
 

 

Parashat Toledot 

Rebecca, Isaac and The Unambiguous Ambiguity of Prophecy 

Rabbi Matt Berkowitz, JTS director of Israel Programs 

 

1. Genesis 25:23 

ם ּה, ַותֹאֶמר אִּ ְרבָּ ים, ְבקִּ נִּ ְתֹרְצצּו ַהבָּ ְדֹרׁש -כב ַויִּ ֶלְך, לִּ י; ַותֵּ ֹנכִּ ה ֶזה אָּ מָּ ן, לָּ ֶאתה.  כג ַויֹאֶמר  כֵּ

יר עִּ ץ, ְוַרב ַיֲעֹבד צָּ ְלֹאם ֶיֱאמָּ דּו; ּוְלֹאם מִּ רֵּ פָּ ְך יִּ ַעיִּ מֵּ ים, מִּ י ְלֻאמִּ ְטנְֵּך, ּוְׁשנֵּ ים ְבבִּ י ֹגיִּ ּה, ְׁשנֵּ .   יה לָּ

י, ֻכּלֹו  אׁשֹון ַאְדמֹונִּ רִּ א הָּ ְטנָּּה.  כה ַויֵּצֵּ ם, ְבבִּ נֵּה תֹומִּ ֶלֶדת; ְוהִּ , לָּ ְמְלאּו יֶָּמיהָּ ר; כד ַויִּ עָּ ְכַאֶדֶרת שֵּ

י ו.  כו ְוַאֲחרֵּ שָּ ְקְראּו ְׁשמֹו, עֵּ א ְׁשמֹו, ַיֲעֹקב-ַויִּ ְקרָּ ו, ַויִּ שָּ ב עֵּ יו, ְויָּדֹו ֹאֶחֶזת ַבֲעקֵּ חִּ א אָּ ן יָּצָּ כֵּ  

 

22 And the children struggled together within her; and she said: 'If it be so, 

why do I live?' And she went to inquire of the LORD. 23 And the LORD 

said to her: Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples shall be 

separated from your innards; and the one people shall be stronger than 

the other people; and the elder shall serve the younger. 24 And when her 

days to deliver were fulfilled, behold, there were twins in her 

womb. 25 And the first came forth ruddy, all over like a hairy mantle; and 

they called his name Esau. 26 And after that came forth his brother, and 

his hand had hold on Esau's heel; and his name was called Jacob. 

 

2. Genesis 27: 27-30 

ה יו:  ְגׁשָּ בִּ ק אָּ ְצחָּ יו, יִּ לָּ ה -כו ַויֹאֶמר אֵּ ַשק-נָּא ּוְׁשקָּ ַגׁש, ַויִּ י.  כז ַויִּ י, ְבנִּ יַח -לֹו, ַויַָּרח ֶאת-ּלִּ רֵּ

ְרכֹו ְיהוָּה.   ֶדה, ֲאֶׁשר בֵּ יַח שָּ י, ְכרֵּ יַח ְבנִּ ה רֵּ ְרכֵּהּו; ַויֹאֶמר, ְראֵּ יו, ַוְיבָּ דָּ ֶתןְבגָּ ַטל -כח ְויִּ ְלָך, מִּ

ֶרץ אָּ ְׁשַמנֵּי הָּ ם, ּומִּ ַמיִּ ירֹ --ַהשָּ ן, ְותִּ גָּ ְׁשַתֲחוּו( ְלָך ְוֹרב דָּ ים, וישתחו )ְויִּ ׁש.  כט ַיַעְבדּוָך ַעמִּ

ים רּוְך.  --ְלֻאמִּ ְרֶכיָך בָּ רּור, ּוְמבָּ ֶמָך; ֹאְרֶריָך אָּ י אִּ ְׁשַתֲחוּו ְלָך ְבנֵּ יר ְלַאֶחיָך, ְויִּ י,  ֱהוֵּה ְגבִּ ל ַוְיהִּ

ְך ֶאת  רֵּ ק ְלבָּ ְצחָּ ה יִּ ּלָּ ו -ַכֲאֶׁשר כִּ שָּ יו; ְועֵּ בִּ ק אָּ ְצחָּ י יִּ ת ְפנֵּ אֵּ א ַיֲעֹקב, מֵּ י ַאְך יָּצֹא יָּצָּ ַיֲעֹקב, ַוְיהִּ

ידֹו צֵּ א מִּ יו, בָּ חִּ  .אָּ

 

27 And he came near, and kissed him. And he smelled the smell of his 

raiment, and blessed him, and said: See, the smell of my son is as the 

smell of a field which the LORD has blessed. 28 So God give you of the 

dew of heaven, and of the fat places of the earth, and plenty of corn and 

wine. 29 Let peoples serve you, and nations bow down to you. Be lord 

over your brethren, and let your mother's sons bow down to you. Cursed 

be every one that curses you, and blessed be every one that blesses 

you. 30 And it came to pass, as soon as Isaac had made an end of 



blessing Jacob, and Jacob was yet scarce gone out from the presence of 

Isaac his father, that Esau his brother came in from his hunting. 

 

3. Genesis 28: 3-4 

ֶתן ים.  ד ְויִּ ְקַהל ַעמִּ , לִּ יתָּ יִּ ְך ֹאְתָך, ְוַיְפְרָך ְוַיְרֶבָך; ְוהָּ רֵּ ל ַׁשַדי ְיבָּ ם, -ְלָך ֶאת-ג ְואֵּ הָּ ְרַכת ַאְברָּ בִּ

ְך תָּ ְׁשְתָך ֶאת--ְלָך ּוְלַזְרֲעָך אִּ ַתן ֱאֹלהִּ -ֶאֶרץ ְמֻגֶריָך, ֲאֶׁשר-ְלרִּ םנָּ הָּ ים ְלַאְברָּ . 

 

3 And God Almighty bless you, and make you fruitful, and multiply you, 

that you may be a congregation of peoples; 4 and give you the blessing of 

Abraham, to you, and to your seed with you; that you may inherit the land 

of your sojournings, which God gave to Abraham.' 

 

4. I Kings 22 

2 And it came to pass in the third year, that Jehoshaphat the king of Judah 

came down to the king of Israel. 3 And the king of Israel said to his 

servants: 'Know that Ramoth-gilead is ours, and we are still, and have not 

yet taken it out of the hand of the king of Aram?' 4 And he said to 

Jehoshaphat: 'Will you go with me to battle to Ramoth-gilead?' And 

Jehoshaphat said to the king of Israel: 'I am as you are, my people as your 

people, my horses as your horses.' 5 And Jehoshaphat said to the king of 

Israel: 'Inquire, I pray, at the word of the LORD today.' 6 Then the king of 

Israel gathered the prophets together, about four hundred men, and 

said unto them: 'Shall I go against Ramoth-gilead to battle, or shall I 

relent?' And they said: 'Go up; for the LORD will deliver it into the 

hand of the king.' 7 But Jehoshaphat said: 'Is there not here besides a 

prophet of the LORD, that we might inquire of him?' 8 And the king of 

Israel said to Jehoshaphat: 'There is yet one man by whom we may 

inquire of the LORD, Micaiah the son of Imlah; but I hate him; for he never 

prophesies good concerning me, but evil.' And Jehoshaphat said: 'Let not 

the king say so.' 9 Then the king of Israel called an officer, and said: 

'Fetch quickly Micaiah the son of Imlah.' 10 Now the king of Israel and 

Jehoshaphat the king of Judah sat each on his throne, arrayed in their 

robes, in a threshing-floor, at the entrance of the gate of Samaria; and all 

the prophets prophesied before them. 11 And Zedekiah the son of 

Chenaanah made him horns of iron, and said: 'Thus says the LORD: With 

these gore the Arameans, until they be consumed.' 12 And all the 

prophets prophesied so, saying: 'Go up to Ramoth-gilead, and prosper; for 

the LORD will deliver it into the hand of the king.' 13 And the messenger 

that went to call Micaiah spoke to him, saying: 'Behold now, the words of 

the prophets declare good to the king with one mouth, let your word, I pray 

thee, be like the word of one of them, and speak good.' 14 And Micaiah 

said: 'As the LORD lives, what the LORD says to me, that will I 

speak.' 15 And when he was come to the king, the king said to him: 



'Micaiah, shall we go to Ramoth-gilead to battle, or shall we relent?' And 

he answered him: 'Go up, and prosper; and the LORD will deliver it into 

the hand of the king.' 16 And the king said to him: 'How many times shall I 

adjure thee that you speak to me nothing but the truth in the name of the 

LORD?' 17 And he said: 'I saw all Israel scattered upon the 

mountains, as sheep that have no shepherd; and the LORD said: 

These have no master; let them return every man to his house in 

peace.' 18 And the king of Israel said to Jehoshaphat: 'Did I not tell you 

that he would not prophesy good concerning me, but evil?' 19 And he 

said: 'Therefore hear the word of the LORD. I saw the LORD sitting on His 

throne, and all the host of heaven standing by Him on His right hand and 

on his left. 20 And the LORD said: Who shall entice Ahab, that he may go 

up and fall at Ramoth-gilead. And one said: On this manner; and another 

said: On that manner. 21 And there came forth the spirit, and stood before 

the LORD, and said: I will entice him. 22 And the LORD said to him: 

Wherewith? And he said: I will go forth, and will be a lying spirit in the 

mouth of all his prophets. And He said: You will entice him, and will prevail 

also; go forth, and do so. 23 Now therefore, behold, the LORD has put a 

lying spirit in the mouth of all these your prophets; and the LORD has 

spoken evil concerning you.' 24 Then Zedekiah the son of Chenaanah 

came near, and smote Micaiah on the cheek, and said: 'Which way went 

the spirit of the LORD from me to speak to you?' 25 And Micaiah said: 

'Behold, you will see on that day, when you will go into an inner chamber 

to hide yourself.' 26 And the king of Israel said: 'Take Micaiah, and carry 

him back to Amon the governor of the city, and to Joash the king's 

son; 27 and say: Thus says the king: Put this fellow in the prison, and feed 

him with scant bread and with scant water, until I come in peace.' 28 And 

Micaiah said: 'If you return at all in peace, the LORD has not spoken by 

me.' And he said: 'Hear, you peoples, all of you.' 29 So the king of Israel 

and Jehoshaphat the king of Judah went up to Ramoth-gilead. 30 And the 

king of Israel said to Jehoshaphat: 'I will disguise myself, and go into the 

battle; but put on your robes.' And the king of Israel disguised himself, and 

went into the battle. 31 Now the king of Aram had commanded the thirty 

and two captains of his chariots, saying: 'Fight neither with small nor great, 

save only with the king of Israel.' 32 And it came to pass, when the 

captains of the chariots saw Jehoshaphat, that they said: 'Surely it is the 

king of Israel'; and they turned aside to fight against him; and Jehoshaphat 

cried out. 33 And it came to pass, when the captains of the chariots saw 

that it was not the king of Israel, that they turned back from pursuing 

him. 34 And a certain man drew his bow at a venture, and smote the king 

of Israel . . . 37 So the king died, and was brought to Samaria; and they 

buried the king in Samaria. 38 And they washed the chariot by the pool of 

Samaria; and the dogs licked up his blood; the harlots also washed 



themselves there; according to the word of the LORD which He 

spoke. 39 Now the rest of the acts of Ahab, and all that he did, and the 

ivory house which he built, and all the cities that he built, are they not 

written in the book of the chronicles of the kings of Israel? 40 So Ahab 

slept with his fathers; and Ahaziah his son reigned in his stead. 

 

5. Numbers 12:6-8 

“Hear these My words: When a prophet of the LORD arises among you, I-a 

make Myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him in a dream. Not so 

with My servant Moses; he is trusted throughout My household. With him I 

speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in riddles, and he beholds the 

likeness of the LORD. How then did you not shrink from speaking against 

My servant Moses!” 

 

6. Babylonian Talmud, Yevamot 49b 

All of the prophets observed their prophecies through an obscure 

looking glass [aspaklaria], i.e., their prophecies were given as 

metaphoric visions but were not a direct perception of the matter. 

However, Moses our master observed his prophecies through a clear 

looking glass, i.e., he gained a direct and accurate perception of the 

matter.  

 

7. Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 7:6 

Moses can prophesy at will; Moses can see the matter clearly; Moses can 

stand and speak with God without fainting; Moses alone is unable to 

return to ordinary life because his prophetic commission is clear and 

continuous 

 

8. Babylonian Talmud, Brachot 55a 

And Rav Ḥisda said: A dream not interpreted is like a letter not read. 

As long as it is not interpreted it cannot be fulfilled; the interpretation of a 

dream creates its meaning. And Rav Ḥisda said: A good dream is not 

entirely fulfilled, and a bad dream is not entirely fulfilled. And Rav 

Ḥisda said: A bad dream is preferable to a good dream, as a bad 

dream causes one to feel remorse and to repent. And Rav Ḥisda said: A 

bad dream, his sadness is enough for him; a good dream, his joy is 

enough for him. This means that the sadness or joy engendered by the 

dream renders the actual fulfillment of the dream superfluous. 
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