
“The Flesh and the Spirit” 
(Genesis 25:12-34) 

 
 
 

 This evening we will be looking at a passage which I believe will be very helpful 
for us, because it explains what the Gospel can and does do within covenant households 
and what the Gospel also can and does do within our own hearts.  One of the mistakes we 
may often fall into in the Christian faith is the belief that just because our children are 
born into covenant households that they are elect and are certainly going to be saved.  
Now we know that this certainly happens.  Sometimes this is what the Lord has planned.  
There are some parents who have had the blessed experience of seeing very hopeful 
evidence that all of their children truly love the Lord and have seen them walk with Him 
all their lives.  This is what we constantly pray for and hope to see in our own children as 
we seek to raise them in the ways of the Lord.  But sadly, this isn’t always how things 
turn out.  Sometimes they don’t walk with the Lord.  And it’s not simply because we’ve 
been negligent, or have failed to raise them as we should.  Sometimes it is, but sometimes 
it isn’t.  Though it’s important that we raise them in the right way, and that we use all the 
means of grace to bring them to faith, that isn’t all that matters.  This evening we will see 
two godly men who raised their children according to the promise of God, but who still 
saw at least some of their children go the way of the world.  The reason is that God’s 
election is not based on parentage, nor is it based on how we raise our children, even 
though both of these things are very important.  It’s based on God’s good pleasure.  He 
saves whom He wills.  Another mistake that our passage will help us to escape this 
evening is that the life of a true believer will always be without conflicts both within and 
without.  There are many who believe that when you come to Christ, all your troubles are 
over.  God gives you peace with your neighbors and families and peace in your soul.  But 
this isn’t necessarily true either.  Sometimes He does and sometimes He doesn’t.  
Sometimes when you come to Christ, the trouble just starts.  I’ve heard some Christians 
says that they had more peace before becoming a Christian than after.  Why is this?  Not 
only do you begin at that point to row against the stream of the world, and not only do 
you begin to encounter struggles with those who are of the world, but an irreconcilable 
war begins within your own heart that doesn’t end until your time on this earth is over.   

This evening, we see God’s continuing faithfulness to His promise, but we also 
see more distinctions being made.  We see within the children born of Abraham and Isaac 
a distinction between the elect and non-elect – we see those who are born of the flesh and 
those who are born of the Spirit.  We see strife beginning to develop among their children 
– strife between the child of the flesh and the child of the Spirit.  And we see the principle 
of the flesh and Spirit working itself out within Isaac, Rebekah, and Jacob as they do 
things that show the flesh is still very much alive in their hearts.   

First, let’s look at how children of the flesh and children of the Spirit are born to 
Abraham and Isaac.   

Chapter 25 of Genesis records for us several births – the children who were born 
to Abraham and Keturah, the children born to Abraham’s son Ishmael, and the children 
born to Abraham’s son Isaac.  All of these children were born because of God’s promise 
to Abraham to make him the father of many nations.  In this chapter there are no less than 
thirty births recorded, which, when you add Ishmael and Isaac, you have a total of 32 
who have come from Abraham’s loins.  God is faithful to His Word.  But yet among 
these many children, we also see a narrowing when it comes to God’s promise and His 
election.  Abraham had Isaac by Sarah, Ishmael by Hagar, and six more sons by Keturah.  
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We also have grandsons and great-grandsons recorded in the line of Keturah.  But among 
all these children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren born to Abraham, only Isaac is 
called.  We also read that Isaac had two sons, Jacob and Esau.  But among these sons, 
again only one is called.  Now we don’t want to jump to the conclusion from this that just 
because none of these other children are called, that they and all their descendants were 
not elect, just as we don’t want to jump to the conclusion that all of Isaac and Jacob’s 
descendants were elect because they were called.  We need to be careful here.  But we 
would have to say that the evidence shows that these children, and the vast majority of 
their children, were not elect.  Abraham’s son Ishmael made fun of Isaac.  His presence 
threatened him, and so Abraham sent him away.  Abraham also sent the children of 
Keturah away to the east, to keep his son Isaac and Isaac’s seed separate from them.  In 
the case of Jacob and Esau, we have the divine commentary that before they were born 
and had done anything good or bad, in order that God’s choice might stand, it was said to 
Rebekah, “‘The older will serve the younger.’  Just as it is written, ‘Jacob I loved, but 
Esau I hated’” (Rom. 9:11-13).  There must be something terribly wrong with Esau if his 
younger brother was to rule over him.  This isn’t the way things were done.  What this 
shows is that the Lord had chosen Jacob, but rejected Esau.  This comes out even more 
clearly when the Lord says that He hates Esau, because of his sin, and yet loves Jacob, in 
spite of his.  When you add to this the fact that Esau sells his birthright for a bowl of 
stew, later tries to kill Jacob, marries two Canaanite wives, and then moves away from 
the covenant community, it shows that he was not a true believer.  In each of these cases, 
the children of the flesh were eventually sent away or cut themselves off from the light of 
God’s Word, from His covenant, from His ordinances, and from the children of the Spirit.  
It’s true that Moses later gets his wife from Midian, and his father-in-law is called a priest 
of Midian, but it’s also clear that Midian later stumbles Israel and is completely destroyed 
by God (Num. 31).   

Now what can we learn from this?  We are to understand that even though we 
might be faithful to the covenant, this doesn’t necessarily mean that our children will be 
elect.  Abraham and Isaac were both faithful fathers, but yet not all of their children were 
called to be in God’s family.  Now does this mean that our children won’t be elect?  No.  
All of them might be; some of them might be; and it’s even possible that none of them 
might be, although God typically places His elect children in faithful covenant homes, so 
that they will receive the instruction and prayers they need to come to faith.  But we are 
to understand that even in covenant households there can be the children of the flesh, as 
well as the children of the Spirit.  Does this mean that the promise of God, that He would 
be a God to us and to our children, is nullified?  No.  God’s promises never fail.  But 
being a God to us and to our seed doesn’t mean that He will save all our children.  It only 
means that God will be faithful to be our God, that He will be faithful to bless our 
obedience or to punish our disobedience, as the case may be.  Our Lord Jesus tells us that 
the same thing is true even in the New Covenant.  He said to His disciples in Matthew 
10:34-36, “Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to bring 
peace, but a sword.  For I came to set a man against His father, and a daughter against her 
mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and a man’s enemies will be 
the members of his household.”  Usually we think of this in terms of the Gospel coming 
in and dividing unbelieving households.  But it’s clear from the Scripture and from our 
own experience that it also divides believing households.  This should really comfort us 
on the one hand that if we have done all we can to raise our children according to God’s 
will, and they still don’t walk with Him, that it isn’t necessarily our fault.  If this was the 
case, then Abraham and Isaac should both have been very ashamed that their children did 
not walk with God, as well as many other Old and New Covenant saints.  It should also 
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comfort us that God, in His great grace and mercy still saves some, even though we don’t 
deserve that He should save any of them.  Isaac was chosen, and Jacob was chosen.  But 
on the other hand, let’s remind ourselves that even though it does boil down to election, 
we are still responsible to do everything in our power to bring them to faith.  We don’t 
know whether they’re elect or not, but we do know that unless we are faithful to point 
them in the right direction, they won’t come to faith, even if they are elect, until someone 
does.  Abraham and Isaac didn’t use this doctrine to determine whether or not to be 
faithful in their calling as covenant parents.  They simply did their best and then trusted 
in the mercy and grace of God for the results.  God has promised to preserve His church.  
He has even promised to preserve a godly seed in the line of the faithful.  But He has 
nowhere promised to save all the children of His people.  And so we see the principle of 
the flesh and the Spirit working itself out in the children born to Abraham and Isaac.   

But second, we see the children of the flesh and the children of the promise 
struggling against one another.  Now the children of Abraham who were not of the Spirit 
were sent away at an early age, so we don’t really read very much about this struggle, 
except what we saw in Ishmael’s mocking Isaac, when Isaac was very young.  But we do 
see a good example in the lives of Jacob and Esau.  Some of you children might think 
that you have a difficult time getting along with your brothers and sisters.  But look at 
Jacob and Esau:  they were fighting even before they were even born.   

We learn from verse 20 – where it says that Isaac was forty years old when he 
married Rebekah – and verse 26 – where it says that Isaac was sixty when the twins were 
born – that Rebekah was barren for at least the first nineteen years of their marriage.  (As 
an aside, this means that Abraham was still alive when they were born.  Abraham was 
one hundred when Isaac was born, and he died when he was 175.  This means he didn’t 
die until Jacob and Esau were fifteen.  The reason we don’t read about him anymore is 
that the focus has shifted to Isaac, since he was the one through whom the promise of 
God would continue).  Rebekah was barren, so Isaac prayed and asked the Lord to give 
them children.  And certainly when he prayed, he prayed on the basis of God’s promise.  
After all, the Lord had said to Abraham that through Isaac his seed would be named.  
This not only meant that Isaac had to live – which was a comfort to Abraham when God 
asked him to sacrifice his son to Him – but it also meant that Isaac had to have children, 
which was a comfort to Isaac now.  And so Isaac prayed, and the Lord very graciously 
and faithfully answered his prayer, and Rebekah conceived twins.  But the children 
struggled in her womb, so much so that Rebekah went to the Lord to find out why.  When 
she asked the Lord, He said, “Two nations are in your womb; and two peoples shall be 
separated from your body; and one people shall be stronger than the other; and the older 
shall serve the younger” (v. 23).  The two nations, of course, would be Israel and Edom, 
the children of Jacob and Esau.  One nation would be the children of the promise, but the 
other nation would be the children of the flesh.  They would both be citizens of two 
different kingdoms, two kingdoms which would be at war with each other, which is why 
the two children were already struggling in her womb.  We see this also in their birth.  
When they were born, Esau was born first.  Since he was hairy, they named him Esau, 
which means hairy.  But when they tried to pull him all the way out, they found that 
Jacob was holding onto his heel, trying to be the first one to be born.  And so they named 
him Jacob, which means “one who takes by the heel,” or “one who supplants.”  What 
they were at birth, is also what they became later, for we see next that Jacob is still trying 
to get the right of firstborn away from Esau, and actually does so by selling him a bowl of 
stew for his blessing.  The children of the flesh and the children of the Spirit don’t get 
along.  This isn’t something I need to spend much time applying.  You know from your 
own experience that as members of God’s kingdom, the brighter you let your light shine, 
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the more the world hates you.  Jesus said, “If you were of the world, the world would 
love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, 
because of this the world hates you” (John 15:19).  And Paul writes, “And indeed, all 
who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12).  The world 
hated Jesus, the true child of the promise.  They hated Him so much that they put Him to 
death on the cross.  And if they hated Him, they will certainly hate us as well.  The 
kingdom of light and the kingdom of darkness don’t mix.  That’s why the Lord again and 
again separated His people from the people of the world, and why He tells us that we 
must keep ourselves separate as well.   

And so we see that even in the covenant community, the calling and election of 
God is seen, not only in the Lord’s saving some and passing over others who both had 
exactly the same upbringing and the same access to the means of grace, but also in the 
strife there is between members of the covenant.  The principle of the flesh and the Spirit 
was working itself out then, and still does today.   
But lastly, we see the flesh and Spirit working themselves out in the lives of the members 
of the covenant themselves.  In verses 27-34, we see Isaac’s choice of his son Esau over 
Jacob, even though Esau is clearly not the Lord’s choice (v. 28).  Later he will even 
attempt to give Esau the blessing, even though it rightly belongs to Isaac.  I think we can 
assume that Isaac knew about the prophecy given to Rebekah, but he still saw something 
he liked better in Esau, even though Esau was clearly void of the Spirit.  Whatever it was, 
Isaac was wrong to favor Esau.  We see here the principle of the flesh working in his life, 
even though he also had the Spirit of God.  We also see Jacob virtually steal the blessing 
of the birthright from Esau, taking advantage of his hunger.  We see Esau despise his 
birthright by selling it so cheaply, for a bowl of stew, something which he might not have 
thought much of, but which we will see the Lord took very seriously.  Maybe he thought 
he really was going to die and that the birthright wouldn’t have done him any good.  But 
this doesn’t seem very likely.  This just shows us his contempt for the promise and the 
fact that he had no part of it.  Later he will try to get it back with tears, and won’t be able.  
We will also later see Rebekah help her son deceive Isaac into giving him the blessing.  
Now in Esau’s case, this isn’t surprising, since he was only a child of the flesh.  But this 
flesh or corruption was also in Jacob and Rebekah, even though they were the children of 
the Spirit.  It was good that Jacob wanted the blessing.  But the way he went about getting 
it was wrong.  The thing that should concern us is that this corruption is also in us.  Even 
though we have been saved by God’s grace and have His Spirit in us, we still have the 
flesh to fight against.  Paul wrote to the Galatians, “The flesh sets its desire against the 
Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that 
you may not do the things that you please” (5:17).  This means among other things that 
we need to learn not to trust our feelings and sometimes even our own judgment, but pray 
for God’s wisdom and search His Word to make sure that we are living the kind of lives 
and making the kind of decisions that we should be making.  It also means that we must 
learn to trust in Jesus Christ for our salvation, for no matter how much we try, we will 
never be able to live the kind of life that the Lord calls us to live.   
 Let’s learn from this that the flesh and the Spirit will always be with us in this life 
and will always be at war in us and around us.  But let’s also be encouraged that the Lord 
will still work His will out in our lives even in the midst of this war and bring us safely 
through, even as He did His people back then, again because of the promised Seed.  
Amen.   


