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We pick up Jacob’s story now in Genesis 27 and 28. Let me remind you of the context of the story: Isaac is the promised son, the miraculous son of Abraham and Sarah. Isaac married Rebekah and they had two twin boys – Jacob and Esau. Though Esau was born first, God tells Rebekah that Jacob will be the one whom He favors. Jacob though, isn’t the nicest of people (his name means “Deceiver”) and our first glimpse at his character comes when we read of him “stealing” the birthright from Esau, which shows us that Esau didn’t think ahead at all and didn’t care too much about the promises, and that Jacob was willing to do anything to get them.

Today we’ll talk about two more points in my six-point outline of Jacob’s life: 1. Birth and Birthright,  2. Blessing,  3. Bethel,  4. Betrothed, Beaten and Babies,  5. Back on the run,  6. Blessed, Brothers

Before we begin, let me ask you - Who do you think God wants to win the Super Bowl? We could debate that back and forth, but I would hazard a guess that the end result would be that the team God is for is the team that wins, right? God is on the side of the winners, those triumphant in battle? But I’m not so sure. We believe that God ordains all things, which would mean that He also ordains the losers, right? And isn’t God famous for being on the side of the losers? Jacob is a loser, a huge one, as we’ll see.

Blessing

Let’s review the story here before we analyze it and apply it to our lives to see what it shows us about ourselves and about God. The immediately preceding verses tell us that Esau was 40, and he married two Hittite women, which again reminds us that he despised his calling and promise of the covenant since he was specifically told not to do these things. Yet Isaac continued to favor Esau, thereby opposing the choice of God. Isaac seems fixated on Esau – his strapping, athletic man’s man. Isaac realizes his imminent death (“his eyes were dim”), so he called Esau over to him to catch and then fix a meal and then receive the blessing.

The blessing has a power that we don’t fully tap into in our day, but we should. Marlo Thomas just published a book, The Right Words at the Right Time, which is really the same thing. The book has short essays by famous and influential people recalling a time when someone said something that changed everything. Sometimes it was empowering, but there are also stories of words of hurt as well. Words have this dynamic and they really can influence us and our world, our views of ourselves and others. We continue in this when we speak the benediction (the good word) at the end of the service. This isn’t just a closing ceremony or parting shot, but a real blessing on you as you depart and go from God’s presence. It means something and should be taken seriously.

Isaac wanted to give it and “Esau was eager to obtain the blessing. He despised the covenant, but he wanted the temporal advantages that came with the blessing, i.e. the advantage of being the first-born... They (Isaac and Esau) did not want the blessing that can only be received by submitting to God’s will.”

Ah, but Rebekah had other plans. She remembered God’s words to her when she was pregnant, and she may also have liked Jacob better than Esau. Rebekah comes up with a scheme whereby Jacob can “steal” the birthright yet again, cut in line and “deceive” Isaac this time to get the blessing she wants for him. DeGraaf says about this: “It’s amazing how faith and sin were mixed together with Rebekah. She was so strong in her conviction that she was able to convince Jacob. She even devised a clever plan to make the deception successful. At the same time, her deceit was deeply sinful. It’s true that Rebekah’s starting place was correct, but after she had failed to change Isaac’s mind about giving the blessing to Esau, she should have left the rest up to the Lord, who would see to it that His Word would triumph. No one may try to obtain the Lord’s blessing under false pretences.”

And Jacob? He goes through with it. And it works. You can imagine if this were a movie, the sweat coming from his brow as he gets the costume all on. His fake beard begins to slip off when Isaac touches it. Jacob has to correct his deep voice to make it sound more like Esau’s. Isaac buys it and tells Jacob, “Let the peoples serve you, and nations bow down to you. Be lord over your brothers, and may your mother’s sons bow down to you. Cursed be everyone who curses you, and blessed be everyone who blesses you!”  You can see Jacob then going out in relief, triumph and also terror as he realizes Esau will not be too pleased with this ruse.

And he’s right. Esau comes back, finds out that he’s been tricked again, pleads for a blessing from Isaac and gets this: “By your sword you shall live, and you shall serve your brother; but when you grow restless you shall break his yoke from your neck.” Esau is furious, saying, “The days of mourning for my father are approaching; then I will kill my brother Jacob.” The movie camera makes a tight shot on his face and hands to show his anger and resolve, his hatred for his own brother.

Ah, such a nice family. What would Dr. Phil say about this one? We parade them up on stage and look at their various dysfunctions. We remember that these are all “church people,” folks who know God and proclaim him and have even seen him work. Isaac has only one wife, unusual in his day, and yet he and Rebekah aren’t on the same page AT ALL. Their relationship is lousy; they need some counseling. This is not the way to go about getting your way.

The boys don’t talk. They’re both forty, but act like they are five. 

What is the deal? What is the exemplary behavior in this passage? Is there any?

Commentator Bruce Waltke wisely writes this for us: “Fulfilling God’s plans is a family of faith and failure: Isaac who depends on his fallible senses and lacks resoluteness, Rebekah who acts by domination and deception, and Jacob who deceives and blasphemously lies. This is a message of hope for the church, for the irruption of the kingdom of God ultimately depends on God’s sovereign grace, not on human faithfulness. God’s promise of hope overrides all of this failure, ultimately using these fallible people to accomplish his good work. Wenham asserts, “By setting this new step forward in the history of salvation in the context of such unprincipled behavior by every member of the family, each self-centeredly seeking his or her own interest, the narrator is not simply pointing out the fallibility of God’s chosen, whose virtues often turn into vices, but reasserting the grace of God. It is his mercy that is the ultimate ground of salvation.”

These are God’s people. They are failures. They are sinners. They don’t act perfectly. They sin all the time. We should see ourselves in them. We minister ineffectively and blindly. We seek our own ways, sometimes even using the promises of God to get what we want. We go along with others who are persuasive and gain benefit for ourselves. The amazing and encouraging thing is that “God may use human sin to effect his purposes; compare Israel’s choice of a king (1 Sam. 8; 12), Assyria’s boast (Is. 10), the death of Christ (1 Cor. 2:8). (Waltke, p. 381)... Most of us can recognize ourselves in Isaac. We often minister with impure motives and misdirected intentions, but we exercise faith and God still accomplishes his good work, often improving us in the process.”

Jacob was indeed the one God had chosen, but for that very reason he would have to surrender completely to the calling and promise of the Lord and not walk in his own ways. This flight was the Lord’s way of chastising him... the Lord would purify him in the wilderness.

Bethel


So Jacob takes off for refuge
 into the hands and safety of his uncle Laban. Esau further shows his lack of regard for God’s ways by taking more foreign wives.


“Jacob had received the blessing of Abraham, but God had not yet revealed Himself personally to him. Moreover, when Jacob left his father’s tent, his conscience must have bothered him terribly about the way he had obtained that blessing. There was something standing between God and Jacob, who had not been recognized directly by the Lord as the one upon whom the blessing rested.”


What happens next can only be attributed to the “Hound of Heaven,” the God who pursues His people and will not let them go. Was Jacob seeking the Lord? Did he go off and have a prayer retreat? 


No, Jacob gets tired from his life on the run. And God shows up, dreaming of angels going up and down a ladder. God spoke, saying, “I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac. The land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring. Your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south, and in you and your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed. Behold, I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land. For I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.”


God renews his covenantal promise with Jacob, with The Deceiver, with one who hasn’t shown a lot of promise or zeal or devotion to God. In fact, we’re not even sure if Jacob is regenerate at this point, and have good reason to think he isn’t.


Jacob knows something significant has happened (like speaking to the Lord directly!). “Surely the Lord is in this place and I did not know it. How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” Jacob made an altar, consecrating the place with a symbol; he called the place Bethel, the house of God, and he made a vow to serve God and give him a full tenth of all he had as a picture of his acknowledgement that all of it was God’s.


Again, as I mentioned, there is some confusion here. We’re tempted to make this a dramatic “conversion story” since Jacob seems to have “an experience” with God and even takes some action at the end. But when we look at the rest of the story, the signs better point to Jacob’s changed life after he wrestles with God in chapter 32. Christian-y actions don’t always point to a changed life. They can point to a desire to change in our own flesh, in our own works to be a better person. They can wear off. Think of all the people who saw and talked to Jesus, who witnessed his preaching and his miracles, and still didn’t come to faith in Him.  We like to think that if we only saw something incredible, if we only saw God write His name on the sky or raise someone from the dead or something dramatic and unmistakable – everyone would believe in Him. Yet he had done that time and time again, and people continue to rationalize it away, to trust in the experience instead of the person behind it, to insist on more and more. 


Jacob knew something had happened, and he knew it was the Lord.  “Jacob was not involved actively in the encounter between himself and God. It was made clear to him beyond denial that the surety of the covenant is rooted solely in the faithfulness of God.”
 “At that first encounter, the Lord made it clear that although Jacob had received the Lord’s blessing in the wrong way, it was truly his. The Lord then bound Himself to Jacob so that he would not be lonely as he went farther and farther away from the covenant circle. The Lord could form this bond with the sinner Jacob only for Christ’s sake. He bound Himself to Jacob to such an extent that He temporarily overlooked the sin Jacob had committed, by giving him the promise without chastising him. Fortunately, our lives are preserved by God’s covenantal faithfulness – not by our own faithfulness.”

“This is the beginning of Jacob’s character transformation. One the one hand, the regularity of chronological time confirms character and prepares one for the decisive moments. On the other hand, crisis time transforms the shape of chronological time. God’s encounters are moments of life-shaping decisions. Responding to crises in faith bears the wholesome fruit of virtue and eternal significance. Responding in unbelief bears the bitter fruit of vice and a meaningless existence.”

Until God reveals his presence at Bethel, Jacob’s place appears dark, stony and hard. However, when his eyes are opened to see beyond his physical surroundings to the metaphysical, his hard place is transformed into an awe-inspiring sanctuary, the axis between heaven and earth...Later these shadowy temples find their antitypical fulfillment in Christ (John 2:19-22) and his church (John 7:37-39; 1 Cor. 3:16-17, 6:19). The consummation comes in the heavenly Jerusalem of the new heaven and earth: “The Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple” (Rev. 21:22). .”

The story is filled with transformation due to God’s presence: a man running away from home runs into God; a man afraid of his brother fears God; a certain place becomes nothing less than God’s place; a rock becomes a temple; night turns to morning...

Think of your story and the story of others you know. If you were to write about them, what would the story look like? Can you recognize the times that God worked with you, drawing Him to Himself before you actually finally came to Him? Can you see the process involved? Can you recognize and pray for that process to begin in others.

Author Lauren Winner, raised as a Jew and baptized into Orthodox Judaism, became a Christian in college. In her book, Girl Meets God, she recalls her conversion experience and the dreams and experiences that began to break her and wake her up to her need for Christ.

“I knew, as soon as I woke up, that the dream had come from God and it was about the reality of Jesus. The truth of Him. That He was a person whose pronouns you had to capitalize. That He was God. I knew that with more certainty than I have ever known anything.

God is a novelist. He uses all sorts of literary devices, alliteration, assonance, rhyme, synecdoche, onomatopoeia. But of all of these, His favorite is foreshadowing... He was laying traps, leaving clues, clues I could have seen had I been perceptive enough... Sometimes, as in a great novel, you cannot see until you get to the end that God was leaving clues for you all along. Sometimes you wonder, How did I miss it? Surely an idiot should have been able to see from the second chapter that it was Miss Scarlet in the conservatory with the rope.

A week before classes started my senior of college, I sat waiting for a friend in a bookstore... I picked up a book from a prominent display case just to read until [he] showed up. It was At Home in Midtford... The protagonist was Father Tim, a fifty-something bachelor rector of a small Episcopal church. I read the first chapter, and walked out of the bookstore with the novel and its sequel in my knapsack. I spent the next week reading and rereading the Mitford books. They were no great works of literature, just vignettes about the people in Father Tim’s parish, stories about ordinary Christians working out ordinary faith in their ordinary lives. Mitfordians frequently quotes Philippians 4:13, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” They sang hymns I didn’t know and prayed from a prayer book I had never opened. And I thought, I want what they have.”


(Application as the Lord’s Supper)
God continues to pursue us even when we are His people. He loves His church and he renews His covenant with us time and time again. He does so today, and you can renew your covenant with Him as we take the Lord’s Supper. 


This is a meal. Jacob and Rebekah obtained a meal and a blessing by deception. They attempted to get access through dishonest means. Jesus, however, never sinned and he brings his meal to us, the deceivers. He gives us access through his perfect life, providing the blessing and the intimacy with the father we long for. 


Some of you think that you can get to God by climbing Jacob’s Ladder. That’s how the song goes, right? But people aren’t on that ladder. The ladder isn’t from us up to God, but from God down to us. Jesus came down from heaven and became the son of man in order that we could be called sons of God. You can be raised, by his power to know Christ and know God and have a real relationship with Him.


That’s what this meal pictures for us. We are in the house of God. Nothing is more real than this. It’s not magic; it’s not just something we do. It’s the renewal of the covenant. Christian, do you see God and His continued pursuit of you? Do you see how you have not esteemed His blessing in your life? Do you see how He is satisfied with nothing less than your whole heart, your whole life? 


Repent and come to the altar that He has erected, the place of worship with His body and His blood for you.


If you do not understand this, if you do not trust in Christ alone for your salvation, if you are attempting to obtain the blessing on your own or are trying to climb a ladder up to God through your good works, then please don’t partake of this meal. Let the bread and the cup pass by, but consider now if God is calling you to this table of fellowship with Him. Think about the circumstances in your life that are coming into focus, of how God may be writing the novel for you. 


This is the illustration and the application. This is the gospel pictured for you.
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