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This morning’s sermon is the second in a series of three sermons on the story of Jacob.  To 
recap, for those of you who may not have been here last Sunday, Isaac and Rebekah are husband 
and wife.  After twenty years of not being able to have children, they are finally blessed with 
twin boys: Esau, the firstborn, and Jacob, who was so-named because he was grabbing the heal 
of his twin brother as they emerged from the womb. 
 
You’ve heard of sibling rivalry?  Well, these two had been going at it since before they were 
born!  They’d been having wrestling matches right there, inside their mother’s womb -- much to 
Rebekah’s discomfort!  The rivalry between Jacob and Esau was in their DNA! 
 
The two grew up to be very different men.  Esau became a skillful hunter.  He was a rugged 
outdoorsman and his father’s favorite son.  Jacob, on the other hand, was more of a homebody.  
He was his mother’s favorite, and he led a more quiet, domestic existence, learning how to cook 
by his mother’s side. 
 
Now, in this morning’s reading from Genesis, we find Jacob in big trouble.  His parents have 
sent him away to relatives to find himself a wife.  Well, that’s the cover story, anyway.  Actually, 
his mother has sent him away to live with his Uncle Laban, because she has learned that Esau 
hates his brother Jacob.  He hates Jacob so much that he plans to kill him as soon as their father 
is dead and buried.  What led to this sibling rivalry escalating to the point of threatened 
fratricide? 
 
Well, many of you will remember from last week the incident where Jacob demanded Esau’s 
birthright before Jacob would give Esau anything to eat.  Esau was so hungry after a hard day’s 
work that he went ahead and sold his birthright to Jacob in exchange for some bread and a bowl 
of lentil stew.  That incident certainly didn’t help their relationship, though Esau deserves his 
share of the blame for giving up his birthright so cavalierly, just to satisfy his immediate hunger. 
 
What really brought this conflict to a head, though, was a later incident, in which Jacob, at the 
urging of his mother, stole the blessing Esau was to receive from their father.  Isaac had grown 
old and had become blind, and he was on his deathbed, when he asked Esau, his eldest son, to 
hunt for some game and to prepare some savory food for him to eat.  Isaac promised to give Esau 
his blessing when he returned. 
 
Now Rebekah overheard this conversation and devised a plan for Jacob to disguise himself as 
Esau, serve his father some savory food, and trick his father into blessing him instead of Esau.  
Rebekah prepared Isaac’s favorite dish, dressed Jacob in his brother’s finest clothes, and even 
put goatskins on Jacob’s arms and neck (since Esau was much hairier than Jacob).  She sent 
Jacob in to serve the meal to his father, and when Jacob was asked who he really was, Jacob 



outright lied to his father, claiming to be Esau.  Jacob succeeded in pulling off the deceit, and in 
so doing he stole the blessing his brother had been promised by their dying father.   
 
Talk about dysfunctional families!  This one takes the term to a whole new level!  Who needs 
television soap operas when you have the Bible? 
 
No sooner had Jacob left his father’s room than Esau entered with a savory dish of game that 
Esau himself had caught and prepared.  As you might imagine, his father was confused by this 
course of events.  “If you are really Esau, then who was it that was just in here, who served me a 
savory meal and received my blessing?”  At that moment the deceit was exposed, and Esau was 
livid.  He was irate!  First Jacob had taken away his birthright and now he had stolen his father’s 
blessing?  It was the last straw.  Esau had had it with his brother Jacob.  He was ready to kill 
him! 
 
Aware of Esau’s rage, Rebekah sent Jacob away, in the hope that Esau’s anger would diminish 
over time, and it would be safe for Jacob to return someday. 
 
In this morning’s passage, we find Jacob traveling through the land of Canaan from his home in 
Beer-sheba to the land of Haran far to the north.  He is alone and afraid, running for his life.  
Manipulated by his mother to steal his father’s blessing, Jacob now finds himself cursed by his 
brother’s wrath.  What has he done?  And what will become of him? 
 
At sunset, he chooses a place to spend the night, finds a rock to support his head, and drifts off to 
sleep.  He dreams of a ladder linking heaven and earth and of angels ascending and descending.  
He feels the presence of God standing right beside him.  And God speaks to him, not through an 
intermediary, but directly: “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.” 
 
What an amazing dream!  You would think that with Jacob’s blemished record up to this point, 
he might have received some stern words of judgment and rebuke from God.  But instead, God 
reiterates to Jacob the promise he made to his fathers Abraham and Isaac, that the land of Canaan 
will eventually be their land and that they will have many offspring who will populate the land 
and become a nation.  What’s more, God will be present with Jacob, watching over him every 
step of the way. 
 
When Jacob awakes he is filled with awe!  “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.”  So he called the place Bethel, from the Hebrew meaning “House of God,” and he 
erected a stone pillar to mark the site as a special place of worship. 
 
I imagine we all have times in our lives when, like Jacob, we feel like we are at the end of our 
rope, when we feel alone and afraid, when we find ourselves drifting into the depths of despair.  
Maybe we’ve said or done something terrible to someone else, something we can’t take back, 
something that may seem unforgivable.  We may be wracked with guilt or have no hope in the 



future.  We may have lost all confidence in ourselves or have no clue what our purpose in life is 
supposed to be.   
 
Or maybe, through no fault of our own, we find ourselves struggling due to circumstances 
beyond our control. Perhaps we’re living with an illness or an injury and are having trouble 
getting the medical care we need. Perhaps we’re experiencing a loss of income because of the 
pandemic and wondering how we’re ever going to pay the bills. Or maybe the months of staying 
at home and social distancing are weighing us down, and with the public health crisis now 
getting much worse instead of better we feel a growing sense of despair at our country’s seeming 
inability to pull together to get the coronavirus under control.  
 
No matter how dire our situation, God is always present with us, supporting and upholding us 
through it all.  God never writes us off.  God will never abandon us.  We are always in God’s 
care -- even when we ourselves are at fault. No matter what we’ve said or done, God will love us 
always.  That is not to say that God approves of everything we do.  Certainly not!  But even 
when we are mired in sin, God continues to love and care for us while at the same time calling us 
to repentance and holding out the promise of redemption. 
 
There is no escaping the awesome presence of God, as the Psalmist points out: “If I ascend to 
heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.  If I take the wings of the 
morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your 
right hand shall hold me fast.” 
 
When our lives are a mess, when we don’t have our act together, some of us tend to withdraw 
from others. We distance ourselves from friends and family. I’ve noticed this in congregations as 
well. An individual or a family in a church may be going through some kind of difficulty, and 
rather than go to the pastor or to friends in the congregation for support, they isolate themselves. 
They seem to think that they shouldn’t show their face in church unless they have their act 
together, unless their life is in good order -- as if the church was meant to be a society of saints 
rather than a hospital for sinners. We all live messy lives from time to time. And it is especially 
at those times when our church family is here for us -- to support and uphold us, to provide aid 
and comfort. 
 
We can distance ourselves from friends. We can run away from family members (as Jacob did). 
We can even stop coming to church. But we can’t cut ties with God. The awesome presence of 
God is constant.  It is everlasting. In life and in death, God abides with us, and nothing can 
separate us from God’s love.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
 


