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Chapter VII: Vayetzei (Gen. 28:10-32:3) 
 
Essay 17. Esau will fall to the descendants of Rachel 
 

הֲדָא    אַגָּדָה הִיא בְּיָדֵנוּ שֶׁאֵין עֵשָׂו נוֹפֵל אֶלָּא בְּיָד בָּנֶיהָ שֶׁל רָחֵל,  רֶתוֹמָסדְּבָתְרָא פֶּרֶק ח' אָמַר ר' שְׁמוּאֵל בָּר נַחְמָנִי    גְּמָרָא

 . הַצּאֹן" שֶׁהֵם צְעִירָן שֶׁל שְׁבָטִים עכ"להוּא דִכְתִיב "אִם־לאֹ יִסְחָבוּם צְעִירֵי הַצּאֹן", וְלָמָּה הוּא קוֹרֵא אוֹתָם "צְעִירֵי 

  

There is a Gemara in tractate Bava Batra, the eighth chapter (page 123b, and 

Tanchuma, Vayechi 14), “Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani stated: There is a tradition that Esau 

will be subjugated by the descendants of Rachel, as it is written, ‘Surely the youngest of the 

flock will drag them away.’1 And why does [Scripture] call them ‘the youngest of the flock’? 

Because they are the youngest of the tribes.”2 

 

נוֹפֵל בְּיָד בָּנֶיהָ שֶׁל רָחֵל. וְהָיִינוּ דְּבִשְׁלָמָא רָחֵל שֶׁהָיְתָה "עֲקֶרֶת הַבַּיִת" כְּדִכְתִיב    יֵשׁ לָתֵת טָעַם עַל דֶּרֶ הַפְּשָׁט לָמָּה דַּוְקָא עֵשָׂו

   .חַ אוֹתוֹשֶׁכְּבָר הָיְתָה עֲתִידָהּ לִהְיוֹת בְּחֶלְקוֹ שֶׁל יַעֲקֹב, לָכֵן בָּנֶיהָ יְכוֹלִים לְהִלָּחֵם עִם עֵשָׂו וּלְנַצֵּ  "בְּנֵי רָחֵל אֵשֶׁת יַעֲקֹב",

 

We need to give a reason according to the plain meaning as to why Esau will fall 

specifically to the sons of Rachel, and not to the sons of Leah, Zilpah, or Bilhah. Granted, Rachel 

was the “childless woman of the household” whom He sets “as a happy mother of children” (Ps. 

113:9), as it is written, “The sons of Rachel, the wife of Jacob, were Joseph and Benjamin” 

(Gen. 46:19), for she was destined to be in Jacob’s domain. None of the other sons were 

introduced in this way, by referring to their mother as “the wife of Jacob.” We understood that 

Jacob saw Rachel first, and whether it was “love at first sight” or not, she was the wife for whom 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com 
1 Jer. 49:20 and 50:45.  
2 Bava Batra 123b: “Rabbi Chelbo asked Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani: It is written: ‘And it came to pass, when 

Rachel gave birth to Joseph [that Jacob said to Laban: Send me away, that I may go to my own place, and to my 
country]’ (Gen. 30:25). What was different when Joseph was born [that Jacob decided only then to return home]? He 
said to him: Jacob our patriarch saw [prophetically] that the descendants of Esau will be delivered only to the hand of 
the descendants of Joseph, as it is stated: ‘And the house of Jacob shall be a fire, and the house of Joseph a flame, and 
the house of Esau for straw [and they shall kindle in them, and devour them]’ (Obad. 1:18).” The language cited by 
the Zera Shimshon comes from a Midrash: see Gen. Rabbah (73:7, 75:5, 99:2), Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 130:4, 
Midrash Tanchuma (Vayechi 14:3, Ki Teitzei 10). 
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he bargained, clearly his favorite. Therefore, her sons were able to wage war with Esau and to 

conquer him.  

 
"וְעֵינֵי לֵאָה רַכּוֹת",   וּבִשְׁבִיל שֶׁהָיְתָה בּוֹכָה וּמִתְפַּלֶּלֶת לִפְנֵי הקב"ה כְּדִכְתִיב,  ל בְּחֶלְקוֹ שֶׁל עֵשָׂווֹפּיאֲבָל לֵאָה שֶׁהָיְתָה סְבוּרָה לִ 

  . הוֹעִילָה תְּפִלָּתָהּ לְהַצִּיל אֶת עַצְמָהּ

 

But Leah was supposed to fall to Esau’s share, as is explained by Rashi on Gen. 29:17, 

based on Gen. Rabbah 70:16, “Everyone said, ‘Rebecca has two sons, Laban has two daughters 

— the elder daughter for the elder son, the younger daughter for the younger son.’ ” But because 

[Leah] would cry and pray before the Holy One, Blessed be He—as it is written, “the eyes of 

Leah were weak” (Gen. 29:17), i.e., weak from crying—her prayer was effective to save 

herself.  

 

  "שְׁכֶם בְּנִי חָשְׁקָה נַפְשׁוֹ" וְכוּ',   אֵין לָנוּ לוֹמַר שֶׁתּוֹעִיל זְכוּתָהּ שֶׁבָּנֶיהָ יְנַצְּחוּ עֵשָׂו, שֶׁהֲרֵי אָמְרִינַן בִּבְרֵאשִׁית רַבָּה עַל הַפָּסוּק

י יאָ לאֹ בִקַּשְׁתָּ לְהַשִֹּׂ את לְעָרֵל. לאֹ בִקַּשְׁתָּה לְהַשִֹּׂ את בְּאִסּוּר עכ"ל.  הּאָהּ לְמָהוּל, הֲרֵי הִיא נִישֵֹּׂ וְאַף   דֶּרֶ הֶיתֵּר, הֲרֵי הִיא נִישַֹּׂ

לְמוּטָב, וְדַּיָּה  מַחֲזִירָתוֹ  לוֹ הָיְתָה  את נִשֵּׂ ל בְּחֶלְקוֹ שֶׁל עֵשָׂו, שֶׁמָּא אִם הָיְתָה  וֹפּילְבַקֵּשׁ רַחֲמִים שֶׁלּאֹ לִ לֵאָה  כָּאן לאֹ יָפֶה עָשְׂתָה  

 . שֶׁתַּצִּיל אֶת עַצְמָהּ. וְעַיֵּין עוֹד לְקַמָּן רֵישׁ פָּרָשַׁת וַיֵּשֶׁב

 

This doesn’t mean that her saving of herself from Esau will help her merit, that her 

sons would defeat Esau. For it says in Genesis Rabbah (80:4) on the verse, “My son Shechem 

longs for your daughter; please give her to him in marriage” (Gen. 34:8), that Jacob hid his 

daughter Dinah in a box so that his brother Esau would not take her as a wife. While he had good 

intentions, he was punished for withholding kindness from his brother, as it is written, “One who 

withholds kindness from a friend forsakes the fear of the Almighty” (Job 6:14). Thus, Dinah was 

saved from Esau, but fell into the hands of Shechem. As the midrash states, the punishment was 

that: “You didn’t seek to marry her to someone who was circumcised, so she will be married 

to someone uncircumcised. You didn’t seek to marry her in a permitted way, [so] she will be 

married in a forbidden way.”3 

Even here, what Leah did was not nice, to ask mercy to not fall to Esau’s share. 

Perhaps if she had married him, she would have turned him around for the better. Thus, she 

benefited herself, but that didn’t necessarily extend to her sons also having power over Esau. Thus, 

there is a tradition that Esau will fall to the sons of Rachel, i.e., to Joseph and Benjamin. See 

further below, at the beginning of parashat Vayeishev, essay 1. 

 
* * * 

 
3 This appears in Gen. Rabbah (76:9, 80:4); and Yalkut Shimoni on Nach 900:3. It is also presented by Rabbi 

Moshe Chaim Luzzato (“the RaMChal”) (1707–46) in Mesilat Yesharim (Amsterdam 1740) 4:24. 


