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SONS AND DAUGHTERS OF THE BIBLE 

May h, 1952 

The Bible, my dear .friends, is a gallery of the most interesting people - a 

gallery of people - not of plaster saints nor of stereotyped figures. It is a whole 

world of teeming human beings, young and old, rich and poor, wise and sjmple, saints 

and sinners - a veritable album of humanity. You turn the pages of the Bible, and 

you soon become a fascinated spectator to a veritable procession of all kinds of human 

beings - the proud and the humble, the heavy-hearted and the merry-hearted, the schem­

ing, the greedy, the ambitious, the loving, the loyal, the resigned, the bereaved, the 

stricken , and the defeated. F.very possible human relationship ishere revealed in the 

pages of the Bible, and not simple relationships, but the most complex - relationship 

of parents and children, and brothers and sisters, husband and wife, friends. And 

they are all very modern, these characters of the Bible, though they are dressed in 

ancient garb , and though they speck an ancient idiom. 

They mqY be your next-door neighbors . They may be your own children who are tak­

ing part in an emernal drama of human :relationships. In the very first pages of our 

Bible we are brought face to face with a vast moving and tragic drama of two sons, 

t.he children of the fir:at parents of the human race, Cain m dA.bel. The .first human 

family is a tragic family. Parents and children alike are caught in +,he web, are en­

tangled with the tragic web of human existence , as if to warn us that all life can 

never be entirely f'ree f'rom sorrOl'f. Here are, the .first parents of the human race , 

fashioned unto immortality, placed in the Garden of Eden, a paradise of abundance and 

nleasantness, and here the:rr are tempted into sin by the serpent of disobedience , and 

they are driven out from this paradise , driven ciut into mortality , driven out into 

toil and sufferiQ?; , and a flaming 5Word will forever bar their retum to their lost 

beatiitudes . 



• 

-2-

But an even greater tragedy awaits their children., their sons, Cain, the elder, 

grows up to be a tiller of the soil, and Abel, the younger, becomes a keeper of sheep, 

and there these two brothers have the whole world before than and a feud develops be­

tween them. Jealousy and enmity, to use the Biblical phrase, "come to crouch at the:ir 

door". One brother thinks that his occupation is Jess acceptabJe to God than that of 

his brother, that to be a tiller of the soil, a :farmer, is not as noble a profession 

as to be a shepherd, and oo he is filled vdth hot jealousy and anger and bitterness, 

and so it came to pass, when they were in the field one day., that Cain rose up against 

Abel his brother, and slew him. 

Here ~re the first two children in the Bible, first two sons. One is kill3 d by 

the hand of his brother, and the other is rorever cursed and becomes a fugitive and a 

wanderer upon the earth, forever haunted by his guilt., forever pursued by a punish­

ment which was greater than he could bear. Cain did not wishto be his brother's keeper 

and so he become his brother 1s killer. 

And time and again, as we shall see, the Bible, so very forcibly and dramatically, 

presents this recurrent family tragedy of disruption within the home, of disaster a1d 

of death caused by jealousy among mmagsxmc sons and daughters in the home. 

There is a note of wistfulness and yearning in that beautiful exclamation of the 

Psalmist, "How beautiful and how pleasant it is for brethren to drell together in 

unity." It's a very wistful and yearning and exclamation, for it frequently does not 

resp0nd to the actualities of life. 

Sometirne s the r ift is caused by a difference in temperament between the brothers 

and because they are in such close proximity to one another so much of the time, and 

are competing for the favor of the parents or for too acclaim of playmate or neighbor 

or friend - this diffP.rence in temperament causes £.rightful friction, resentment and 

bitterness. 
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our Bible soon introduces us to two other sors, the sons of Abraham, the father 

of our people - Isaac and Ishmael. Isaac is the oon of Sarah, the wife of Abraham, 

but Ishmael, is the son of Hagar, Sarah• s handmaid, whom arah urged Abraham to take 

to him as his wife when she bore him no children. And this difference in status in 

the home poisoned the relationship between the two sons. Sarah is jealous of Hagar 

and deals harshly with her, and when her own son, Isaac, is born., she forces Abraham 

to drive Hagar and her son, Immael, from the house lest the son of the bondwoman 

should come to inherit with her son, Isaac. And though this is very grievous in the 

sight of Abraham, he was constrained to com
4
lay with the insistent demands of Sarah., 

but not until he had received the assurance from the Lord that Ishmael, too, would be­

come the ancestor of a great nation. And so, in this story again we have the case of 

jealousy which fans the fire of enmity, this posse sive and frightful jealousy of 

sarah, but we have also here a difference in temperarnen between the two sons. Isaac 

followed in his father's footsteps aid in his fatherts strong aith. 1'lhen Abraham 

took Isaac to t. oriah at the bidding of the Lord, Who was testing him to sacrifice 

him upm this altar, Isaac was ready for the sacrifice. He was of the spirit and of 

the vision of Abraham. But Ishmael is described in the Bible as.,"~ wild ass of a mm 

whose hand is against every man and every man's hand is against him. 

These qualities, which never characterized the Jewish people - therefore, the Bible 

declared: "To Isaac shall the promise be fulfilled." The line of tradition shall pass 

not through Ishmael, but through Isaac. 

Now, this difference in temperament in children and a favoritism in the home 

which betrays t.he failur€ of the pa.rents to attenuate, to reconcile these differences 

are even more sharply revealed in the Biblical account of two other sons, Jacob and 

Esau. They were t ·ns, the sons of Isaac a.nd Rebecca. sau, wo was fir st to be born , 

grew up to be a "cunning huritar, a man of the field"; Jacob grew up to be tta quiet man, 

dwelling in tents". The Rabbis say that Esau was interested in this world, and Jacob 



cameto be interested in the world to come . And the parents , unfortunately, showed 

favoritism . Isaac , «:1ays the Bible , loved Fsau because he frequently ate of the veni­

son which Esau br ought from his hunt, but Rebecca , the mother , loved Jacob . Ar.n so , 

the brothers becarre bitter rivals . Jacob was jealous of Esau ' s birthright and 

wheedled him into selling it to hj_m for a pettage of lentils. And then Jacob cheated 

sau out of his father ' s bless.ng by a cunning stratagem advised by Rebecca . And so 

Esau hated Jacob and resolved to kill . Jacob fled to Haran to escape death . 

Years of exile were to atone for Jacob ' s umrorthy conduct , and from his many 

searching trials and sufferings in exile , Jacob emerged a different and a better man, 

a new man with a new name - Is ael . But Jacob was fated to experience the same trag­

edy of fraternal jealousy and strife among his own chiJd ren, an he was fated to com­

mit the same fatal blunder of favoritism which wrecked the home of Isaac and Rebecca . 

The R bbis frequently warned people : "A n ho l never sinr,:le out one oon for 

spe ial f vors :from a ng all other sons . " Jacob id not apply this sound principJe 

to his ovrn sons . Out of his twelve sons , he loved Joseph mo t bee use he was the ro n 

of his old age , and he foolishly owed his favoritism, and he gave Joseph, says the 

Bible , a coat of many colors, which the other children did not have . Joseph ?i s a 

lovable lad, but very spoiled and very conceited and something of a dandy, the apple 

of his father ' s eye , and he kne it . So his brothers hated him a, d could not speak 

decently to him . And Joseph bragged about the dreams hi h he had, what a gre t man 

he was some ay going to be , and his brother hated htm the more for it , and they de­

cide to kill him - the s e hotj resentful, poisoned hearts as the heart of Cain , as 

the heart of F.sau - theywant to kill the:ir brother . Reuben intercedes . Why slay him? 

Throw him into a pit . Reuben had ho d that when the brothers departed, he wouJd res­

cue Joseph :from the pit . And after Joseph was thrown into the pit, in the absence of 

Reuben, a caravan of Ishmael ite trader~ was on the way to Egypt , and s:> Jud.ch suggests 

to his brothArs , why allow Joseph to die in this pit - let •s sell him as a slave to 
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these Ishmaelites, and so they do. They sell their brother into slavery• d this 
of a goat 

coat of maey colors they dip in the lood/ hie h they kill and take it to the old fa-

Father, recogni~e this. Is this 

the garment of your son? And this coat, which was to be the evidence of Jacob's fool­

ish favoritism, becomes the bloody garment of his inconsolable sorrow and mourning for 

many years. 

But fortunately, here the story ends on a heart-warming note of brotherly recon­

ciliation. The sons of Jacob, all of them, come to learn t'Tough sorrow and tribula­

tions and loss how beautiful and how good it is for brethren to dwell together in 

unity. As ~he story unfolds and Joseph becomes prince in the land of Egypt, second 

only to the Pha.coah, and the s ons of Jacob are compelled to cone down to Egypt to buy 

food because here was famine tn the land f cane.an, Joseph recognizes them; they fail 

to recognize Joseph; Joseph puts them to the test; and finally orders them to leave 

the youngest son, Be jam:i.n, as a slave in Egypt an they can go back free to t. he land 

of Canaan. But by now these brothers had learned hat one brother must be hj s broth­

er• s keeper or he become his brother's killer. 

And so Judah, speaking for his brethren, says no, we will not leave enjamin here. 

All of us will r emaj n her e with him, or make slaves of all of us but let him go back 

to our old father. Different people, now. They have l r arned the lesson that a fam­

ily i cemented in mutual love and in mutual support and in mutual sacrifjce, and so 

they are reunited in forgiveness and in love. "Do not be angry with yourselves,• says 

Josenh, who had real grievances against his brothers., but forgets the grinances, ttf'cr 

God has sent me before you to provide life here. You d; d not send me, but God." 

A l'!lagnificent family picture is presented in the Bible in the family of Amram c11d 

Jochebet, Amram and Jochebet had three famous children - two sons and one daughter -

Moses., Aaron and Miriam. Mo es and A.aron also differed in temperament., and the poi nt 

of this story is that a differen~ in temperament need not and ought not Je ad to bit­

terness and friction. 
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The Rabbis seized upon a fine verse in the Book of Psalms, Psalm 8S: tt ercy m <l 

truth have met together; righteousness and peace have kissed each other." And they 

say in their superb homelitical imagery, this refers to the two brothers, to Moses and 

Aaron. Moses was truth and righteousness; Aaron was mercy and peace. Moses repre­

sented implacable justice. He was the prophet of Righteouesness, of Law. He was the 

Giver of the Law, and if it was necessary, "Let the I.aw pour through and crash through 

the mountain. The Law must be vindicated." Aaron, his brother, was less stern; he 

was more yielding, at times, too much; he compromised at times too much. When the 

children of Israel demanded of him to make for them the golden calf because Moses had 

Je ft them, Aaron unfortunately yielded to their insistence, but short of this one 

lapse, he was, as the Rabbis put, "a lover of peace and one who pursues peace." But 

in spite of this difference in temperament, the brothers loved one another. They 

helped one mother; they complimented one another. 

other. 

hey were not jealous o each 

Moses was hard of speech and that was a series handicap for a ma-1 who had to ap­

pear before the king to plead the cause of his people, so Aaron gl~dly and readily be-

came his spokesman, his mouth, as the Bible puts. Aaron knew .full well how much 

greater and stronger and more profound a man his brother Moses was. He was proud of 

him. He rejoiced in him, rejoiced to tre point wher God declared, according to tra­

dition, "The heart that can rejoice in the greatness of his brother as the heart of 

Aaron did, is qualified to wear the breast-plate of the High Priest in the Holy o~ 

Holies." 

Two sons, altogether different than the other pair of sons, and Miriam, the daugh­

ter, the sister - Miriam tenderly watched over Moses• ark of bulrushes in the NiJe. 

She danced and rejoiced when her brother tritlfuphed in the emancipation of the children 

of Israel, and though occasionally e was jealous of Moses• wife whom she did not like 

and was punished for her jeaJousy, she nevertheless shared in the burdens and the tri-

als of the exodus and the long wanderings in the wilderness, bravely and loyally - a 
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magnificent fRTI ily, knit together by solidarity, by love I by devotion. 

There are other sons a, d daughters in the Bible, so~ noble, some ignoble, &>me 

magnificent in their devotion, some lamentable in their betrayals of the hopes of 

their parents. The sons of aron, two of his rons, Nelep and Av:i.11 offered strange:JX 

fires, says the Bible, unto the Lord and were destroyed. The Rabbis say that these 

two sons were jealous of their parent, pe1.1111t of their uncle Moses. 11When will these 

two old men die, so that you and I will becane the leaders of the neople?" 

There c1.re children who are envious of their parents, who are eager to inherit 

their parents. 

The sons of Eli, the High Priest, and Shilo, also betrayed the high hopes of 

their parents. They polluted the holy sanctuary by their gluttony and their immor­

ality, and the old father who had hoped that one of his oons would succeed him in the 

high office lived to see a stranger take over, S~ uel, and he turned his office over 

to Sanuel not in bitterness but in great sorrow. 

And s~muel., too, was not much luckier with his sons , Hochni and Phineac-. There 

were judges in Israel but "his rons did not follow in his footsteps". 1'hey accepted 

bribery; they ware corrupted. Now, frequent]y parents are compelled to witness sons 

who stray from their teachings anct become lost to them in spirit. 

There is an heroic example of a great, noble, but tragic loyalty of a daughter 

recorded in the Boo~ of Judges of the Bible, and that is the story of Jephtha•s dau h­

ter. Her father, a Judge in Israel, on the way to fight the Amonites, foolishly made 

a vow that if he returns victorious from the battle, the first thing that comes out 

rrom the door of his house he would sacrifica unto the u,rd. The Rabbis called it a 

very foolish vo,r and denounced Jephtha for having made it. Jephtha is victorious and 

as he returns ho"e, the first one that steps out from his house is his own daughter. 

And Jephtha tells his daughter what he has done, and the daughter says to her father., 

'Do unto me exactly as you ha··e vowed. Just ive me two months time to mourn for my 

youth ;rnon the mountains." And at the end of two months, the dau hter of Jeptha, in 



voluntary fulfillment of her father 1s vow, permitted herself to be sacrificed. Subse­

quent generations denounced the a ctions of Jephtha , tut t~1e memory of his daughter re­

maine~ a blessing, and in all subsequent a s, Jephtha • s daughter was mourned by tte 

daughters of Israel on the anniversary of her death . 

And who can ever forget the story of that son , the son of King David, Absolam, 

the handsome , the over- indulged son who vras so greatly loved by his father , who when 

he grew up set a bout to win the hearts of the people av1ay from his father who had now 

grown old; and who finally raises the standard of revolt a gainst his father . And the 

old King David is compelled to send his troops against Absolam. 

. o can ever forget the moving picture of the old doting father , King David, 

waiting for news of the battle , hoping that whatever happens , his son would suffer no 

hurt , asking for news every few minutes from t he watchmen upon the tower . "Is there 

a messenger come? 11 And finally is told that a run er is approaching . And eagerly, 

almost hysterically, the King asks this messenger, what news of the battle . And the 

messenger says all is well . "Blessed be the IPrd, Thy God, Who hath delivered up the 

men mm who lifted up their hand against the King ." You have won . But is it well 

with the young man l bsalom, the Kin g asks the messenger . I dnntt know, says the mes­

senger . When I left , there was a great tumult and confusion . I don•t know. The King 

commands him to stand aside and he waits still further . And then a second runner comes . 

"Tidings for my Lord , the King . The Lord hath avenged thee this day. Victory 1" "I 

it well with the young man Absalom?" "The enemies of my IPrd the King, be as that 

young man is . " King David knows now that his son has bean killed in battle , nd the 

King went up to the chamber over the gate and wept . "0, rrry son Absalom1 rrry son, my 

son Absalom. Would I had died for thee , O Absalon , my son, my son. " 
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The greatest blessing, dear friends, known to our people and to the sacred lit­

erature of our people, is to have oons and daughters who inherit and transmit what is 

best and noblest in the lives of their parents. "Thus shall thy seed be," God says 

unto Abraham, nthus shall thy seed be." And the Rabbis illustrate what is meant by 

that blessing. 

A man set out on a long journey, and for ten days he wandered and he found no city 

and no inn and no trees and no water and no sign of life. And for ten more days he 

struggled on into the wiJderness, and finally he saw in the distance a tree. And as 

he approached the tree, he found nearby a spring of clear, cool water, and he looked 

upon the tree and he saw that the tree was a fruit-bearing tree of luci ous fruit and 

that the tree had wide, deep, shadowing branches. And so the traveler drank of the 

water of the spring nearby e.nd ate of the fruit of the tree and rested in its shadow 

and refreshed himself, and then he looked up to the tree arid said, n i th -,•hat shall I 

bless thee, O tree? ith wide branches - you have them; with .f'ruit - you have them 

in abundance; you have shadow; you have water. How shall I bless thee, O magnificent 

tree? May all the trees that will some day spring forth from your seed be like you." 

Blessed are parents who have sons and daughters who represent the best that is :in 

them, the hopes that 2re in them, the aspirations which are theirs, the high levels 

which they have always sought to reach. For every parent wants his chi ldren to excel 

him and delight when the children excel them. And blessed are sons and daughters l'h o 

can look back upon the tree from which they sprang and bless that tree for the pride 

which they have in it. 

There are many sons and daughters in the Bible, all kinds. The surnIMT"'J of it al 1 

is found in the Book of Proverbs: "A vdse son rejoj_ces the heart of the father;Jdm 

and a foolish son is the grief of his mother." 
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