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Genesis 28:10-19  


Last week we talked about the arrival into the world of the twins, Jacob and Esau, Esau being the eldest.

Today's passage picks the story up much later in their lives, but unfortunately leaves out the crucial passage from chapter 27 of Genesis.  Here is what you may have missed.


When Esau was 40 he got married and he and his wife made life miserable for his parents.  Isaac, getting well on in years and his eyesight failing, called Esau to him.  He directed Esau to go out into the field, hunt some game, prepare a lovely meal for his father, and bring it to him so that he could bestow the blessing of the first born upon Esau while he was still able.


Remember that Isaac loved Esau best and Isaac's wife, Rebekah loved his brother Jacob best.  Rebekah overheard Isaac's conversation with Esau, that it was time for him to receive the blessing of the firstborn from his aging father.  She told Jacob what his father was planning to do for Esau. Together they plotted a plan whereby they would fool Isaac into unknowingly bestowing his blessing upon his younger son, rather than the older son as was their custom.   Secretly,   Rebekah and Isaac prepared a meal for Isaac,  just as Esau was charged to do.  While Esau was out hunting the game for the dinner, Jacob would deliver a meal to his father, disguising himself as Esau.  But Jacob was concerned.  He said to his mother, “My brother is a hairy man and I am a man of smooth skin.  What if Dad touches me and realizes it is me and not Esau he is blessing....then I will bring a curse upon myself, not a blessing.”  But Rebekah had another idea. She went to get some of Esau's clothes which were still in her house so that Jacob would carry Esau's scent.  Then she got some goat skin and placed the goat skin over Jacob's hands and arms to imitate Esau's hairiness.   Next she gave him the food she had prepared for Jacob to serve his father.  Jacob went to his father pretending to be Esau.  At first Isaac did not believe it was Esau because it sounded like Jacob's voice.   But when he smelled him and felt his hairy hand and arm, he knew it was Esau.  Jacob assured his father that indeed he was Esau.  Isaac bestowed upon Jacob, the blessing of the firstborn, believing him to be Esau.  


Not long after that, Esau arrived home from the field, prepared the food for his father and went to him.  It did not take long for Esau to learn that not only did Jacob have the birthright of the firstborn, (because Esau had himself given it to him in exchange for a pot of stew), now he had the blessing of the firstborn.  Jacob would now be Esau's lord.  All the grain and wine, and property would belong to Jacob. Esau was now to be his brother's servant.  Esau wept.  Esau determined that as soon as his father had passed away, he would kill his brother Jacob.

      
Rebekah, their mother knew things would not go well for Jacob due to Esau's tremendous anger, so she encouraged Jacob to flee at once to her brother's home and stay there until Esau's anger subsided.  


And so this is where we pick up the story from today's passage.  En route to his uncle Laban's home, Jacob stopped for the night to sleep.  Jacob is alone, near the border, about to leave the land of promise.  Years before (Genesis 12), Abraham and Sarah had built an altar near this place as they entered the Promised Land.


With a stone for a pillow, Jacob began to dream.  In his dream he saw a ladder extending from earth to heaven, and on that ladder were angels going up and down.  (We are climbing Jacob's ladder)   In his dream, the Lord stood beside Jacob and told him that he would give him this land, and many offspring, and that God would be with him, in and through all things.  God promised never to abandon Jacob.  Jacob awoke from his dream believing that the Lord was there with him in that awesome place.  He believed that this place was the house of God and that this was the gate of heaven.


In the Hebrew Scriptures, dreams were considered visions and messages from God. In the dream a ladder to heaven appears.  Some scholars suggest the ladder is a metaphor for times that human beings feel close to God and times they feel at a distance.


The angels ascending and descending the ladder are an important part of the dream.  They were considered to be spiritual beings that served at God's pleasure and delivered God's messages.  Some angels helped God's people and some angels punished God's enemies.


In the morning, Jacob took the stone he had used for his pillow and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it.  He called the place Bethel which means house of God.  Then Jacob made a vow,”  He said, “If God will be with me and will keep me in the way that I go, and will give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, so that I may come again to my father's house in peace, then the Lord shall be my God. This stone which I have set up for a pillar shall be God's house and from all that God might give him, Jacob would give back one tenth.”


So in this unfolding story of Jacob, here he is, lying, cheating, and fleeing.  He is intent on hiding in Haran with his uncle Laban.  Haran was the home of his grandfather and grandmother, Abraham and Sarah.  So in a sense, Jacob is returning to the beginning point of the family's covenant relationship with God. 



Jacob may have felt vulnerable and thought he was facing life's challenges alone, but God's presence is there.  In contrast to how Jacob tricked Isaac into blessing him, God, without being tricked, of his own volition appears to Jacob in the dream and extends a generous gift of hope and blessing:  “I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land”.  Jacob inherits the promise first given to Abraham. 


There are two aspects of this story to which I want to draw your attention.


First of all, this whole notion of bargaining with God.  Jacob was not the first to do this and he certainly will not be the last. Deal or no Deal is not a game that God plays.  “God if you do this, then I will do that.”  “God I did this and this, and I refrained from that, so you owe me one.”  It is so easy to mock that type of thinking, but you know as well as I that there are times when it is so tempting.  It reminds me of the Nuttin' for Christmas kid, “next year I'll be good just wait, next year I am going straight...so Santa please, come on, give me something!”  We have all been there....sometimes a health scare can send us into that negotiating space, sometimes in order for something wonderful to happen to one of our children....we bargain with God for all sorts of reasons, and it is a game that God simply has no interest in.


And that truth is exemplified by my second point.  Jacob was a good fellow at heart I think, but it was not hard to get him to lie, cheat, and run away from the conflict he had created.  He lied to his dear, aging, poor sighted father.  He cheated his brother out of the blessing of the first born son.  And to save his hide, he escaped across the country to a safe place.  Not very honourable.  Not very upstanding.  Not very godly.  But here is the kicker.....through it all; God never gave up on Jacob.  God never stopped loving Jacob.  God never abandoned Jacob.  And in the end, God used Jacob to do great things.  Not much of an eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth kind of God.  Not much of a, “you refuse to play by my rules and you are out of the game kind of God.”  Simply a persistently loving, grace offering, forgiving, generous God, wanting to give nothing but blessing, and reconciliation, and healing. So much about God seems counter-intuitive in light of  how we humans sometimes behave.


Because of his actions, Jacob had left his home and all that was familiar to him.  He used a stone for a pillow.  Yet even in his wilderness, God was there.  God's presence will not leave us simply because we leave, or misbehave.  Jacob did not know where he was.  Sometimes the same can be said for us.  Yet God was there with him.  Refusing to turn away.  Refusing to abandon him.  In and through his entire journey, Jacob had a strong sense that God was with him.  We would do well, in our humanity, in our brokenness, in our   unfaithfulness, and in our lostness, to know that God is there, with us always, in and through all things.

God bless you on your journey

Amen
