Name: Jacob – Heel catcher or deceiver. Israel – God’s struggle or he struggled with God.
Meaning of name: 
Ancestry and family life: Jacob was the second son of Isaac, the son of Abraham. He was the last of the patriarchs from whom all Israel descended as after him Israel split into twelve tribes. Jacob was two generations removed from Abraham who came from Mesopotamia. That is the branch of the family Isaac went to, to get his wife and also Jacob. God had made a special covenant with Abraham and Isaac, one he would also extend to Jacob.
In Jacob’s own family, he had two wives and two additional maids given to him as “wives”, who were really surrogate mothers to Leah and Rebecca. This polygamy caused much jealousy between his wives and sons. He made the same mistake of his father as showing favoritism to some children over others.
When and where he lived: He lived alternatively between the land of Canaan and Aram, modern day Syria. As Abraham and Isaac before him, he was a sojourner, meaning he didn’t settle down in one place exclusively. In addition to the needs of feeding large herds sometimes the circumstances of his life, such as Esau’s threats, Laban’s angry countenance, and the likely revenge of the Canaanites for killing the people of Shechem, prodded Jacob to keep moving. When Isaac blessed Jacob in 28:4, he prayed that God would give him the land of his sojournings. Many cities such as Mizpah, Bethel, Shechem, and Beersheba stand out as important cities in Israel 500 years or more later.
Jacob lived around 1800+ B.C.
Events surrounding birth: There are many interesting births taking place in the Bible. This is one of them. Rebekah could feel the struggle of the babies even in her womb. In a time with no ultrasounds, she already seemed to expect that she would have twins and wanted to know why they were struggling so within her. Like many other biblical characters she was barren, but after a time of prayer became pregnant. She prayed again asking about the struggle and received the answer directly from the Lord that the nations coming from these two babies would have conflict, but that the older (Esau) would serve the younger (Jacob). This is yet another of many prophecies that come true in the Scriptures.
Training and occupation: Jacob was a shepherd. He evidently learned this occupation helping out with his own father’s flocks, who likely also learned it from Abraham. Jacob was evidently a very skilled shepherd as Laban continuously begged him not to leave. God blessed Jacob’s herds and also Jacob’s agreement with Laban by causing more and more striped/speckled animals to be born. Jacob also showed that he was a very astute shepherd through the rods episode, which evidently released a kind of stimulate encouraging the sheep/goats to breed. Jacob’s own sons later took care of his flocks as well. This job lent itself to lots of traveling as you need large pastures to feed the large flocks.
Place in history: Jacob was the most immediate forefather of the Israelites and his name itself was later changed to Israel. It was with Jacob that the family of the Israelites first started expanding and also first moved to Egypt where it would really develop into a large nation.
Special traits: Good fighter. He was able to struggle with angel at Peniel all night without losing, likely because God wanted to teach him some lessons there.
Weaknesses: 
1. Liar – Genesis 27:18,20,24. Jacob twice claimed that he was Esau, a direct, willful, and blatant lie. He also deceptively answered that God allowed him to make the soup so fast, implying that he had actually killed wild game. There is no sugarcoating this nor is there any excuse for his actions. His mother commanded him to do this, yet Jacob is still responsible for his own actions. Perhaps his mother had told him of God’s prophecy so Jacob and his mother felt the need to help God along by getting this blessing. Yet helping God is not necessary. God could have used any number of ways to cause Isaac to bless Jacob rather than Esau including for example, Esau’s sinful and pagan wives.
2. Deceiver/manipulator – In addition to outright lying, Jacob often practiced deceit and scheming and manipulation to reach his desired ends. What is the chief problem of this? It demonstrates a reliance on self instead of on God. Give some examples of Jacob’s deceit/manipulation.
A. Genesis 25:27-34 – In this amazing story, Esau sells his birthright to Jacob. A birthright is the inheritance rights of the firstborn including a double portion of all the inheritance and the title as head of the family after the passing of the father. Jacob sees that Esau is desperately hungry, perhaps after a long hunting trip without success. Instead of kindly offering to give him some food, Jacob’s scheming mind is churning thinking how he can take advantage of this opportunity. Evidently from some previous conversations, he knows that Esau is kind of a fen qing ren that doesn’t highly value his birthright, so he asks Esau to sell it to him (it was legitimate to buy/sell/trade birthrights). Esau foolishly agreed, showing his irreligious and disrespectful heart as well as a hasty and undisciplined character.
B. The scheme to steal the blessing as outlined above.

C. The scheme to get Laban’s flock seems half trusting in God to bless him through this agreement and half his own cunning mind figuring out how to breed the sheep a certain way to generate a favorable outcome to himself.

D. Genesis 31:1-17 – In this story, Jacob decides not to tell Laban the second time that he is leaving, but just leaves on his own. He is afraid that Laban will use force to restrain him or take away his wives and herds. So he secretly leaves and it is three days before Laban finds out. Laban blamed Jacob for sneaking away instead of bidding a proper farewell. See Genesis 31:27-28 where he accuses Jacob of acting deceitfully. This is another case where Jacob relies on his own wit instead of on God.

E. When Jacob returned to his own country/family, he was afraid of Esau’s wrath. He hatched a plan to divide his family into several companies sending gifts in front and his most loved family members coming at the back. Again, it is not necessarily sinful to prepare, but shows Jacob’s bent towards relying on his manmade schemes.
3. Favoritism – Jacob favored Rachel over Leah (this was at least a bit understandable since he was deceived into marrying Leah, but he should not have continued on with this attitude for so long till the point when Leah said several times she was unloved 29:31-35). This is a very likely result of polygamy and one of many reasons it should be avoided.
He also favored Joseph and Benjamin over the rest of his sons, 37:1-4. Favoring one child over another largely caused the rift between Esau and Jacob and it would do the same with Jacob’s children. While there is no specific in command about loving all children the same level, there are many commands against favoritism. It is clear from this story that showing favoritism to children is a bad idea and likely to result in many family problems/rifts. It doesn’t promote harmony. Parents should make sure they treat all children with the love of Christ. Unfortunately Jacob didn’t appear to learn his lesson as he treated Benjamin with favoritism as well.
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