
Stories of the Hebrew Bible 
Lesson 5: Jacob and Esau, Joseph and the Coat of Many Colors 
3.5.2017 
 
Objectives:  Explore archetypal stories of sibling rivalry, favoritism, and family conflict. 

Materials:  flipchart, basket of cards, recycle bin/paper, paper scraps, lesson attachments. 

Time allotments suggested and meant to be adapted for 75 minute class. 

 

1. Nametags and Graffiti Wall (5 minutes before class begins) 

 Make nametags using blank paper, markers, and holders.  Youth can create their own 
unique but LEGIBLE nametag.  Make it a regular practice to wear nametags. 

 “Graffiti Wall” questions:   Write the following on whiteboard.  Invite youth as they 
arrive to grab a marker and weigh in with their responses: 

 Is there someone you envy for something they have or enjoy?   

 Has anyone envied you for something you have or enjoy?   

 Teachers complete attendance sheets. 

 
2. Silly Fun:  Would You Rather…? (5 minutes max) 

In the classroom, there will be a selection of cards with questions “Would You 
Rather…?” Read a few questions aloud and ask the youth to physically move themselves 
to designated places in the room based on their answers (so standing vote). Give each 
cluster a few minutes to chatter about their reasons.  

Example: “Would you rather be confined to your room for one year OR go wherever you 
want but always have to wear a giraffe costume?” 

 
3. Chalice Lighting:  Light the chalice, saying these words together:  “We light this chalice as 

a symbol of our faith; the light of truth and the warmth of love.” 

Teacher reads:  (from Pamela Dugdale, author) 

“Siblings are the people we practice on, the people who teach us about fairness and 
cooperation and kindness and caring… quite often the hard way.” 
  

4. Joys and Sorrows (10 minutes):  Listening is a precious gift that we offer one another at 
church.  Using the balance scale and the blue (sorrows) and yellow (joys) stones, invite 
youth to share a joy and/or a sorrow from the past week, as a way of meeting one 
another with our lives and sharing in community.  You will want to set limits (e.g. two 
stones max per person) so that no one monopolizes sharing time.   



 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                   6 ft                                       2 ft 

Each Sunday, a copy of the congregation’s Embracing Meditation will be made available 
to your class, so that stones can be put in for those whose names are being spoken in the 
Sanctuary. 

 
5. Pre-Story Activity:  Paper Ball Toss  (15 minutes) 

This exercise hopefully helps youth better relate to how characters in our stories may 
have felt, and why they may have made the choices they did. 

 Give each youth 2 scraps of paper to crumple up into 2 paper balls. 

 Using the length of the room, have youth line up in order of birthdays, from oldest to 
youngest.  

 Place recycle bin against the wall nearest the oldest youth.  

 Teacher explains:  “This game is simple – you all have a chance to win points by 
throwing your wadded-up paper balls into the recycle bin.  Whoever has the most 
points wins!  The oldest gets to throw from 2 feet away, the next oldest from 6 feet 
away, and the rest of you from the back wall.”  (See figure)  Anticipate cries of 
unfairness from those furthest away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 The oldest gets to throw first.  Teacher should ham it up by complimenting and 
congratulating the oldest for making both throws into the bin.  Give additional tries if 
the oldest happen to miss, until throws are successful!                            

 Let the next oldest youth attempt, with teachers offering only mild encouragement.  
Do NOT give any additional tries if throws miss the bin. 

 Finally, let those standing furthest away attempt their throws all together at the 
same time.  No encouragement from teacher. 

 ABRUPTLY, teacher informs the class (acting as if reading over directions again):  
“Sorry, sorry, I was confused.  The youngest was supposed to be 2 feet away, 
followed by the next youngest at 6 feet away, and the rest along the back wall.  Sorry 
about that!  Let me make it up by letting the youngest take 4 additional wadded-up 
balls from anyone you choose.” 

 The youngest now throws.  Teachers ham it up again but congratulating the 
youngest now.  Give additional throws if needed, so that the youngest comes out the 
winner with highest score. 



6. Questions for Discussion:  (10 minutes)  Youth back in chairs, reflect together. 

 How did the exercise make you feel?  (Were there cries of unfairness?) 

 Did anyone wish they were the special kid up front and close to the basket? 

 For those in the back, furthest away, what feelings did you have toward the favored 
youth up front? 

 Does anyone want to follow up on the graffiti questions with a story about someone 
you envied, or what it was like to be envied by someone? 

 
7. Story:  Jacob and Esau (15 minutes) 

Teacher introduces story:  So many of the stories in the Hebrew Bible are about 
families.  For with families come questions about our primary relationships – between 
spouses and partners, parents and children, and brothers and sisters – and conflicts that 
are unavoidably at the heart of these relationships.   The Hebrew Bible could be 
considered a story about families and the conflicts that they must work through:  from 
jealousy, anger, and rivalry to violence that threatens to tear apart the human family.  
 
Share background information before reading the story of Esau and Jacob: 

 Esau and Jacob were the twin sons of Isaac, the son of Abraham.  The boys were 
described as fighting “even in the womb.” 

 Rebekah, their mother, received a prophecy that the brothers would fight all their 
lives, that they would father two nations that would compete with one another, and 
that the older would serve the younger.  Rebekah never told her husband, Isaac, 
about this prophecy. 

 Primogeniture or “birthright” is the right, by law or custom, for the firstborn son to 
inherit his parent’s estate, titles, and offices.  The story of Jacob and Esau is one of 
the earliest accounts of primogeniture widely known, indicating that primogeniture 
was common in the Middle East. 

 
Reading:  Hand out copies of the story “Isaac’s Twin Sons” (attachment) and invite 
volunteers to read portions aloud.   
 
Questions for Discussion: 

 Why was it so important to Jacob to receive his father’s blessing?  (Think birthright 
of firstborn, parent’s favor) 

 How does a family story that begins with biological birth order (and a minor one at 
that, given they are twins!) end with threats of killing and Jacob leaving the family? 

(Hint:  How does birthright and parent’s favoritism envy rivalry deception 
hatred threat of violence broken relationship?)    



8. Second Story:  Joseph and the Coat of Many Colors (20 minutes) 

Teacher shares background information before reading the next story: 

 We move onto the next generation:   Jacob had 12 sons and 1 daughter from several 
mothers (not uncommon at the time), but he favored Joseph born from his favorite 
wife.  Favoritism again! 

 Dreams and their meanings were important in Joseph’s time.  Dreams were 
regarded as divine messages sent from angels of God, and were taken seriously. 

 
Reading:  Hand out copies of the story “Joseph is Sold as a Slave” (attachment) and 
invite volunteers to read portions aloud.   
 
Questions for Discussion: 

 How is this story similar to the firs story of Jacob and Esau? 

 How is it that troubles and dysfunctions of one generation get repeated in the 
following generation(s)?   

(Think about relationship patterns that are set in motion and snowball, culminating in 
ancient hatreds that are hopelessly difficult to change; e.g. Middle East conflict.) 

 What would it take to change these patterns of destructive conflict and violence?  

(Consider:  In the full story, Joseph eventually forgives his brothers for all they have 
done and offers a chance to start anew.) 

 What are we to learn from these ancient stories about human relationships and 
conflict? 

 
9. Say goodbye until next time:  Extinguish the chalice, saying together: 

“May the light of truth and the warmth of love go with us in our hearts.” 

 
10. Help clean up classroom before leaving:  Please keep regular practice of readying 

classroom for the next class. 

 leave lesson plan and all materials organized 

 return blue/yellow stones to containers 

 wipe the whiteboard clean 

 tables and chairs neatly returned 

 nametags collected in Ziploc bag 

 leave any comments for RE staff on attendance sheets 


