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Chapter 1

			
Background

			 

			O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments, and his ways past finding out! For who hath known the mind of the Lord? Or who hath been his counsellor? Or who hath first given to him, and it shall be recompensed unto him again? For of him, and through him, and to him, are all things: to whom be glory for ever. Amen (Romans 11:33-36)

			 

			Jacob and the Plan of God 

			Jacob – patriarch, pilgrim, parent, Prince, and prophet: his life and history have been the theme of many sermons and books, his failures paraded before us as warnings of the “Jacob” in all of us. As we read his life we are reminded of the great principle of “sowing and reaping,” the inviolable law of God. Thankfully, there is the occasional message we are privileged to hear which shows the development in the character of a child of God through patient moulding by God, and his eventual triumphant end. As we listen with amazement to God declaring Himself “The mighty God of Jacob” (Ps 132:5), we bow in wonder and worship before a God of such amazing grace. 

			The normal approach to the book of Genesis is either to consider the “toldah” (Strong 8435) structure, dividing the book by the expression, “the generations,” or to consider it from the standpoint of the four great events (the formation of the earth, the fall, the flood, and the folly at Babel) and the four great men (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph). This latter approach assigns chapters 12 to 25 to the history Abraham, chapters 21-27 to Isaac, chapters 25-36 to Jacob, and the remaining 14 chapters to the life of Joseph.

			By this calculation, most view the story of Joseph as the dominant feature of Genesis. In reality, however, the life of Joseph is really intertwined with that of Jacob. We are not done with the history of Jacob until we arrive at chapter 50, the conclusion of the book. In many ways, Jacob is really the patriarch who receives the most attention from the Spirit of God and whose life is described in greater detail than the others. Abraham and his call are prominent; Isaac suffers the fate of having a famous father and son, thus receiving less attention from readers. But the story of Jacob attracts us all. We identify with this patriarch more than with Abraham, Isaac, or Joseph. Abraham, the great man of faith, awes us; Isaac on the altar humbles us as we consider our own resistance at times to God; Joseph seems light years removed by the beauty of his character. But Jacob and his life resonate with each of us. The biographies of the great men of Scripture have not, however, been provided either to intimidate us or to urge us to imitation. We are given these lives as instruction and inspiration. So there is something to be gained spiritually from a consideration of each of their experiences. It is, however, to Jacob that we turn in these pages.

			Following the display of man’s blindness displayed at the Tower of Babel, God, in infinite grace and wisdom, called out from the masses of men, a man, Abraham, through whom He would create a people whose purpose was to reveal Himself to the nations. But Abraham gave rise to other nations, some inveterately opposed to the purposes and people of God. The chosen line was to come through Isaac; but he also bore a son, Esau, who would oppose the chosen line. It was, however, through Jacob that the nation would develop. His twelve sons become the foundation for the nation of Israel. Thus, Jacob marks the goal toward which God has been advancing in Genesis. His twelve sons are the matrix from which a nation with eternal purposes would come. His blessing on Judah in Genesis 49 will further define the line of the coming Messiah.

			

			The Jacob-Joseph history, therefore, brings into the foreground the very significant story of the prophetic Messianic line. The son who will become the chosen line through whom the Messiah will come is Judah. He moves from a self-serving callous man in Genesis 37, selling his brother, through the depths of moral failure as seen in chapter 38, and finally arriving at heights of sacrificial greatness in his moving speech in Genesis 44. All this occurs against the background of the story of Jacob and Joseph. This is capped by the prophetic pronouncement by Jacob that Judah would hold the sceptre (49:10). Jacob is the instrument of God for furthering His plan for the ages - the ultimate enthronement of His Son!

			 

			Jacob as a Preview of the Nation

			Jacob’s life also serves as a preview of the events which will befall the nation bearing his name. 

			Jacob and not Abraham was actually the founder of the nation. It was from his loins that the twelve sons and the twelve subsequent tribes sprang. 

			Jacob knew years of exile, away from the land. Abraham journeyed to the land; Isaac dwelled all his days in the land. In that exile Jacob knew years of toil and sorrow in Laban’s home; his days ended, seventeen years of days, in Egypt. And yet his heart was always in the land. On his deathbed he gave instructions that Egypt was not to be his final resting place. “Bury me with my fathers … in the cave that is in Machpelah … in the land of Canaan” (49:29, 30). He longed to return to the land promised by God, prefiguring the centuries’ long wish of the Jewish people.

			Jacob was purified in the school of God by discipline and trial. Similarly, Israel will come under (and in many ways is under) the discipline of God. Jacob emerged as a man able to bless a Gentile king, Pharaoh, and a man able to bring blessing, through his son Joseph, to the nations. In this manner, the promise made to Abraham that in him all the nations would be blessed was fulfilled. Likewise, a restored Israel will bring blessing to the globe when it is linked with the antitype of Joseph, her Messiah. 

			 

			Jacob as Picture of the Believer

			One of the many reasons that Jacob appeals so much to believers is that we can identify with this man of flesh and blood. There are events in his life where he sinks to morally low levels of behaviour, only to soar to great heights of spiritual experiences. He prays and yet he schemes; he deceives and is deceived. We see his love for Rachel and trace something of the many sorrows he endured in his life. “Few and evil” (47:9) were his days, filled likely with regrets and some of the “if onlys” which mark the pathway of most believers. 

			We can identify with his ways, marked by failure and triumph. We can identify with his sorrows and grief. He knew the long years of heavy-hearted sorrow for a son presumed dead. He buried his “favourite” wife, a grief he recounted at the end of life. He knew what it was to be taken advantage of by a shrewd employer; to be manipulated and abused. He endured disappointment in his sons and strife in the family circle. He experienced virtually everything which it is possible for us to know.

			In him, we see faith growing and moral stature increasing; we trace the hand of God and marvel at the ways and wisdom of God in his dealings with him. As we follow his life we learn how God deals with a believer, developing in him the fruit which brings delight to His heart. “The hound of heaven” relentlessly pursues him, transforming him from Jacob to Israel, a Prince with God. 

			 

			Jacob and the Preparation of God

			As we survey the life of Jacob in the chapters which lie before us, we will be privileged to watch God at work. How does God “make a man?” How does God take a Jacob and make him into Israel, a prince with God? Watch His methods; watch His ways! 

			

			With consummate skill linked with compassion, God moulded the man about whom Laban had to confess, that the Lord had blessed him since he had set foot in his home. Here is the pilgrim who, on being ushered into the court of the greatest king of his day, Pharaoh, is able to bless him! Here is a man at whom the world will wonder and from whom the world will receive blessing. The fullness of that blessing is still future and will one day fill a world with blessing and bounty.

			 

			Jacob and the Principles Unfolded

			Central to our consideration will not only be a biographical history, but a culling of the many spiritual lessons which are apparent in Jacob’s life. A few of these include:

			• The principle of sowing and reaping

			• The unconditional love of God

			• The providential dealings of God

			• The danger of self-designed stratagems

			• The fruit of half-way obedience

			• The prophetic nature of his death-bed utterances.

			There are salient and vital lessons to be learned by all of us: parents, husbands, leaders, shepherds, servants, sorrowers, and saints. Few of the biographies penned by the Spirit of God afford such a wide-ranging ministry for our edification. It is my prayer that these lessons will be learned by the writer and faithfully conveyed to you, the reader.

			 

			When God Wants a Man 

			When God wants to drill a man and thrill a man and skill a man ...

			

			When God wants to mold a man to play the noblest part;

			When He yearns with all His heart to create so great and bold a man that all the world shall praise ...

			Watch His methods;

			Watch His ways!

			How He ruthlessly perfects whom He royally elects ...

			How He hammers him and hurts him,

			And with mighty blows converts him

			Into frail shapes of clay that only God understands.

			How his tortured heart is crying and he lifts beseeching hands ...

			How he bends but never breaks when His good he undertakes.

			How He uses whom He chooses ... with every purpose fuses him;

			By every art induces him to try His splendour out -

			God knows what He’s about!

			When God wants to take a man and shake a man and wake a man ...

			When God wants to make a man to do the future’s will;

			He tries with all His skill ...

			When He yearns with all His soul to create him large and whole ...

			With what cunning He prepares him ...

			How He goads and never spares him! How He whets him and He frets him and in poverty begets him ...

			How often He disappoints whom He sacredly anoints!

			When God wants to name a man and fame a man and tame a man ...

			When God wants to shame a man to do His Heavenly best;

			When He tries the highest test that His reckoning may bring ...

			While He fires him and inspires him …

			Keeps him yearning, ever burning for that tantalizing goal.

			Lures and lacerates his soul ...

			Sets a challenge for his spirit;

			Draws it highest then he’s near it!

			Makes a jungle that he clear it;

			Makes a desert that he fear it ... and subdue it, if he can -

			So doth God make a man!

			(Anonymous)

		

	
		

		
			
Chapter 2

			
His Birth

			 

			What a piece of work is man, How noble in reason, how infinite in faculty, In form and moving how express and admirable, In action how like an Angel, In apprehension how like a god, The beauty of the world, The paragon of animals (Wm. Shakespeare)

			 

			His Parents

			The story of Isaac and Rebekah is one of the best known in the Bible. The desire of the Master, the diligent servant, the direction of God, and the decision in the home, all capture the imagination of young and old alike. Here is a “heaven-made” marriage.

			Isaac, we are told, “took Rebekah, and she became his wife; and he loved her: and Isaac was comforted after his mother’s death” (24:67). Companionship, love, comfort – here are all the ingredients for a wonderful relationship. Here is a couple who seem to have been directed and blessed of God.

			Isaac was last seen on the altar, submissive to the will of God. His history, while not as dramatic as that of his father Abraham, has shown all the hallmarks of a man called and blessed of God. But he has known sorrow as well, having buried his mother in Machpelah when he was 37 years old. Loneliness must have been very real until Rebekah came to him three years later.

			Rebekah, in turn, was in a distant land living with her parents and her resourceful brother Laban. Was she an idol worshiper? Did she know anything through Terah’s branch of the family of the true God? She was living in Mesopotamia, hundreds of miles removed from Abraham and his family. Yet God had a divine plan and purpose for this young woman. The direction of God brought Rebekah to Isaac, and at 40 years of age, Isaac took Rebekah to be his wife (25:20). 

			While courtships and marriages in the western world are not managed in quite the same manner as in Genesis 24, the underlying principles of the chapter still serve the purpose of teaching young believers important lessons. Those lessons include the qualities to be sought in a spouse, the ability of God to direct, the limitation on choices, and the commitment so vital for a Christian marriage. 

			 

			The Paradox

			Isaac and Rebekah were God’s vessels through whom His purpose for the nation, the earth, and His Son would be accomplished. Yet 20 years pass and Rebekah is without a son. Here is the only couple on earth to whom fertility has been assured; yet here is a couple struggling with infertility for all those years. Rebekah was barren! In her culture, barrenness would be viewed as a sign of divine disapproval. Reproach for barrenness is seen in several places in Scripture including Hannah and Elizabeth. To have obeyed God and left her father’s house (Genesis 24), and now to be barren, would be both a reproach and a perplexity to Rebekah’s mind. We think that obedience should immediately lead to blessing; such is often not the case.

			Add to this the fact that Ishmael’s line appears to have no problem with births and growth (25:12-17). Brother Ishmael without the covenant blessings and promises from God is prospering; Isaac with the divine promise is without a son. 

			God’s timing is often a paradox to us. In many ways, Scripture is the story of the remarkable timing of God. He is never too early or too late. His actions literally define “timeliness.” Joseph was left to languish two full years of days until the night of Pharaoh’s double dream. Moses must know 40 years tending sheep, learning the desert landmarks and life-style, before God appears to him in the burning bush. David knew weary days and lonely nights waiting for God to fulfill His purpose and bring him to the throne. 

			The discipline of delay in the school of God is one of the most difficult courses through which we must matriculate. By its very nature, there are no shortcuts. Online courses are not available. Absences from class are forbidden. Attendance is mandatory. An elite few emerge with highest honours; most of us struggle through the course, passing by Job’s “skin of my teeth” (Job 19:20).

			Delay is difficult on the flesh; it is meant to be. We make our plans, plot out our schedules, and then expect God to work according to our timeline. We assist God by arranging all the times, places, dates, and events. If God would kindly oblige our schedules and plans, it will help the universe to run smoothly! Our folly is palpable and our carnality obvious.

			In the delay which this couple knew, faith and confidence in God’s word were being tested. To their mutual credit, they waited upon God and did not resort to any other expediency. 

			 

			His Prayer

			Isaac wisely did what should mark each of us when faced with a seeming paradox in the ways of God. He prayed. We are told that Isaac “intreated the LORD for his wife, because she was barren” (25:21). In this action, Isaac reveals sympathy and care for his wife. There is no blame-game, there is no complaint. He prays for his wife. We are not told the words he used; we are not privy to the arguments or promises he set before the Lord. It is enough to know that in his perplexity he prayed. 

			Unlike his father Abraham, Isaac did not resort to a concubine. He took the spiritual “high road” and set the matter before God in prayer. Unlike his son Jacob, he did not explode at his wife over her barrenness (30:1-2).

			

			Prayer is vital amidst any trial; James reminds us to ask of God (James 1). We come to a God who gives wisdom liberally. As we confront the seeming inconsistencies of life and the events which defy our own wisdom, our only recourse is to God. Hannah knew this in her experience; Asaph was schooled in this as well (Ps 73). 

			Jewish tradition says that Isaac and Rebekah travelled to Mount Moriah to entreat the Lord. But the location is not as important as the fact that Isaac prayed. As will be seen, his prayer life set an example for his wife who, when confronted with a perplexing situation, resorted to prayer as well. 

			Isaac was marked by persistence in prayer. While not stated directly, there was a 20 year period of barrenness and Isaac may well have continued in prayer for his wife during all those years. “Men ought always to pray, and not to faint” (Luke 18:1) was certainly an axiom by which Isaac lived. 

			 

			Their Progeny

			We read that “the LORD was intreated of him (Isaac), and Rebekah … conceived.” Answered prayer is always a time of special encouragement and joy. No doubt the house was filled with thanksgiving and praise to the covenant-keeping God. But the answer to one perplexity only provides another. Within the womb of Rebekah, a fierce struggle is ensuing. Wilson’s Old Testament Word Studies suggests that the word for struggle is to “dash one another, to break.” Perhaps Rebekah was concerned with her own life or the viability of the children in her womb. Was Esau seeking to slay Jacob in the womb? Was this another attempt of Satan to destroy the seed royal?

			The struggle in the womb is often used as an analogy of the struggle which occurs in a newborn believer as he is confronted with the spiritual warfare of his flesh against his spiritual desires. The elder – our flesh – must be placed in subjection, mortified, put to death, so that the spiritual may prosper. 

			

			The problem drove Rebekah to prayer. A problem leads to a prophecy. The Lord revealed to her several things in His response:

			•	The children will be born, for she is assured that the elder will serve the younger 

			•	That two nations were in her womb

			•	That the twins would be as non-identical as possible – two manner of people will be separated from the womb

			•	And that the elder would serve the younger. 

			Her problem and prayer led to a revelation from the Lord. It is encouraging for us to realize that the Lord allows “problems” in our lives with a view to revealing Himself in some new facet so that we might know Him better and trust Him more consistently.

			When the time of birth came, she delivered the twin boys. Their names were linked with their appearance or actions. Esau came out red all over and was given the name, Esau. His colour and covering afforded him this name.

			Jacob came out second, the younger of the twins. His hand took hold of Esau’s heel (Hosea 12:3) and thus gained for him the name, Jacob – to take by the heel. The name in itself is neutral. It can mean someone who attains things by his efforts, or it can mean a supplanter. Jacob took a name which had a neutral connotation and gave it a bad one by his actions. The struggle in the womb and the grasping of the heel all pointed forward to a life of conflict and struggle. It will take many years, but God will take the man who took hold of his brother’s heel in the womb and transform him into the man who had power over the angel (Hosea 12:4). 

		

	
		

		
			
Chapter 3

			
The Birthright and the Blessing

			 

			Two roads

			Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

			And sorry I could not travel both

			And be one traveller, long I stood

			And looked down one as far as I could

			To where it bent in the undergrowth;

			Then took the other, as just as fair,

			And having perhaps the better claim,

			Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

			Though as for that the passing there

			Had worn them really about the same.

			I took the one less travelled by,

			And that has made all the difference

			          (Robert Frost)

			 

			The Birthright (Ch 25)

			The Differences in Twins

			As the boys grew, character became evident. Esau is a cunning hunter. He is a man marked by skill and self reliance. We learn of his skill as a hunter; there is possibly something sinister in the use of “hunter” (cf. Nimrod, 10:9), and there is the sphere of his interest – the field, and not the tent. Jacob is described as a plain man, living in tents. Some have deduced from this that Jacob was somewhat of a weakling, or even an effeminate, soft type of person. Nothing could be further from the text. A brief reading further on in the book will show how that even in advanced years, Jacob could wrestle with an angel through the entire night. His physical prowess is shown in several places in his history.

			The expression, “the boys grew” (25:27), is similar to the expression found elsewhere (“the child grew”) of six individuals (Isaac, Moses, Samuel, Samson, John Baptist, and the Lord Jesus). It is difficult to know whether to make much of the lack of any additional description such as we have with Samuel (“Before the LORD”) and with John (“in spirit”). 

			The thought of dwelling in tents conveys a truth which is far from what some might imagine. Note that Hebrews 11:9 refers to Abraham dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob. Jacob preferred the company of Abraham in the tent. It was here that he heard of the ways and dealings of God and, perhaps, first began to wish that the birthright could be his. Esau apparently did not feel that he missed much by being in the field away from the tent.

			A careful comparison of the years of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob will support the fact that Abraham was 160 when Jacob was born (he was 100 when Isaac was born and Isaac was 60 when the twins were born). Since Abraham died at 175, he lived concurrently with Jacob for 15 years.

			Allow one final word about the expression, “a plain man” (25:27). It really carries with it the thought of perfect or upright. It refers to Jacob morally. It is the same word used when God speaks of His servant Job (Job 1:8). We may wonder at its usage, especially in light of what we learn of Jacob later, but it is the word employed by the Spirit of God here. Nine times it is translated as “perfect,” and on two occasions it is translated “undefiled.” 

			The twins could not have been more different: appearance, aptitude, and aspirations set them apart for life and also for eternity. Contrasts, which began in the womb, became more apparent as time went on, and, like two diverging roads, they moved even farther apart throughout life.

			The Divided Family

			Isaac’s love for Esau was based upon fleshly motives. Rebekah is mentioned as favouring Jacob. No reason is given for this. The seeds of future problems are shown to us here to prepare us for the next chapter.

			There is no marriage in the entire Bible which is so clearly intended of God as that of Isaac and Rebekah. Add to that that the children were born into the world as a direct result of prayer. We would judge from this that we now have the ingredients for the perfect marriage and the perfect family. Indeed, the ingredients are all present, yet here is a family and marriage that knew strain and problems. The beginning may have been ordered of God, but along the way the flesh became very active.

			 

			Why he Desired it

			Jacob coveted the birthright! No doubt Rachel had told him of the revelation from God, the message received at his birth that the elder, Esau, would serve the younger, Jacob. But there was something more that made deep impressions on Jacob as he grew up in his father’s home.

			We reviewed the ages of the patriarchs earlier. It indicated that for 15 years, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob lived together. Now take this fact back to Genesis 25:27 where we are told that Jacob was “a plain man dwelling in tents.” Esau was a man of the field, adventurous and “manly” in his ways. He was restless and was not interested in the company and truth which Grandfather Abraham could have imparted to him. 

			Jacob’s desire was right but, as we shall see, he went about everything in a callous and unfeeling way. His bargain with Esau was the first of many such he would make in his life. Here again, God had to teach him the folly of scheming and depending upon his own negotiating skills. 

			We are reminded from his life that it is important not only to have right desires, but to act in a righteous manner in accomplishing those goals for the Lord. A right thing done in a wrong way can be detrimental to the work of God. Doing the right thing with the right motive, at the right moment, and in the right manner always marked the Perfect Servant of Jehovah. We should strive for likeness to Him in our lives.

			The Details of the Birthright

			In Deuteronomy 21:17 instructions were given as to the double portion to be given to the firstborn son in a family. There, the emphasis is on the material inheritance which passed from father to his firstborn son. But, along with the double portion, there was a divine portion which was given first to Abraham and then was transmitted to Isaac and subsequently to Jacob. This “divine portion” involved the territory, the tribes, and, ultimately, the throne. The promise made to Abraham, as expanded in Galatians 3, related ultimately to the “Seed,” the Lord Jesus Christ. Abraham was promised the land unconditionally. Ownership was assured; occupation would be based on obedience. The tribes were promised preservation and blessing in the land, conditional on their obedience. Through this Seed, all the world would be blessed. This was assured by divine promise, God pledging Himself unilaterally to the covenant with Abraham and with his seed (Genesis 15).

			Thus, the birthright contained unspeakable spiritual blessings for those who received it. Esau despised it while Jacob was determined to obtain it!

			The Decision

			The story which follows (Genesis 25) is familiar to every Sunday School child. Esau comes from the field faint and hungry. He feels that he is at the point of death. The translation in some versions stresses the sense of urgency which marked Esau: “Quick let me have some of that red stew! I’m famished” (NIV). Whether real or imagined, it does not matter in the context of the ensuing events. Jacob is making pottage of lentils. Esau’s hunger becomes Jacob’s opportunity. The Spirit of God does not put a moral commendation upon Jacob’s action, but He does put a condemnation upon Esau’s. Jacob is the opportunist; Esau is the “profane person” (Heb 12:16-17). Spiritual things in the future meant little to Esau. 

			Whether in a righteous or unrighteous manner, Jacob displays his priority. Esau, likewise, shows what is important to him: “What profit ... this birthright ... to me?”

			“The words of Mark 8:36 virtually beg to be quoted here to Esau. He “despised” what God held valuable. Hebrews calls him “a profane person, a fornicator”. He chooses the material instead of the spiritual, the momentary rather than the eternal. 

			The terms of the agreement are made and the deal is struck. Esau receives his bread and pottage - the most expensive meal ever eaten, and Jacob receives Esau’s promise about the birthright. 

			The commentary of the Spirit of God is both stark and solemn: “he … rose up and went his way: thus Esau despised his birthright.” To his impiety and impatience is added insensitivity to his sin.

			  

			The Blessing (Ch 27)

			Few chapters in our Bible record a family scene marked by such failure and unbecoming behaviour. In the chapter before us, each member of the family is seen in the worst light. It seems that each brings out the basest in the other. Modern psychologists have adopted the term “the dysfunctional family” to explain abnormal family dynamics and interaction. The term is appropriate for this family. Division, deceit, distrust, and disorder all mark and mar this home.

			

			What adds to the gravity of the situation is that if there was one family on the face of the earth at the time which should have manifested righteousness, this was it. Consider as well that it was a family which had been brought together by God. The marriage of Isaac and Rebekah was certainly in the will of God (Genesis 24), and the birth of the two sons was the direct result of Isaac entreating the Lord for his barren wife (25:21). Finally, the blessing which set this family apart from the rest of the world becomes the very issue which wrecks the family.

			It is not pleasant to realize that a good beginning in a marriage or family does not always guarantee that spiritual behaviour will continue. Here, carnality fuelled a story-line of falsehood and failure in which each member of the family played a significant role.

			In the end, only Isaac appears to learn and grow from the events in the chapter. He is brought to a sudden, shocking repentance. The fact that the Spirit of God chooses the event in this chapter to be highlighted in Hebrews 11 is amazing and is an insight into the ways of God with His own.

			Isaac

			It is frequently pointed out that Isaac moves on the basis of his five natural senses in this chapter, resulting in spiritual failure. His sense of sight (v 1), smell (v 27), taste (v 4), hearing (v 22), and touch (v 22) are all employed. Each disappoints him or deceives him. Moving on the basis of what his natural senses tell him, he falls short of the will of God.

			Does this mean that our natural senses always deceive us? Does this mean that we cannot use “common sense” in the decisions of life and in spiritual matters? I think that we shall find that the basic problem was that Isaac was opposed to the will of God and thus doomed to failure. Having first rejected divine guidance, his own “natural ability” only facilitated his fall.

			

			How delightful to think of the contrasts with Isaac. It was written of Moses at the end of his life that his “eye was not dim, nor his natural force abated” (Deut 34:7). 

			The first truth to note is that we have a man opposed to the will of God. God had clearly stated to Rebekah that “the elder shall serve the younger.” The blessing belonged to Jacob. Yet Isaac, favouring Esau, desires to give the blessing to him. This is perhaps the crucial point of the chapter and a solemn lesson to fathers. If we are deliberately moving out of the will of God with our families, that disobedience and havoc can only have a “trickle down effect” to each family member. 

			A man who was moving in rebellion against God brought his family to the point of fratricide as well as deception and hatred. Leadership in a home carries with it the potential for incredible good and unimaginable evil. What brought Isaac to this point of carnality? In the previous chapter he was a man marked by greatness and prosperity. It may be that this was the basis for his altered behaviour. Certainly, the man of Genesis 27 does not resemble in the slightest the man who stepped to the altar on a mountain in Moriah. The fact that his blessing to Jacob begins and seems to be predominantly material rather than spiritual might suggest that his priorities had all been skewed by his prosperity. 

			Isaac is next seen as a man occupied with self-gratification. We are told that Isaac is old. Yet if Luther and others are correct, he is possibly 137 years of age at this point and was to live an additional 43 years. He, at least, lived through the entire time that Jacob was away in Laban’s house. His eye is dim. At a time when God is, through natural limitations, teaching him dependence upon Himself, Isaac moves to satisfy his desires and enjoy a feast as a prelude to blessing Esau. His weakness for venison brought him under the influence of a man more carnal than he – Esau. 

			A few chapters earlier, Esau sold his birthright for a meal. Now, Isaac will dispense a blessing for a meal. There is a sobering moral correspondence between Isaac and Esau, Rebekah and Jacob. Genetics transmit to each of us a full propensity to evil. Environment (and example) frequently determines what specific evils will be developed.

			Isaac offers to bless secretly. Some question if Isaac knew that he was moving outside the will of God. Perhaps Rebekah never recounted to her husband the declaration of God at their birth? But Isaac’s clandestine attempt to confer the blessing on Esau strongly suggests that he knows his dealings will cause a family uproar. 

			Isaac wills to give the blessing to Esau, who in turn hurries out to the field to secure it. But over this incident can be written the words of Romans 9:16: “So then it is not of him that willeth, nor of him that runneth, but of God.” The sovereign purposes of God cannot be frustrated. 

			Rebekah

			Into this scene of domestic “tranquility” comes Rebekah. Either through household servants who were in her confidence, or through her own suspicions, she becomes aware of the situation and sets about “stealing” the blessing for her favourite son, Jacob. Is Rebekah morally right? The blessing was for Jacob according to divine revelation. Is she not simply helping God in His work? Is it right to do evil that good may come? Does a “good” end justify an “evil” means? All these questions answer themselves. 

			Rebekah is equally culpable for her deceit, and, as we shall see at the end of the chapter, she will pay dearly. God’s government is faithful and fair. 

			She calls Jacob and unfolds her plan to him. She calls upon him to obey her. Here then, is an example of wrong filial obedience (Jacob may well have been about 77 years old). Isaac abused his authority to bless the firstborn by moving outside the will of God. Rebekah abused her authority as mother by insisting the Jacob obey her (vv 8, 13). Parents must use authority wisely and in keeping with Scripture.

			

			Yet Jacob does not appear to be so concerned with the righteousness of his act, but with its risk. “I shall seem to him as a deceiver; and I shall bring a curse upon me.” As noted earlier, Jacob is taking character from his mother, just as Esau is from Isaac.

			The meat is found and prepared. Every potentiality is foreseen and every precaution is taken to prevent Isaac from discovering Jacob’s identity: raiment and goats’ skins are all employed to deepen the deception.

			Of significance, when she speaks later to Jacob after the deception has been discovered, she appears to place all the blame on him: “… and he (Esau) forget that which thou hast done to him” (v 45). She greatly miscalculated the future as she urged him to go away for a few days, a period of time that eventually stretched into 20 years. 

			The one redeeming feature in the chapter concerning Rebekah is that she does recognize Isaac’s headship in the home by seeking his permission for Jacob to go to Laban. Even here, however, she manipulates him to get his permission (v 46).

			Jacob

			The depth of Jacob’s deception is seen in this section. He is guilty of outright falsehood when he says, “I am Esau thy firstborn.” The misgivings of Isaac are allayed when he again assures his father, “I am Esau” (v 24). Jacob freely and readily makes use of the name of God in his deceit when he says, in answer to his father’s surprise that all has occurred so quickly, “The LORD thy God brought it to me.” Jacob at this stage of his life thinks little of using God’s name so easily. 1

			One deception, one lie, demands another to support it. Before Jacob is done he has lied on perhaps five points and added to that the use of the name of the Lord in vain. 

			On a practical level, Jacob caved in to temptation. Perhaps it was because it came from his mother. The source of temptation can make a huge difference in how we respond. Satan used the mouth of Peter in attempting to sway the Lord from His path of devotion. But the Lord Jesus recognized the source and did not succumb (Mark 8:33). 

			Jacob’s deception is sealed by his kiss (v 27). The cunning Isaac thought to smell his son when he came near to assure himself that it was Esau. The equally cunning Jacob kisses his father with full assurances of his identity. 

			As will be seen in later chapters, every deception which Jacob employs will be reaped in his own life later. Deception by use of the garments, the falseness as to his identity, the claim of being the firstborn: these and others will all be tasted by Jacob himself, until he confesses to the angel at Jabbok, “I am Jacob” (32:27).

			The deceitfulness of the flesh is evident in this section as well. Every natural sense deceives Isaac. He smells Esau when Jacob comes near. His touch tells him that it is Esau’s hairy hands. His ears raise suspicions but are not sufficient to guide him. His taste cannot discern between goat’s meat and venison. His eyes are too dim to discern whether it is Jacob or Esau. The natural man is shown to be utterly without ability before God.

			The dispensing of the blessing follows in verses 28-29. It is comprised of (1) Prosperity in material things: the dew and fatness of the land are to be his. (2) Preeminence over his fellow man, including Esau. (3) Possessor and Provision of blessing to the world. God will have an even greater blessing for Isaac in the next chapter. 

			 
Esau

			Jacob is scarcely gone from his father’s presence when Esau comes to Isaac. The arrival of Esau is dramatic and shocking to Isaac. What bewilderment on Isaac’s part must have been attended by the words of Esau, “Let my father arise, and eat of his son’s venison, that thy soul might bless me?”

			The awakening of Isaac is equally dramatic. He “trembled very exceedingly.” Is it possible that in a moment’s time Isaac suddenly realized how close he had come to opposing God’s will? Does he realize that in his favouritism he was not only damaging family relationships, but seeking to alter divine purposes?

			In his response, “… and he shall be blessed,” there is the suggestion that he is brought to repentance. Recognizing the error he had made, and understanding that God has overruled him in His sovereignty, he bows to the will of God and owns what God has done. 

			The anguish of Esau follows. He cries with a “great and exceeding bitter cry”. He longs for the blessing. Hebrews 12 reminds us that though he wanted the blessing, he “found no place of repentance, though he sought it (the blessing) carefully with tears.” There is much remorse in Esau’s cry, but no repentance. The statement, “ … he found no place of repentance” could mean one of two things: it could mean that Esau did not repent; or it may mean that he could not get Isaac to repent and change his mind and confer the blessing on him. 

			His cry is followed by his charge. Notice how he accuses Jacob of taking away the birthright (v 36), as though Jacob had stolen it. There is no suggestion that Esau recognizes his sin in selling it to Jacob. The sorrow of the world is not godly repentance (2 Cor 7).

			He receives a small compensation from his father. Esau’s tears and remorse extract from Isaac an alternative and lesser blessing. The blessing of which Esau is to learn is a poor consolation prize in light of what he lost. He remains forever a man who missed God’s best for his life. The promise of liberty from the yoke of his brother was fulfilled in 2 Chronicles 21:8. 

			His comfort is seen in the resolve to kill his brother. The thought in his mind may have been that, in killing him, he would prevent Jacob from acquiring the blessing and it would then fall to him. Or it may be that his anger was so great that only vengeance would slake it. 

			

			Family

			Esau’s response to Jacob

			Esau is marked by resolve and revenge. He envisions two burials. Once Isaac has died, he intends to kill Jacob. The works of the flesh are evident throughout his life. Hatred and wrath are carefully nursed here, awaiting an opportunity to be satisfied.

			Rebekah’s response to Esau

			Rebekah learns of Esau’s anger (what did she expect?) and fears for Jacob’s life. Instead of prayer, she resorts once again to plotting. Sin is added to sin, deceit breeds deceit. The plot must deepen and become more involved. Once again she appeals to Jacob to “obey” her voice. She gives instructions to him to flee to Laban, until she is able to fetch him home again.

			It is significant that she uses the exact same word for “fetching” the goats (v 9), as she does for “fetching” Jacob home again. When we resort to plotting, people become mere objects, pawns in our plans. There is no mention of the sin and deceit in securing the blessing. Rebekah tells Jacob to flee, until Esau forgets “that which thou hast done to him.” There is no mention here of her involvement. She treats the entire matter as one requiring cunning and not confession.

			Yet, tragically, while her plan worked in part, she was ignorant of two great truths: she little knew what Jacob would endure from her brother Laban, and she did not know she would never see him again. Her great fear was that she would be deprived of both of them. Her own plotting left her separated from Jacob for the remainder of her days.

			Rebekah’s response to Isaac

			

			In order to facilitate Jacob’s escape without loss of face, Rebekah resorts to manipulating her husband. She feigns a deep spiritual concern for Jacob’s marriage and prevails upon Isaac to send him away to secure a wife from amongst the family of her brother Laban. Even here, manipulation and deceit are evident between Rebekah and Isaac. Openness and communication are essential for any marriage, but imperative in a Christian marriage. The amazing aspect of all this is how the Lord overruled and did provide not only the needed discipline in Jacob’s life, but the very wife (wives) which would build up the nation of Israel (Ruth 4:11). 

			Isaac’s response to Jacob

			The next chapter shows Isaac sending Jacob away. How different from the manner in which Isaac secured a bride! 	 

			 

			Us - What it has Cost Us

			What if Jacob (and Rebekah) had not stooped to the deception which marked them in obtaining the birthright? God’s eternal purpose was that it should be Jacob’s: “The elder shall serve the younger” was God’s inviolable decree. How would God have over-ruled the impulsive carnal act of Isaac and assured that the birthright would come to Jacob?

			The sad reality is that Rebekah’s ruse has denied us the privilege of seeing God at work frustrating Isaac’s plan and preserving the birthright for Jacob. While we do not know how God would have done it, we can be assured that had Jacob and Rebekah left all in the hands of a sovereign God, He would have been competent to carry out His purposes. Human ingenuity has prevented us from seeing God’s superintendence of His eternal plans.

			God allowed and used the devices of Rebekah and Jacob, but He did not need them. Similarly, the Lord frequently is hindered from revealing to us His ability to work on our behalf due to our own impulsive tendencies to arrange things on His behalf. 

			1 It is interesting that Jacob never refers to God as his God until the end of his life - Genesis 49:24: “The mighty God of Jacob.”

		

	
		

		
			
Chapter 4

			
Bethel

			 

			God is looking for broken men who have judged themselves in light of the cross of Christ. When He wants anything done, He takes up men who have come to the end of themselves, whose confidence is not in themselves but in God (Henry A. Ironside)

			 

			Bethel (Ch 28)

			Jacob’s life differs markedly from that of his father Isaac and his grandfather Abraham. Cunning, intrigue, struggle, failure, and growth distinguish him. There is not the quiet contentment of life as seen in Isaac. Nor is there the ideal life of faith as seen in Abraham. As a result, we tend to identify more with Jacob than with the others because we see ourselves here in clearer, more life-like colours. Yet the truth is that we are only little Jacobs. In many ways, Jacob grows into a spiritual giant.

			Eight or nine chapters are devoted in their entirety to this man, and the closing chapters dealing with Joseph’s life are inextricably linked with Jacob as well. He occupies at least as prominent a place, space-wise, as any other man in Genesis.

			His life is instructive and can be viewed in at least three ways:

			 

			Dispensationally

			Elected by God

			Look at Genesis 25:22-6 and Romans 9. He is a picture of Israel as elect by God.

			

			Exiled at Padan-aram

			Amidst disciplinary toil and sorrow, he is in bondage and at the mercy of man. His sin and failure have brought him into his suffering. Yet, he is preserved and made prosperous by God. He is a picture of Israel through the ages.

			Enabled by divine power

			God takes him into His power, a power that appeared on the surface to cripple, but in reality was his enabling. He changed him from Jacob to Israel.

			 

			Discipline in the School of God 

			Jacob is a picture of every believer who reaps what he sows. Every scheme and device which Jacob used for his own benefit is seen to be an act sown, which he must eventually reap. Consider the following deceptions and their return upon Jacob:

			The Firstborn	Genesis 29:26

			Deception of Father in the dark	Genesis 29:23

			Deception with the Coat and a Goat	Genesis 37:31-33

			Impatience	Genesis 31:37-41

			Falseness as to Identity	Genesis 32:27

			Favouritism	Genesis 29:31

			Self-Will in Acquiring Blessing	Genesis 30:2.

			The thoughtful reader will no doubt add others to this list. It serves, however, to emphasize the truth that the government of God is inescapable. The principle of sowing and reaping is inviolable. Thankfully, the grace of God can, at times, mitigate the full consequences as in Numbers 16:46 and 2 Samuel 24:16.

			 

			

			Development of a Child of God 

			Jacob is a picture of the Spirit’s work in us. In Abraham we see the heart of the Father displayed in Genesis 22. In Isaac we have a picture of Sonship. But in Jacob the emphasis is on the transforming power of the Spirit in the life of a child of God.

			Jacob can be appreciated personally in a number of ways. He is the Worm (Isa 41:13-15), the Wanderer (Gen 28:1-3), the Wrestler (Gen 32:21-31), the Weeper (Hosea 12:3-5), and the Worshiper (Heb 11:21). An overview of his life as seen in chapters 28-35 shows further aspects:

			Genesis 28	   Removal from Canaan	The Sojourner

			Genesis 29-31	   Reaping in Laban’s House	The Servant

			Genesis 32	   Reality and Revelation	The Supplicant

			Genesis 33	   Reconciliation with Esau	The Servile

			Genesis 34	   Ruin of Testimony	The Shamed

			Genesis 35	   Restoration	The Sorrower.

			Genesis 28 is one of the better known chapters in the life of Jacob. The tragic behaviour of chapter 27 is now history and the patriarch is about to set off on a journey which will shape his life and that of the nation of Israel. As we embark on a consideration of the chapter, notice:

			 

			The Guile of Rebekah and Jacob’s Departure 

			The previous chapter closes with Rebekah scheming to enable Jacob’s escape from Esau. Her professed spiritual concern actually hides a deep natural fear. Isaac, either knowingly or ignorantly, complies with her request. Jacob is sent to seek a wife amongst Rebekah’s family in Padan-aram.

			The fruit of Isaac’s experience in the previous chapter is seen in the character of the blessing which he now confers upon his son. It is far more spiritual and lofty than the blessing which Jacob “stole” from him in chapter 27: “God Almighty bless thee.” “El Shaddai” or God all-sufficient becomes Jacob’s portion. Little does he realize how completely he will need such a God. The journey, the years of toil, the fear of Esau, and the circumstances through which he is to pass, will all cast him more and more upon the all-sufficient God.

			The blessing is not merely the dew of heaven and the fatness of the earth, the servitude of men and the homage from others; the blessing now reaches out to embrace “the blessing of Abraham” and the promise of the land. Isaac has risen to greater spiritual heights in his blessing here. This is the fruit of his repentance and restoration.

			With the blessing of Isaac ringing in his soul, Jacob takes leave from his father’s house. Little does he know or have any idea of how many years will elapse before he returns. Rebekah does not know that she is bidding him farewell, never to see him again. Isaac sends him away to procure a wife, not knowing that he will return with two wives, two handmaids, and twelve sons. Yet for all this, there is the consciousness that there is an “all-sufficient God.”

			Isaac is sending him away as a result of being manipulated by his wife; yet underlying this entire chapter is the sovereignty of God who will use the failure of men and women, even at their worst, to accomplish His pleasure and purpose. It also underscores the marvel of the grace of God.

			 

			The Groping of Esau and his Desperation

			Esau’s spiritual blindness is obvious in his response to his father’s expressed wish for Jacob. Perhaps he thought that he could impress his parents and return to favour and prominence if he likewise married “in the family.” How poorly he understands divine purposes! Esau links himself with the family of Ishmael by marrying his daughter. He attempts to impress Isaac by marrying someone in Abraham’s lineage. He failed to realize that he had lost the blessing because of his choice and God’s choice. We see his continued lack of repentance.

			 

			The Grace of God and Jacob’s Dream 1

			If Jacob gloated in the blessing which he had extracted from his father by deception, and if he was pleasantly surprised by the blessing which his father had given him at his departure, he is about to be overwhelmed by the grandeur of what God is going to give by grace. Jacob is going to learn of blessing for which he does not have to connive or steal; he will receive it while asleep. “He gives to His beloved in sleep.”

			Was this his conversion? This is likely the first encounter with God in his life although his desire for the birthright might indicate his faith in the promises.

			The fugitive makes his way toward Padan-aram. He stops to spend the night in Bethel. (Did he purposely avoid the city, or was he lost and too far away to make it there?). He comes to a certain place and takes of the stones of that place for a pillow. Sleep comes easily and readily to the weary wanderer.

			Jacob’s dream is punctuated by three “beholds.” “Behold a ladder,” “behold the angels of God ascending and descending,” and “behold the LORD stood above it.” We have the ladder, the link, and the Lord. Putting aside, for a moment, the unfolding which is given to us in John 1, what did God wish to communicate to Jacob here?

			Is there not in picture language the truth of the Interest of Heaven in a Man on Earth? There is a “sullam” or way or staircase set up on earth whose top reaches unto heaven. There is an intimate link between heaven and earth, because angels are ascending from Jacob to God and descending from God to Jacob. At the top of the ladder, there is the Lord Himself. Some versions suggest that the Lord stood beside the ladder on earth.

			The idea of a ladder whose “top” or “rosh” reaches to heaven actually goes back to Genesis 11:4 and the tower of Babel. What men who were opposed to God sought to obtain in their rebellion against God, Jacob obtains by grace. Consider also that men desired to make a name for themselves; in contrast, Abraham was given a name. Men tried to avoid being scattered; Isaac knew contentment in the land. Men wanted a tower whose top reached unto heaven; Jacob saw a way cast up and the top reached to heaven. Those called and blessed by God received, by grace, what men instinctively knew they needed but refused from God.

			In the promises which God makes to Jacob, we see the Intention of God for a Man on Earth. God gives the Promise of the Land, the Prosperity of his Lineage, and a Pledge of His Loyalty. He will not leave Jacob until He has finished all that He has promised. But there is also a glimpse into the Intimacy of Heaven with a Man on Earth. Notice the language which must have thrilled Jacob’s heart: “with thee … keep thee … bring thee … not leave thee.” The angels, ascending before descending suggest that the angels have been with Jacob all along. The presence of God was with him, even though he was unaware of it. God’s presence is promised to Jacob, regardless of where he moves. The presence of God transcends national and geographic boundaries2.

			In His revelation to Jacob, God addresses every need which Jacob has. His revelation always fits the spiritual experience of His saints. This is the first of eight revelations made to Jacob. Profit can be had by noting the others: 31:3, 11-13; 32:1-2, 24-30; 35:1, 9-13; 46:1-4.

			 

			Gratitude and Dedication

			Jacob awakens from his dream to the awareness that God has spoken to him. “Surely the LORD is in this place; and I knew it not.” His fear is not so much that of terror, but of reverence. “How dreadful” means how awe inspiring or reverent is this place.

			“House of God” and “gate of heaven” are important terms. This is the first mention in the Scriptures of “House of God” and, true to the “Principle of First Mention,” it is replete with instruction. Without digressing too far from the chapter, it can be noted that it is a place of revelation, angelic interest, reverence, testimony (the pillar), consecration, and government.

			The mention by Paul in 1 Timothy 3 of the House of God, “the pillar and ground of the truth,” has many links with the first mention here in Genesis 28. Not the least of those connections is the thought of “how one ought to behave.” 

			This last characteristic, government, is what is suggested in the expression “gate of heaven.” It is not the idea of the entrance into heaven. The gate, in the Old Testament, was the place of administration. See, for example, Genesis 19:1; Ruth 4:1; Psalm 69:12. Jacob owns that he is under the administration of God. The presence of God will not only protect him, but it will control his behaviour. 

			The awareness of the divine presence leads to the memorial to a divine encounter. “Bethel” will become a significant place in Jacob’s life. (Note its mention in 31:13, 35:1, and 48:3.) The encounter with God in Genesis 28 has life-long consequences on Jacob. Every revelation of God to our souls should have life-long effects. Bethel is first noted in connection with Abraham in Genesis 12. The place of Abraham’s altar becomes the place of grace for Jacob. 

			The stone which had been his pillow now becomes a pillar. The stone would be forever linked in Jacob’s memory with a night of sleep and a night of revelation. Every believer’s life should have pillars which mark out where God has been revealed in a special way to the soul.

			The chapter concludes with Jacob uttering his sacred vow. It has been interpreted in various ways. Some see in it the same bargaining tendency which Jacob displayed with Esau when he obtained the birthright. Others see it as a vow of consecration. Some deprecate Jacob for only giving back one tenth of all that God gives him. Some argue that the “If” of verse 20 should be understood in the sense of “Since.” In whatever way we are to understand it, we must keep several things before us. Jacob’s promise predates the law and the need to tithe. Only Abraham before this expressed a similar spiritual insight in Genesis 14. The pouring of oil on the pillar is actually a drink offering. It expresses Jacob’s joy and commitment to God. 

			It is perhaps best to view this incident in Jacob’s life as a point on the spectrum of his growth and development. There is no need to pigeonhole this into a category of “very spiritual” or “very carnal.” At this stage of spiritual development, he is responding to the revelation of God to his soul in an appropriate manner. We should learn always to respond to divine revelation in a similar way.

			Since this is the first mention of “House of God” in Scripture, it is worthwhile gathering together a number of truths linked with this event; these are principles which will be true wherever we find “House of God,” be it in relation to the Tabernacle, Temple, or local assembly.

			Residency and Reverence

			When Jacob awoke from his dream and became conscious of the presence of God, his immediate response was that it was a place demanding reverence, an “awe-full” place, or a place filed with awe. When the presence of God filled the tabernacle, Moses was not able to enter; when the glory of God filled the Temple, the priests were not able to enter. While the presence of God inhabiting a local company of believers should not hinder us from entering, it does demand reverence in our attitude in His presence. Any thought of a casual attitude professedly due to intimacy and familiarity with our Father belies a lack of appreciation for His glory and greatness. 

			If an assembly is functioning as prescribed by the Scriptures, the resultant effect of those who are “unlearned” visitors will be the awe which marked Jacob (1 Cor 14:24-25).

			

			Administration and Authority

			As intimated earlier, the “gate of heaven” is not denoting a means of entrance but a place of administration and authority. We are now under the authority of the Word of God. Administration suggests divine order. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians and his pastoral epistles stress the need for divine order in the House of God. Order must never degenerate into ritual; neither must it give way to confusion. The book of Judges ends with the four-fold refrain: “There was no king … every man did that which was right in his own eyes”. An assembly must never become an arena for opinions, majority decisions, convenience, or compromise. It must always retain the character of the “gate of heaven” as seen in Matthew 18:16-20.

			Along with giving us a process for handling difficulties between brethren, the truth of Matthew 18 is that there is no higher court of appeal for assembly matters than the local assembly. While overseers may seek the advice and counsel of other overseers or godly men, the ultimate decision and responsibility is upon the leadership in that local assembly. Elders from other assemblies and workers are not in a position to override local leadership.

			Commitment and Consecration

			It is the writer’s thinking that Jacob’s vow to give God the tithe was not a bargain but carries the thought of the fact that “since” God had promised, Jacob was going to consecrate his life and material prosperity to Him. Paul takes up the challenge and applies it to Timothy in 1 Timothy 4. Having stressed how one ought to behave in the house of God in 1 Timothy 3:15, he urged a similar consecration to Timothy in chapter 4:13-16. There is no thought that Timothy was not a committed and consecrated servant prior to this; Paul’s ministry was reinforcing as well as corrective. 

			The “House of God” today will only be able to prosper if the believers in the company are marked by devotedness to the person of Christ.

			

			Angelic Interest and Attendance

			It is significant that at this very first mention of the “House of God,” angels are in attendance. An “angel of the LORD,” possibly an appearance of the pre-incarnate Christ, had met Hagar in Genesis 16. Two angels had hastened Lot and family out of Sodom in Genesis 19. Now, however, it is a host of angels who are in attendance at Bethel. Angelic forms adorned the tabernacle and Temple. Angels gaze down upon sisters who have a sign of authority on their heads (1 Cor 11:10). They were present when another host of angels refused the place which God had given them and rebelled (Jude v 6; 2 Peter 2:4, 5). Now they must gaze in silent wonder on sisters who intelligently and willingly take the place God has given them in both the creatorial and redemptive spheres, symbolically declaring this by their long hair and head covering.

			Paul also, in one of his most solemn charges, reminded Timothy that angels were viewing the righteous decision-making of an assembly in its various functions (1 Tim 5:21). They had viewed the righteous character of God as angels that rebelled were cast out of heaven. Now, they are watching to see that the character of God is being reflected in the righteous decisions of leaders and saints in an assembly.

			Although Paul’s description of the revelation of God’s wisdom to those in the heavens is linked with the Church, the Body, it is nonetheless begin expressed in a local company, as well (Eph 3:10).

			Revelation and Responsibility

			Bethel was a place where God communicated with Jacob. This first revelation of God to Jacob’s soul had an influence on his entire life. The content of the revelation provided Jacob with all he needed for “life and godliness.” Likewise, an assembly should be a place where the mind of God is communicated to the believers through the Word of God.

			

			But revelation brings responsibility. The response of Jacob is seen in his vow at the pillar. In contrast to Jacob, we have been blessed with a far greater breadth of revelation than he was. How much more responsible we are in light of this!

			Wonder and Worship

			Bethel was a scene of awe-inspiring wonder and worship. Every House of God ought to be a place where the marvel of the grace of God is celebrated at every gathering of the saints. That wonder should lead to worship. Jacob wondered that the God of his father Abraham and his father Isaac would have a interest in him. The revelation at Bethel came when he, perhaps, was conscious of what his sin and deceit had cost him. Aware of his own unworthiness, he marvelled at the grace which met him as he escaped from the wrath of his brother.

			The Pillar and the Pouring Out

			Jacob is the man of the pillar, erecting five during the course of his life. Some were linked with significant events; some were to mark places of deep sorrow. It is of interest to note that in the same context that Paul speaks of the assembly as having “House of God” character, he speaks of it as being “pillar and ground of truth” (1 Tim 3:15). As the pillar we proclaim truth; as the bulwark or fortress, we protect truth. And the two are inseparable. As we publish and proclaim truth, we protect it and maintain its purity.

			Presence and Purity

			Although not present in Genesis 28, the next time Jacob went up to Bethel, he was conscious that the presence of God demanded purity in the lives of all who were there. His command in Genesis 35 was marked by three things:

			• Put away the strange gods

			• Be clean

			• Change your garments.

			Affections, attire, and activities all had to be in keeping with the character of the place. Character (garments) and conduct (be clean) must be consistent with the claims of God (put away strange gods) upon the devotion of His people. 

			1 Note how often the word “place” occurs in this section: vv 11, 11, 11, 16, 17, 19. 

			2 This is the first occurrence of this wondrous promise which will reappear throughout Scripture at critical moments: “I am with thee and will keep thee and will not leave thee.” Note its use in Deuteronomy 31:6; Joshua 1:5; 1 Chronicles 28:20; Hebrews 13:5.  
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