Today, we will continue our walk through the book of Genesis by turning our attention more directly to the person of Jacob.  Our text today (28:10-33:17) is very lengthy but actually holds together very well around a single theme.  The whole section is actually governed by its beginning in 28:10-22.  The rest of the section is merely a demonstration of that initial section.  So, let us walk through it together, and see what it reveals to us about our God.  

* Just as He said He would, God passed the promises of Abraham and Isaac on to Jacob (28:10-22). 

The very beginning of our text sets the stage for everything that follows, and the text begins by recounting a dream that came to Jacob as he slept one night on his way to Haran to see Laban.  In the dream, Jacob saw a ladder that reached from heaven to earth, and  the ladder had angels ascending and descending on it.  And the Lord Himself was standing at the top (28:10-13a).  Even more awe-inspiring than the sight itself is what the Lord tells Jacob in this dream.  Specifically, the Lord declares, “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” (28:13b-15).  And when he woke up, Jacob acknowledged the seriousness of what had happened by setting up a pillar to consecrate the place as holy and by making a series of vows to worship and honor the Lord if the Lord keeps His word (28:16-22).  Clearly, this was a momentous day in Jacob's life.  

But why was this one particular dream such a big deal?  Why was this such a momentous night?  Answering these questions is crucial for understanding the text.  First of all, in this episode, we see God continuing to carry out the plan of redemption that was initiated with Abraham.  Remember, the early chapters of Genesis – among other things – made very clear that human beings were completely incapable of rescuing and redeeming themselves from sin and its horrid effects.  Knowing this, God called Abraham and declared His intention to use Abraham as a means of blessing all people.  And He had promised Abraham land, and offspring and blessing in abundance.  Then, God had made the same promises to Isaac.  And now, in this dream, God made the same promises to Jacob.  Now we already knew that Jacob was the chosen one, but this is the first time that God Himself declared it to Jacob.  He promised Jacob the same things – numerous offspring, land, blessing and favor.  God was doing exactly what He promised.  

And, interestingly, these promises are given in a completely unconditional manner.  Nothing is required of Jacob at this point.  In fact, up until this point, Jacob has been held up as nothing more than a scheming deceiver.  And yet, in spite of that, God made the promises to Him, because He had chosen Him before He was ever born – as we saw last week.  

So, as we begin looking at this text, it is crucial that we remember this first episode.  God passed the promises of Abraham and Isaac on to Jacob, and that radically affected the course of Jacob's life.  The rest of our text this morning actually serves to make this one simple point: God did what He said He would do in the life of Jacob.  He was faithful to all His promises.  The rest of our text will focus our attention on God's power and God's faithfulness – much like the rest of Genesis has done.  So let us look at the way these promises were worked out in Jacob's life.  

I. God can, and does, do what He says, Part 1 – Jacob's Family (29:1-30:24).  

First, we see God keeping His promise to multiply Jacob's offspring.  If you remember, God had declared, “You 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” (28:14).  And in chapters 29 and 30, we see God doing exactly that.  

However, the fact that God is doing this does not mean the stories are all happy and heart-warming.  In fact, we should take note that the story of Jacob's marriages and the birth of his children is full of drama and dysfunctionaly and sin.  First of all, after Jacob arrives in Paddam-aram and meets Rachel and her family, Laban deceives Jacob for the purpose of getting Leah married off.  Just as Jacob deceived, he is now deceived (29:15-30).  Then, because of how it happened, Jacob hates Leah even though he is married to her, and she is fighting to gain his approval (29:31- 35).  On top of that, the wife Jacob loves (Rachel) is barren and that causes serious strife between her and Jacob (30:1-2).  And, in a sheer battle of selfish will, both of the wives try to outdo the other in childbearing – even resorting to giving their servants to Jacob as wives (30:3-13).  Rachel even barters a one-night stand with her husband in exchange for an ancient fertility drug (mandrakes) (30:14-18).  The whole episode is full of desperate hopelessness, scheming, bitterness and sin.  This truly was a soap-opera in real life.  

And yet, it was in the midst of, and even through this craziness that God sovereignly carried out His plan for Jacob.  We see this if we look more closely and discerningly at the text.  First of all, when Jacob first arrives, he “happens” to meet Rachel at the well and goes home with her (29:1-14).  Clearly this was not mere chance.  Much like Abraham's servant when he searched for a wife for Isaac, the Lord has brought this about.  And secondly, even though Laban sinned by deceiving him and the family was seemingly in complete disarray, God did give Jacob 11 (and eventually 12) sons.  Amazingly, even in the face of complete chaos, God demonstrated His sovereign power by using even the wickedness of those involved to accomplish His plan.  And God demonstrated His total faithfulness by doing what He said He would do and beginning to multiply Jacob's offspring.  

II. God can, and does, do what He says, Part 2 – Jacob's Prosperity (30:25-31:55).  

Second, we see God keeping His promise to bless Jacob.  God had told him, “Behold, I am with you and will keep you wherever you go” (28:15a).  This promise was more than just a promise to never leave Jacob.  It was a promise to keep Him and protect Him and prosper Him and ensure that it went will with Him.  In the truest sense of the word, this was a promise to bless Jacob.  And, just like the promise of offspring, we see it carried out in Jacob's life – particularly in the way that he prospers when he is working for Laban.  

But, just like with Jacob's family, we should first take note of the fact that Jacob's relationship with Laban was also full of drama, dysfunctionality and sin.  First of all, after Jacob tried to get Laban to let him leave, they made an agreement about how to divide the flocks.  However, Laban tried to swindle Jacob by removing the discolored sheep from the flock and taking them far away (30:31-36).  Then, in response to Laban's trickery, Jacob carried out his own scheme to produce discolored sheep – thereby swindling Laban in return (30:37-43).  And because of Jacob's success, Laban and his sons began to hate Jacob (31:1-2).  So, Jacob tricked Laban again by  fleeing without telling him (31:3-21).  And in frustration, Laban pursued Jacob and confronted him – provoking him to anger and causing Jacob to ridicule him and lecture him.  The issues between the two are finally resolved in the form of an agreement of separation (31:22-55).  Nevertheless, it is clear that this whole period was not a time of peace and harmony.  Just like Jacob's family life, his work relationship with Laban was filled with scheming and deceit and selfishness and sin – on the part of everyone involved.    

And yet, in spite of – and even through – all of this craziness, God once again sovereignly carried out his plan for Jacob.  First of all, even Laban recognized and admitted that he had been blessed because Jacob was blessed of God (30:27).  Then, even though Jacob deceived Laban in the manner in which he left, the text is clear that God had told him to leave (31:3).  And as Jacob spoke to his wives, he was emphatic in declaring that the flocks had done well because God protected him and blessed him and given them to him (31:6-13).  And even as Laban furiously pursued Jacob – presumably intending to harm him in some way – God appeared to him and explicitly told him not to harm or bother Jacob (31:24,42).  Amazingly, just like with Jacob's family, God was working through all of the crazy scheming of these two men.  He demonstrated His power by using their devious scheming to achieve what He wanted – the blessing and prospering of Jacob.  And He demonstrated His faithfulness by keeping His promise to be with Jacob and keep Him safe – even when Jacob was not the most righteous or faithful person.  God  had promised to be with Jacob and keep him, and He was doing just that.  

III. God can, and does, do what He says, Part 3 – Jacob's Return (32:1-33:17). 

Third, we see God keeping His promise to be with Jacob and bring him safely back to the land – in order to someday give the land to his offspring.  God had told him, “The land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring....I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land” (28:13b,15).  As Jacob was leaving the land, God had promised him that he would bring him safely back, and we see this promise carried out in the text.  

However, just like the other promises, we see it carried out in the midst of a great deal of drama and scheming – this time by Jacob alone.  When Jacob first tells Esau that he is coming, Esau starts out to meet him with a group of 400 men.  In response, Jacob concocts an elaborate plan to both protect his family and possessions as well as appease Esau's presumed wrath (32:3-21; 33:1-4).  Though he does cry out to God in the midst of this, this is clearly a picture of Jacob afraid and anxious and laboring to work the situation out on his own.

And yet, as the story unfolds, it becomes increasingly clear that someone far greater than Jacob is at work.  First, the text tells us the angels of God met Jacob on his journey (32:1-2) – a clear indication that God was keeping His promise to never leave Jacob.  Then, at the end of it all, we see God's sovereignty in the fact that Esau's heart was already changed – apart from Jacob's elaborate schemes.  Upon seeing Jacob, Esau receives him warmly and invites him to come home with him.  Jacob initially agrees before turning a different direction and returning to the land from which He came (33:5-20).  Just as He had promised, God brought Jacob safely back to the land.  Just like with Jacob's family and Jacob's prosperity, God did exactly what He said He would do.  He demonstrated His power by overcoming all the human barriers to Jacob's return, and He demonstrated His faithfulness by actually bringing Jacob into the land.  

IV. God can, and does, do even more than He says – Jacob's Transformation (32:22-32).

Even after seeing all the many ways in which God kept His promises to Jacob, there is still one significant part of the text that we have not addressed – the incident where Jacob actually wrestles with God.  I have to say from the start that this is a strange story.  There are many questions that a logical person could raise that are simply not answered in the text.  Moreover, the story does not seem to fit into the structure of the rest of the text.  It does not seem to explicitly show the fulfillment of a promise God made to Jacob like the rest of the stories in this section.  So, what is the point of it?  Why is it here?  

Based on what these verses themselves say, it seems that this event centered on the actual transformation of Jacob's character.  This is interesting, because the rest of the text deals with God's grand plan being carried out in Jacob's life.  Even though these realities clearly involve Jacob, the plan is, in many ways, being carried out apart from him and even in spite of him.  It is clear as we move through the text that Jacob is still struggling to obey and trust the Lord in these various situations.  Even though God's plans and purposes are being carried out, Jacob himself is still doing everything he can to scheme and trick and work things out himself.  It seems that the point of this incident at the ford of Jabbok is that God was actually transforming Jacob's character – and not just using him as a pawn in the carrying out of His grand plan.  God was not merely interested in the grand plan and the ultimate goal but in Jacob's heart.  

As we look at the story itself, we must be careful to avoid the questions that are not answered and stick to what is clear.  First of all, it is clear from the text itself that Jacob was actually wrestling with God – whatever form He took (32:28,30).  Second, it is also clear that God was using this situation to make Jacob realize that he was at the utter mercy of God.  Though neither of the men were able to overpower the other, God did touch Jacob's hip at one point and knock it out of socket (32:25) – clearly demonstrating that he could end the match at any point.  And it seems that at that very point, Jacob realized who the man was – which brings us to a third thing the story demonstrates.  It shows us the reality of a person who knows that their only hope rests in receiving the blessing of God.  When Jacob's hip was dislocated, the next thing he did was refuse to let the man go until he got blessed (32:26-27).  In that moment, Jacob seemed to understand His absolute need for, and dependence on, God's mercy.  He had to have the blessing of God.  And, in response to Jacob's dogged determination to be blessed, the Lord blessed him by changing his name from “deceiver” to “one who strives with God” (32:28).  That was a significant change because it signified a transformation from one who trusted in himself (and his own schemes and plans) to one who trusted in God and depended on God.  It is also significant because it showed that God was binding himself up with this man (and, in turn, this man's descendants).  The nation that would come from Jacob – also named Israel – was the nation that would, in a special way, belong to God.  They would strive with Him, and He would strive with, and for, them. 

So, all that said, the point of this strange encounter seems to have been the transformation in Jacob's character.  Up until that point, it had seemed as if Jacob's struggles were simply between him and other people (Laban, his wives, Esau), but in this wrestling match, Jacob learned that the central issue was between him and  the Lord.  God wanted Jacob to truly understand the need for absolute and total trust and dependence.  And, based on Jacob's reaction, we see that this was achieved.  In this encounter, he desired the blessing of God above everything else.  In that moment, his faith was not merely lip-service.  His knowledge of God was more than just facts his head.  In that moment, he finally desired and pursued and wanted nothing else beside the blessing of God.  In that moment, he understood that it did not matter what else he had if he did not have the explicit, personal blessing of God.  

Application

So, as we consider this text, what is its importance for us today?  How does it apply to us?  

First, it reminds us (once again – as much of Genesis has) that God is faithful to his promises.  Whenever He declares something, He will do it.  There is no question about whether it will come true or not, because God has declared it to be so.  This was the case with Abraham and Isaac as well as Jacob.  And it is still the case with each and every one of us today.  This is essential to remember because the Bible is a book that is full of promises, and the Christian faith is – at root – a faith that is based on promises.  We have been saved in hope of something else (better) in the future.  

Second, it reminds us (once again – as much of Genesis has) that God can, and does, use any amount of drama and dysfunctionality and wickedness and sin as a means of accomplishing His purposes.  In a strange way, it is encouraging to read the story of Jacob's family because it is very likely that our situation is nowhere near as dysfunctional.  If God can use these circumstances for His glory and the good of His people, then He can use our struggles and situations for His glory and our good.  It is comforting to know that God truly is working all things together for the good of those who love Him.  He is using every one of our marital issues and family issues and relationship issues and every bit of our anxiety and selfish behavior to accomplish His will of conforming His people to the image of Christ.  And even though this process can be extremely painful and difficult, it is – in the truest sense of the word – best.  We should be hopeful, even in the midst of complete and total craziness and even in the midst of utter wickedness, because we know that God can use it – just like He did with Jacob.  

Third, on a very personal level, this text – particularly the account of Jacob wrestling with God – reminds us that ultimately we must deal with God Himself.  As we go through life and we engage all sorts of different people and situations, we must understand that we are ultimately dealing with God.  Just like Jacob, our most important issue is not our relationships with other people but our relationship with God.  Just like Jacob, our greatest need is not protection from other people or material gain or anything else except the blessing of God.  We need the grace and favor and blessing of God more than we need anything else.  If we do not have that, it does not matter if we have everything else in the world because we are lost.  Conversely, if we have nothing else in the world except the blessing and favor of God, we have everything.  Ultimately, just like Jacob, we all must understand that we have to deal with the Lord.  It is our relationship with Him that is most important, and we neglect that fact to our own peril.  

It is this last point that I want us to particularly keep in mind as we come to the communion table.  You might say, “Okay, if my most important relationship, and my greatest need, is God, how do I go about engaging that relationship?  How do I pursue that?  How do I get God's attention?”  And the glorious answer to that is that we do not have to initiate anything because God, in His grace, has initiated everything.  In His mercy, God has already taken the first step and engaged us – by sending His Son, Jesus Christ, to live on this earth as a man, die on the cross and take the punishment of God, raise from the dead three days later and ascend to the right hand of God in heaven as King of King and Lord of Lords.  Just as Jacob had a dream in which God came down to earth to communicate with Him, Jesus was that dream in reality – the true realization of God coming down to earth to communicate with human beings.  Just like when He took the form of a man and wrestled with Jacob on the banks of the Jabbok River so that Jacob would understand his true need, God Himself has once again taken the form of a man – taking on our weaknesses and limitations and struggles – so that we would see and understand our true need.  Incredibly, just like He did with Jacob, God has come to us.  And now, just like Jacob, we are all confronted with the reality of how we will respond.  

If you are here and you have never repented of your sins and trusted Jesus Christ to save you from your sins and be the King of your life, then you need to understand that you are in a desperately hopeless place.  I know it is easy to go through life and never even think about God because there is so much to do and see and pursue.  But you need to know that your most pressing need is that you are an enemy of God.  If you ignore this reality and this relationship, it will be the death of you – truly and fully.  As we have seen, God can, and does, do what He says.  And He has promised that whoever does not believe in the Son will not see life.  Instead, they will see wrath – the wrath of God.  But, what can you do to change this?  Sadly, nothing.  But the glorious news of the gospel is that you do not have to do anything because God has taken the initiative and sent Jesus Christ.  If you will repent of your sins and trust Jesus to take away your sins – submitting to Him as King – you will be saved.  God has made this possible.  Repent and believe.  Like Jacob, throw yourself on the Lord and refuse to let Him go until He blesses you.  Trust Him over everything else, and – like Jacob – you will be blessed.  

And for those of you who have repented and believed, I would urge you not to get distracted by all the things going on in your life.  Certainly, you should not ignore the people and situations in which you find yourself, but you must never forget that your primary relationship is your relationship with God.  Are you walking with Him?  Are you trusting Him?  Do you understand your need for Him?  Do you understand just how desperately you need His grace and mercy and blessing?  Are you seeking that daily?  Like Jacob, are you fierce in your determination to cling to Christ and hold fast to the Lord and be blessed of Him?  Do you refuse to let Him go until you have been blessed?  Or do you even care that much about the blessing of God?  As those who have received the abundant grace and mercy of God – just like Jacob – we should examine our hearts and see where our heart lies.  What do we long for?  What is our longing?  What is our desire?  Jacob (even when he had already been blessed of God) longed even more for the blessing of God because he realized that was all that mattered.  Likewise, we (even though we have already been abundantly blessed) should long for greater experience of that blessing because we realize that is all that matters.  As we some to the table, let us rejoice in our Savior and pray for the sort of fierce devotion that we see evidenced by Jacob in our text.  Amen.  
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