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THE HIDDEN MEANING OF 
YAAKOV’S MESSAGE TO ESAV

Consider the following questions: 

1. a) The word ֹלֵאמר (saying) normally serves as an instruc-
tion to the listener to repeat what he is being told to an-
other person. However, it seems unnecessary in verse 5, 
because Yaakov explicitly tells the angels to tell Esav his 
exact words (“So you shall say to my master, to Esav”). 
b) Conversely, since Yaakov does say ֹלֵאמר, why does he 
also say, “So you shall say to my master, to Esav”?

2. Why did Yaakov want the angels to tell Esav, “I have 
dwelt with Lavan”? How is it germane here?

3. What is the point of telling Esav, “and I have delayed 
[coming back] until now”?

4. How will telling Esav about the possessions he has accu-
mulated (ox, donkey and sheep, etc.) accomplish “find-
ing favor in Esav’s eyes” (verse 6)? To the contrary, this 
would arouse Esav’s envy and anger, for he would say 
that Yaakov acquired these things as a result of Yitzchak’s 
blessings that he had stolen from him.

5. Why did Yaakov make himself so very subservient to 
Esav in this message?

(4) Yaakov sent angels before him to Esav his brother to the land of 
Seir, the �eld of Edom.

(5) He commanded them, saying, “So you shall say to my master, to 
Esav: ‘So said your servant Yaakov: I have dwelt with Lavan and I have 
delayed [coming back] until now. 

(6) ‘I have acquired ox, donkey and sheep, servant and maidservant, 
and I have sent to tell my master to �nd favor in your eyes.’”
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yaakov’s goal was to appease Esav, who was angry at him for 
stealing the blessings given by yitzchak. He therefore sent angels 
with a carefully worded message. The first issue to be addressed 
was the fundamental one of which brother was the dominant 
one in their relationship.

yaakov knew that when messengers convey verbal messages, 
they often modify the original wording to make the best impres-
sion on the intended recipient. So even if the angels were to re-
fer to Esav as yaakov’s master, and refer to yaakov as Esav’s ser-
vant, Esav might think that these were the messengers’ words, not 
yaakov’s. To make it clear that they were yaakov’s own words, 
the angels did not speak to Esav in third person (as messengers 
usually speak): “your servant yaakov said that he has dwelt with 
Lavan, and he has delayed, etc.” Rather, yaakov specifically pref-
aced his instructions to the angels with the word ֹלֵאמר (saying), by 
which he meant that the angels were to convey his message to Esav 
exactly as he stated it, i.e., in the first person (“I have dwelt with 
Lavan and I have delayed…”). Esav would then reason as follows: 
“If these messengers were careful to repeat the message so exactly, 
using yaakov’s exact words, it must be that yaakov himself called 
me his master and referred to himself as my servant. It is not that 
the messengers changed his wording to make a better impression 
on me.” [This answers Question 1a.]

However, even if Esav believed that this deferential language 
was yaakov’s, he might still suspect that yaakov spoke this way 

Answer to 
Question 1a

דֵה  עִיר שְׂ ו אָחִיו אַרְצָה שֵׂ לַח יַעֲֽקבֹ מַלְאָכִים לְפָנָיו אֶל־עֵשָׂ שְׁ (ד) וַיִּ
אֱדֽוֹם.

ךָ יַעֲֽקבֹ  ו כּהֹ אָמַר עַבְדְּ (ה) וַיְצַו אתָֹם לֵאמרֹ כּהֹ תֹֽאמְרוּן לַֽאדנִֹי לְעֵשָׂ
ה. תָּ י וָֽאֵחַר עַד־עָֽ רְתִּ עִם־לָבָן גַּ

יד לַֽאדנִֹי  לְחָה לְהַגִּ פְחָה וָֽאֶשְׁ (ו) וַֽיְהִי־לִי שׁוֹר וַֽחֲמוֹר צאֹן וְעֶבֶד וְשִׁ
עֵינֶֽיךָ. לִמְצאֹ־חֵן בְּ

פרק 
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only because yaakov was sending a message to him. He might 
think that when yaakov spoke about him in the privacy of his own 
home, he did not speak in such a respectful way. To address this 
concern, the Torah tells us that yaakov commanded [the angels] say-
ing, “So you shall say to my master, to Esav: ‘So said your servant 
Yaakov…’” Although the words “So you shall say to my master, to 
Esav” are not part of the actual message the angels needed to trans-
mit to Esav, yaakov wanted the messengers to repeat even these 
words to his brother.1 In this way, Esav would see that even when 
yaakov spoke to others about him in the confines of his own home, 
he still referred to him as “my master.” [This answers Question 1b.]

In general, yaakov’s message was meant to show Esav that 
there was no reason for him to be angry over the fact that yaakov 
received the blessings that had been meant for him — for they 
had not been fulfilled. There were three main parts to those 
blessings: (1) Abundant blessing from the heavens — May God 
give you of the dew of the heavens and of the fatness of the earth, 
and abundant grain and wine. (2) Power over the nations of the 
world — Nations shall serve you and peoples will bow down to 
you. (3) Dominion over your brothers — “May you be master over 
your brothers, and may your mother’s sons bow down to you.” 2 
In telling the angels what to say to Esav, yaakov addressed these 
three blessings (in reverse order): With regard to the third part, 
yaakov said, “So you shall say to my master, to Esav. ‘So said your 
servant Yaakov…’” As explained above, the message here was: “I 
am not your master, my brother; to the contrary, you are mine. I 
am your servant, who is supposed to do the bowing.” Regarding 
the second part, yaakov said, “I have dwelt with Lavan,” meaning: 

. Additionally, the Alshich offers the explanation that yaakov was worried that the an-
gels would be concerned for his honor and not want to say to Esav, “your servant yaakov.” 
yaakov therefore expressed himself with those words in the part that was addressed to 
the angels, to reinforce the message that the angels should say, “your servant yaakov.”
. Bereishis :–.

Answer to 
Question 1b
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“Lavan is from the nations of the world, yet he did not serve me; 
rather, I was his servant, dwelling in his house [under his author-
ity].” And vis-à-vis the first part of the blessing, yaakov said, “I 
have delayed [coming back] until now. That is, I have had to work 
many years for Lavan, day and night. It was only through this 
demanding work that I have amassed this wealth, not as a result 
of yitzchak’s blessing that I should receive of the fatness of the 
earth, etc. (for certainly that blessing did not mean that I would 
have to work like a slave).” In sum: you have no need to be jeal-
ous of me that I took our father’s blessings, for you can see that 
they have not come true. [This answers Questions 2 and 3.]

Now, the halachah states that whatever a servant owns belongs 
to his master (ֹרַבּו קָנָה עֶבֶד קָנָה  שֶׁ  After declaring himself to be .(מַה 
Esav’s servant, yaakov told Esav about all the possessions he had 
accumulated (ox, sheep and donkey, etc.). This would certainly “find 
favor in Esav’s eyes,” yaakov was saying, for these possessions were 
now Esav’s to take if he so chose. [This answers Question 4.]3

It remains to be addressed why yaakov spoke in such a sub-
servient way to Esav (Question 5). We find that our Sages4 in-
deed state that God held it against yaakov for doing so. After 
all, He had already promised yaakov that He would bring him 
back safely (Bereishis 31:3) and had even sent angels to accom-
pany him, so he had no reason to fear Esav! The Sages compare 
yaakov to a person who awakens a sleeping robber chieftain: 

The Holy One, blessed is He, said to yaakov, “Esav was going 
on his way in the direction of Seir and had no intention of 

. The Alshich adds that we find elsewhere that yaakov was prepared to give all his 
belongings to Esav. Midrash Tanchuma (Buber), Vayishlach  states that yaakov sold 
everything he had acquired outside the Land of Israel as payment for his share in the 
Cave of the Patriarchs (לָה כְפֵּ הַמַּ  The Alshich explains that this was because] .(מְעָרַת 
properties acquired outside the Land “have no berachah” in Eretz yisrael.] See also 
Alshich to verses – below. 
. Bereishis Rabbah :–.

Answer to 
Questions

2 and 3 

Answer to 
Question 4
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attacking you, but you sent messengers to him and said, ‘…to 
my master, to Esav. So said your servant Yaakov’”!5

However, the Midrash itself 6 helps to explain yaakov’s actions. 
The Sages relate an episode that occurred when the Jews were un-
der the dominion of the Roman empire (the descendants of Esav). 
R’ yehudah HaNasi (Rebbe) told R’ Apas to address an official letter 
to the emperor. R’ Apas wrote: “From yehudah HaNasi (the Prince) 
to our master, King Antoninus.” When Rebbe saw this, he tore up 
the letter and gave instructions to readdress it as: “From your ser-
vant yehudah to our master, King Antoninus.” When asked why 

. The Midrash compares yaakov’s actions to Yirmeyahu :, which states, What 
will you say when He punishes you? You yourself have trained them as rulers over you.
. Ibid. :.

(7) �e angels returned to Yaakov, saying, “We came to your brother 
to Esav and he is also making his way towards you and four hundred 
men are with him.”
(8) Yaakov was very frightened and he was distressed. He divided the 
people who were with him and the sheep, cattle and camels into two 
camps.
(9) He said, “If Esav comes to one camp and strikes it, the remaining 
camp will escape.”
(10) Yaakov said, “God of my father Avraham and God of my father 
Yitzchak, Hashem (י-ה-ו-ה) Who has said to me, ‘Return to your land 
and to your birthplace and I will bestow good upon you.’
(11) “I am unworthy of all the mercies, and of all the truth which You 
have shown Your servant; for with my sta� I passed over this Yarden 
and now I have become two camps.
(12) “Please save me from the hand of my brother, from the hand of 
Esav, for I fear him, lest he come and strike me down, mother and 
children.
(13) “And You said, ‘I will surely do good with you and I will make your 
o�spring like the sand of the sea which is too numerous to count.’”

Chapter 
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he was degrading his own honor, he replied, “Am I better than my 
forefather yaakov who said, “So said your servant Yaakov”? 

Our Sages are telling us here that yaakov behaved in this way 
toward Esav in order to serve as an example for his descendants, 
who would find themselves in the darkness of galus without the 
Divine promises of protection that yaakov had. At such a time, 
the correct way to behave towards Esav’s descendants would be 
with deference and subservience. [This answers Question 5.]

YAAKOV PREPARES TO 
DEFEND HIMSELF FROM ESAV

Consider the following questions:

1. Why does the Torah use two expressions to describe 
Yaakov’s emotions (verse 8), saying both that he was 

Answer to 
Question 5

ו וְגַם  אנוּ אֶל־אָחִיךָ אֶל־עֵשָׂ ל־יַעֲֽקבֹ לֵאמרֹ בָּ לְאָכִים אֶֽ בוּ הַמַּ שֻׁ (ז) וַיָּ
וֹ. ע־מֵאוֹת אִישׁ עִמּֽ אתְךָ וְאַרְבַּ הלֵֹךְ לִקְרָֽ

ר־אִתּוֹ וְאֶת־הַצּאֹן  חַץ אֶת־הָעָם אֲשֶׁ צֶר לוֹ וַיַּ ירָא יַעֲֽקבֹ מְאדֹ וַיֵּ (ח) וַיִּ
חֲנֽוֹת. נֵי מַֽ ים לִשְׁ מַלִּ קָר וְהַגְּ וְאֶת־הַבָּ

חֲנֶה  ֽ הוּ וְהָיָה הַמַּ אַחַת וְהִכָּ חֲנֶה הָֽ ֽ ו אֶל־הַמַּ (ט) וַיּאֹמֶר אִם־יָבוֹא עֵשָׂ
ה. אָר לִפְלֵיטָֽ שְׁ הַנִּ

אמֵֹר אֵלַי  (י) וַיּאֹמֶר יַעֲֽקבֹ אֱלהֵֹי אָבִי אַבְרָהָם וֵֽאלהֵֹי אָבִי יִצְחָק ה׳ הָֽ
ךְ. ֽ ךָ וְאֵיטִיבָה עִמָּ שׁוּב לְאַרְצְךָ וּלְמֽוֹלַדְתְּ

י  ךָ כִּ יתָ אֶת־עַבְדֶּ ר עָשִׂ ל־הָאֱמֶת אֲשֶׁ חֲסָדִים וּמִכָּ י מִכּלֹ הַֽ (יא) קָטנְֹתִּ
חֲנֽוֹת. נֵי מַֽ ה הָיִיתִי לִשְׁ ה וְעַתָּ ן הַזֶּ רְדֵּ י אֶת־הַיַּ בְמַקְלִי עָבַרְתִּ

נִי  ן־יָבוֹא וְהִכַּ נכִֹי אתֹוֹ פֶּ י־יָרֵא אָֽ ֽ ו כִּ ד עֵשָׂ ד אָחִי מִיַּ ילֵנִי נָא מִיַּ (יב) הַצִּ
נִֽים. אֵם עַל־בָּ

ם  הַיָּ חוֹל  כְּ י אֶת־זַֽרְעֲךָ  מְתִּ וְשַׂ ךְ  עִמָּ אֵיטִיב  הֵיטֵב  אָמַרְתָּ  ה  (יג) וְאַתָּ
פֵר מֵרֽבֹ. א־יִסָּ ר לֹֽ אֲשֶׁ

פרק 

לב
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