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Question & Answer

Question: Anciently, God gave instruction concerning the choice of the firstborn son to whom a special double portion was given (Deuteronomy 21:17). How would this apply today?

Answer: Historically, upon the death of the father, the firstborn son would become head of the family and be responsible for the support and well-being of all the other members of the household, including the widowed mother (Genesis 27:27-29).

The double portion inherited by the firstborn in an​cient Israel was thus not a reward or prize simply for being the first male child. It was compensation for the added responsibilities that the faithful firstborn son would undertake.

The right and portion of the firstborn was not always given to the actual firstborn son. Many disqualified themselves by their conduct. Reuben is an example (I Chronicles 5:1). In other cases God chose an heir other than the actual firstborn to receive preeminence. Isaac was chosen over Ishmael. Jacob was chosen over Esau.

David was the eighth son, but was chosen. Solomon was not the firstborn, either, but he received the crown. Ephraim, grandson of Jacob, was named the firstborn (Genesis 48:13-20). Normally, however, it appears that the firstborn inherited the throne (II Chronicles 21:3).

Modem culture is vastly different. It is not the custom in industrial cultures today for the firstborn son to regularly exercise responsibility over the family household. But if a firstborn son were to assume respon​sibility for the widowed mother and other family mem​bers in the household, it might be appropriate to increase the portion of inheritance he receives to compensate for these added responsibilities.
Also, where a family member has a business and the firstborn son has toiled with the father and learned the business, the father may wish to give that son preeminence in the business so that it could continue and would not have to be sold or divided up into shares that make it cumbersome or uneconomical.
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