
 What does 'Esav' mean?

The name 'Esav', Rashi suggests, derives from the root 'ash'. 
The following interpretation agrees with this suggestion, 

though in a different way than that suggested by Rashi. 
Specifically, the name Esav could be seen as a variation on 

'asahu', or 'asu', namely 'made by G'.
This reading is particualrly appealing as it then becomes, as 

seen below, part and parcel of the main theme of the Yaakov stories, 
namely the stuggle between Yaakov and God. Indeed, as one would expect 
of key words, it appears at the very beginning.

That the name Esav doesn't seem to follow as well from the 
circumstances as does 'Yaakov' - 'Esav' and 'sear' - is suggestive 
rather than perplexing. 

This derivation is juxtaposed with the natural-seeming 
derivation of Yaakov as a way of calling attention to the meaning 
which it, in turn, masks.

Yet, in both cases, the name will come to reveal its real 
meaning only through action - in Yaakov's case famously and explicitly 
in 27:36 'vayaakveni ze faamayim', and in Esav's case, less directly, 
through Yaakov's struggle with God for the birthright (and the later 
Lavan and Yosef stories).

The main reason for thinking that Esav means 'asahu' is the 
allusions at the very beginning to the Kayin and Hevel story. This is 
no generic, type-scene analogy, but a clear, specific repetition and 
variation. 

Thus, 
4:1 'vatahar'
25:21 'vatahar Rivka ishto';

and, most of all,
4:2 ''vayehi Hevel roeh tzon, 

veKayin haya oved adama'
25:27 'vayehi Esav ish yodea tzayid, ish sade

veYaakov ish tam, yoshev ohalim'.
In this regard, it's also intriguing that drash took 4:1-2 

'vatosef laledet' to suggest twins... 
In the Kayin and Hevel story, too, rebellion against God's 

election occurs. 
Kayin kills God's elect, and, in effect, forces God's hand. 
In the Yaakov story, subterfuge, rather than brutal killing, 

overthrows God's chosen. 
That Esav is an 'ish sade' is no coincidence, of course. In 

both stories, 'sade', a place away from civilization, is mentioned 
just before the 'crime':

4:8 'vayehi bihyotam basade'
25:29 'vayavo Esav min haaade'

To get to the meaning of the name Esav, then, one more 
parallel may be noted:



4:1 'kaniti ish et h'
25:25 'vayikreu shmo Esav'
Xava uses 'kaniti' to name her son. In other words, she says 

'I have made a man with God'.
In the spirit of the close link seen here, then, Esav, the 

firstborn, is named by another verb meaning 'to make'. This time, 
however, the making is attributed to God. In other words, Esav is God-
made: 'kaniti...et' suggesting cooperation,  while 'asahu' points to 
God's own handiwork. 

It is then only natural to surmise, that, being made by God 
and thus named, Esav is God's designated.

And, given the contrast with Xava's involvement, there isn't 
going to be any cooperation between God and Man here... but a fight.

Finally, that the scene refers back to the Kayin and Hevel 
story is in keeping with the recurrent reference to the universal 
stories in Bereshit 1-11 in the Patriarchal stories. 

Thus,  the beginning of Israel is analogous to the beginning 
of Man. Yaakov is, of course, the first and only Patriarch all of 
whose offspring are Israel, Bney Israel. That, too, lends support to 
the meaning of the name 'Esav' and to Esav's chosenness. as his naming 
might refer to the creation of Man:

Bereshit 1:26 'naase adam betzalmenu kidmutenu'.
Intriguingly, in addition to the possible echo in the verbal 

root, the first person plural here suggestively agrees with the plural 
in 'vayikreu shmo Esav' (25:25). Yaakov's naming, on the other hand, 
employs the singular 'vayikra shmo Yaakov'. Who is the plural name-
giver in 25:25?... Traditional interpreters have accounted for this 
difference by suggesting that God, not the parents, named Yaakov. Be 
that as it may, this detail must be meaningful, as the Septuagint has 
Rivka name both sons.

The following considerations further show that Esav was chosen 
by God, and that a struggle between God and Yaakov, through Esav, 
ensues. This is naturally of interest in and of itself, but also as 
the background against which Esav's name takes on its full meaning.

That Esav is God's elect is further suggested by the oft-
quoted, powerful 'ki al ken raiti fanekha kirot pney Elohim, 
vatirtzeni' (33:10). Thus,this verse would simply indicate Esav's 
association with God, rather than the seductive, but perhaps not 
Biblical, humanistic interpretation.

In this regard, it is suggestive that Yaakov 'fights' with 
Esav already in the womb ('vayitrotzetzu') and during the very birth: 
'veyado oxezet baakev Esav' (25:26). The latter 'fight' may very well 
pre-figure the fight with the angel, where a 'yarekh' is concerned, 
thus further indicating Esav's association with God. 

That this is told about new-born babies, and seems mainly to 
have to do with the order of births, playfully distracts the reader/
listener from the analogy to the later fight, and, thus, from Esav's 
eventual association with the Angel.

And, just like the naming, these events occur at the very 
beginning of the story, suggesting its theme.



Yaakov's struggle with God culminates in the fight with the 
angel, a scene that seems to digress from the main thread of the 
story. At the same time, and similarly to the famous Tamar and Yehuda 
story and other instances, the scene serves to shed light on the 
meaning of the main strand in the stories, namely an ongoing, less 
explicit struggle between Yaakov and God.


