the younger (by mere minutes) of the twins and the last of the traditional patriarchs. Jacob grows up quiet and reserved, a tent dweller who cares more about scholarship than hunting, although he does learn the basics of shepherding. He swindles his brother Esau out of his birthright and then later, at the urging of his mother, deceives his father in order to obtain the firstborn blessing that should have also gone to Esau.




  Fearing for his life, Jacob flees to the far-off house of his mother’s relatives, where he marries two women and produces 12 sons (the tribes of Israel are later named for these sons and 2 grandsons). While there, he builds a fortune in flocks, herds, and servants, despite attempts by his father-in-law to cheat him out of his earnings. After more than 20 years away, he returns to Canaan, where he lives until 11 of his sons sell Joseph, his favorite son, into Egyptian slavery. This spins Jacob into a spiral of depression, misery, and passivity that he only snaps out of when he learns Joseph is still alive and is summoning him to Egypt, where Joseph is now second in command of the entire nation. Jacob lives the last 17 years of his life in contentment in Egypt, watching as his descendants continue to multiply before his eyes.




  Jacob knows God and speaks intimately with him. He is smart and persistent, and he builds a fortune in flocks, herds, and servants. He fathers a nation. And yet for all that, for all his privileges and wealth and lineage, Jacob’s behavior seems to suggest he is trying to throw it all away. He has another side that is not as squeaky clean—in fact, it is downright dirty. His struggles start early—Jacob’s life “was marked by conflict and strife from before day one,” says one scholar. “Even in the womb, life was a struggle for Jacob.” His conflicts expand to include his parents, wives, children, father-in-law, and God.




  Jacob is cunning and manipulative, maneuvering his way to where he thinks he needs to be, depending too much upon his own schemes rather than God’s promises. He is impulsive and foolish, often choosing half-hearted obedience rather than whole-souled devotion to God. He marries two wives, which leads to a host of problems. In his later years he is passive when he should be active, and he lets his boys rule the roost. He succumbs to negativity and depression, forgetting that God is still in control. At times he trusts God; at other times, he sinks into despair. At the end of their lives, Abraham and Isaac both reflect on how full and good their days have been. Jacob, on the other hand, wearily remarks how bitter his life has been.




  One of the main family traits that Jacob displays—and passes on—is trickery, or deception. He cheats his brother out of his birthright. His mother helps him deceive his father in order to obtain Esau’s blessing. His uncle tricks him into marrying the wrong daughter. His wives manipulate him to gain more children. His sons deceive the men of a city in order to kill them all. These are not typical characteristics of an exemplary family, let alone one that is supposed to lead a nation. Imperfection is rampant.
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    Jacob (center), encouraged by his mother Rebekah, deceives his nearly blind father Isaac in order to receive the blessing normally given to the firstborn son.


  




  But imperfect people are the ones God chooses to build his nation. And over the course of his life, Jacob begins to live up to the expectations God has for him until he embraces his role and trusts God to deliver on his promises.




  Jacob plays a major role in Judaism and Christianity as one of the patriarchs of Israel; indeed, God later renames him Israel, from which the nation takes its name. He is a lesser figure in Islam, but he is mentioned 16 times in the Qur’an, mostly in connection with Joseph (an entire sura, or chapter, is given over to Joseph) or in company with Abraham and Isaac. The Qur’an calls him a prophet to whom God reveals his will and upon whom God bestows gifts and renown. It also speaks of him as a righteous man who serves God, and a man of might and vision who will dwell with God among the righteous.




  Because of the host of tensions and struggles in his life, Jacob’s story is one of the more interesting in the Bible. There is drama because the reader knows that God wants his covenant to flow through Jacob, but there are real doubts about whether Jacob can handle God’s designs. As the Anchor Bible Dictionary notes, “It is a central tension … whether Jacob will actually become the chosen leader which later Israelites knew him to be.”




  In the end, he does become that leader, but only because of a transformative process that overcomes many obstacles. Jacob’s story, says one scholar, “is virtually unique in ancient literature in its searching representation of the radical transformations a person undergoes in the slow course of time.” Especially in the first part of his life, he is “scheming, conniving and calculating,” but in the end, “he shows us the triumph of grace over all obstacles.” If Abraham is the classic picture of faith, then his grandson Jacob is “the archetypal picture of grace.”
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