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God’s grace that saves conniving people from their own destructiveness to be used to help the human race is amazing. But God did accept and use a fraudulent scoundrel whose name was Jacob, who was renamed Israel. He was the biological forefather of the Jews, hence of our Lord Jesus Christ, and a spiritual forefather of Christians like us.
Jacob inherited the covenant God had made with his grand​father, Abraham. This covenant and its promise, appears with variations several times in Genesis. One reading says,
When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to Abram, and said to him, “I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless. And I will make my covenant between me and you, and will make you exceedingly numerous.” Then Abram fell on his face; and God said to him, “As for me, this is my covenant with you: You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations. No longer shall your name be Abram, but your name shall be Abraham; for I have made you the ancestor of a multitude of nations. I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall come from you. I will establish my covenant between me and you, and your offspring after you through​out their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. And I will give to you, and to your offspring after you, the land where you are now an alien, all the land of Canaan, for a perpetual holding; and I will be their God.”
 

If you think soap operas were the invention of modern radio and TV, listen to this ancient one. Isaac, the father of Jacob, was one of Abraham’s sons. He inherited the covenant. Isaac and his wife had twins, Esau and Jacob. Esau was born first so, according to tradition, he would get the major part of the inheritance when Isaac died. When Isaac was old and blind, he attempted to give Esau the blessing that would confirm his inheritance. But Jacob fraudulently tricked him into thinking that he, Jacob, was Esau, thereby stealing the blessing and the inheritance. 
Esau was furious, so he plotted to kill Jacob. Their mother wanted to protect Jacob, her favorite son, so she made up an excuse to convince Isaac to send him away from danger. She got Isaac to send him to her childhood home to find a wife from among her people. Jacob hastily left before Esau could get to him. 
Today’s Scripture lesson picks up the story. Shrewd, scheming, deceptive Jacob spent that day on the run until he was in the wilderness after dark. He had a rock for a pillow. That night “he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.” 

God is gracious. God reaches out to us human beings even when we’re running from the consequences of our own misbehavior. What Jacob had done in stealing his brother’s birthright was just as fraudulent as the crime of highly paid corporate executives who steal from their companies today. He cheated to get something that wasn’t rightfully his. He took his brother’s heritance. We would expect God’s wrath to come upon him, but instead he dreamed of God’s messengers climbing to heaven and coming down from heaven. Who were they? We don’t know. Did they talk to him in his dream? We don’t know. In the Hebrew Bible the same word means both messenger and angel. 
After he saw the messengers, 
the Lord stood beside him and said, “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; and 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 all the families of the earth shall be blessed in you and in your offspring. Know that 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.”

Amazingly, despite Jacob’s faults, God offered the same covenant that had been made with his father, Isaac, and his grandfather, Abraham! 
Many of us today have returned to God after living self-centered lives to discover that God holds out to us the same covenant in Christ to which our parents and grandparents were committed. Jacob’s covenant was for land and descendents, the presence and protection of God, and usefulness. He and his descendents would be a blessing to the world. 
Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!” And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”

That’s how it is with many of us when we wake up to the spiritual realities of the Gospel. We become aware of the presence of God in the most unexpected places and at the most unexpected times. That’s how it was in Caldwell Memorial Presbyterian Church. Many had become discouraged and had given up while others had visited and turned away. But suddenly twelve months ago this month there was a vision. We discovered together that God truly is in this place at this time. 
So Jacob rose early in the morning, and he took the stone that he had put under his head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. He called that place Bethel; but the name of the city was Luz at the first. Then Jacob made a vow, saying, “If God will be with me, and will keep me in this way that I go, and will give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, so that I come again to my father’s house in peace, then the Lord shall be my God, and this stone, which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God’s house; and of all that you give me I will surely give one tenth to you.” 

So Jacob accepted the covenant, recognized the sacramental nature of the occasion by pouring oil on the stone that had been his pillow, setting it up as a monument, and naming it Bethel, which means House of God in the Hebrew language. We also have our sacred places, including churches, that remind us of the presence and grace of God and of our commitment to God. As Jacob made a mon​ument out of his stone, so we are restoring our church building as a place that repre​sents to us the house of God, our Bethel.  
How does this story help us to understand our God? It tells us that God has purposes for us and for the human race. God works through sinful, fallible people like us to accomplish those purposes. It’s a good thing God does, because that’s the only kind of people there are. Like Jacob, we have the joy of being useful to God despite our faults and mistakes. 
It’s interesting that one of our favorite spirituals is “We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder,” which we’ve just sung. Jacob him​self didn’t climb the ladder. Only the angels or messengers did. Since we claim to climb the ladder in our song, we must be God angels or mes​sengers, whose job is to carry messages to and from God. Our primary message from God is the Gospel of God’s love and forgiveness. Our primary messages to God are our prayers. God uses us weak, fallible, human beings, you and me, to carry the messages. Jacob must have told people about his dream. We wouldn’t know about it if he hadn’t. Let’s tell people about our dreams of God’s grace for us and of God’s grace for this church. 
How does this story help us to understand God when we look at ourselves? The first observation is that God is not our servant for us to order around. We can’t command God to appear. God appears whenever and wherever God wants, sometimes when we’re running scared in our metaphorical wildernesses with stones for pillows. Sometimes God strengthens and protects us when we don’t deserve protection. God calls us time and again to purposeful lives, even when we’re running away. 
How does this story help us to understand God as we look at other people? God works with them just as with Jacob and us, even with people who have scheming selfish, offensive natures. God calls, re-calls, and transforms them.  But even without totally transforming them God uses them for constructive purposes and our benefit. So we must be open to God’s working through other sinful people. 

Just think: If Esau had been permitted to kill the shrewd, conniving, cheating, stealing Jacob what would our religion be? Remember, he was a biological ancestor of Moses, David, and Jesus Christ. We need to try to see God working in and through other sinful people. We must not lock those people into their worst moments if we have learned anything from this story. 
In conclusion: God’s always the unexpected God who comes when, how, and where God wants. Let us be alert enough to recognize the unexpected God—even when we, like Jacob, may be running away. 

PRAYER

O merciful God, forgive our self-centered wanderings. Reveal yourself to us even when we ignore you and run away from home. Lead us to the purposes you have for us, for we ask it in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
� Genesis 17:1-8. 





