THE ACCOUNT OF ABRAHAM’S SON ISAAC (Part 2)





Genesis 28:10-37:1


Key verse: 28:13,14.


 


“There above it stood the LORD, and he said: ‘I am the LORD,


the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac.


I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying.


Your descendants will be like the dust of the earth,


and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south.


All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring.’”





	May you hear the promise of the LORD given to Jacob when you lie down on your bed tonight. May the promise be your own dream and a vision.





	The second half of the account of Abraham’s son Isaac begins with Jacob’s departure form Beersheba and ends with him staying in the land. 





* Jacob’s dream at Bethel (28:10-22)





	28:10 says, “Jacob left Beersheba and set out for Haran.” Jacob was a homebound person. He was perfectly happy cooking at home and hanging around his mom, and accumulating what he wanted to get (25:27). How was it that Jacob had to leave Beersheba and set out for Haran? He ran away from home because Esau was going to kill him, or at least, because Rebekah his mother suspected that danger (27:41-43). With his mom’s manipulation of the situation and at the urging of his dad Jacob left his hometown.





	28:11 tells us that Jacob’s journey was not an easy one: “When he reached a certain place, he stopped for the night because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head and lay down to sleep.” 28:12 says he had a dream. He couldn’t sleep well. The fact that Jacob wept aloud when he met Rachel in 29:11 tells us that the journey was stressful for the mommy’s boy. 





	What was the dream Jacob had the first night on the way to Haran? “He had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it. There above it stood the LORD, and he said: ‘I am the LORD, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac. I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying. Your descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring. I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you’” (28:13-15). Obviously Jacob didn’t know God personally. Yet to this man God poured out the whole picture of his redemptive plan. Jesus quoted this vision in John 1:51 to show that he is the center of God’s redemptive work. By his death and by his resurrection he would become the ladder for the angels to bring all people to God’s throne. The LORD revealed to Jacob a very long-term and profound purpose toward which he was leading the path of the third Covenanter. In a way we can say the LORD studied with Jacob from Genesis to Revelation. Quite an overwhelming dream! Quite a Bible study! We have no idea how much of the vision Jacob understood at this time. Since all he responded with was the second half, actually the auxiliary, we may wonder if the LORD couldn’t speak of the big thing later when Jacob grew mature. But the forced-feeding type of Bible study was done anyway, and perhaps we can be encouraged in our attempt to study the whole Bible from the Old Testament down to the New Testament. 	 





	At any rate, we learn that the LORD introduces himself as the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac as if the two have a distinctive difference. We have no question about the greatness of Abraham and the grace of the LORD to us through the man. The LORD gave us the Covenant and united us with it through Abraham. But what could be the greatness of Isaac that the LORD identified himself as the God of Isaac? Isaac’s greatness is that he is invisible while the LORD is most visible in his life. From his birth to his death, which we will read at the end of Jacob’s story of this passage, the LORD’s glory, his existence and his greatness, is transparently visible to readers. For sure in the stories of Abraham and of Jacob also the LORD’s glory is apparent, yet not as transparent as in Isaac’s story. Anyone can see that it is the LORD who had done the work in his birth, in his election, in his marriage to Rebekah, in his successful survival in Gerar, in his choice of Jacob to be the heir of his blessing, and in his role to be the home for Jacob to return to. This never means that Isaac was less qualified than the other two, Abraham and Jacob. On the contrary the lack of strong human virtue that is noticeable in the other two, such as Abraham’s courage or Jacob’s noble ambition, makes him a better servant of the LORD, so to speak. He was the man who died readily so that the LORD would be visible. He was closer to the image of Jesus than the other two. We see in Jesus God. We can understand in the story of Isaac that the LORD is real and that he is living, and that he is eternal.





	The greatness of Jacob, on the other hand, is that in his vision we see the future. We are promised to see the eternal future. Not only was it fulfilled historically, anyone who listens to the LORD in Jacob’s story is promised that there would come a day when he himself would see the vision, too. The LORD’s glory in the death and resurrection of Christ Jesus will be fully disclosed to that person.





	We see in the description of his journey in 28:11 and in his words in the next verses a sense of deprivation and loss, of really being cast out and alone. He knew that he asked for the trouble. He knew that he was facing an uncertain future. He knew that he deserved that burden. But what could he do with the already done deal? Jacob had no choice but to move toward an unpredictable future. Jacob’s mumbling words show that the LORD’s appearance with his initiative changed everything. The LORD introduced himself because Jacob had never met him. To be more correct, actually Jacob didn’t bother to meet the LORD. Jacob didn’t see any need of meeting the LORD until this time. The LORD was not worthy of his concern. He was just busy to plan something to outmaneuver Esau and recover what he couldn’t get in his struggle against his brother as a fetus. Someone might say that all the problems arose because he lived without the LORD and that it became clear now. Obviously. But how about if we say that the LORD invited Jacob to his presence and so took all Jacob’s burden on himself? We should interpret the LORD’s appearance as his grace. In the same way Jesus appeared to be glorious and beautiful to the robber who was crucified next to him. This understanding is based on Jesus’ words to Nathanael in John 1:47. Jesus described Nathanael as “a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false.” Jesus was saying that the man was free from sin when he met Christ Jesus. That was the impact on Jacob when the LORD appeared to him, whether or not the man appreciated it properly. The LORD didn’t see Jacob as a deceiver or a troublemaker, but as the third Covenanter. From that aspect we can say the forgiveness of sin, by which God sees us, is revealed here. Yesterday I met a man who had abandoned this ministry. I remembered the many complicated problems related to him, which forced him to live the way he does now. But at the same time I could remember that God sees him and us from the grace of the one-sided calling. I asked him to visit the web site where I store all my Bible study material. May God make the man to fear him. 


	


	We do not know how deep Jacob’s understanding of the vision was. But we can see that the vision was so real to Jacob that he was overpowered with the sense of reality of the LORD’s presence in the place. “When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, ‘Surely the LORD is in this place, and I was not aware of it.’ He was afraid and said, ‘How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven’” (28:16,17). The word “God” here is the translation of “elohiym.” Jacob woke up to the understanding that the LORD is God the Almighty, who is the beginning and the end of all things. Jacob had taken the God of his father and of his grandfather casually until this time as a kind of household name. Now he made a leap in the understanding, actually, the LORD lifted the man up to the understanding. Perhaps he couldn’t fall asleep. He stayed up all night. 





	What did he do early the next morning? “Early the next morning Jacob took the stone he had placed under his head and set it up as a pillar and poured oil on top of it. He called that place Bethel, though the city used to be called Luz” (28:18,19). He erected a memorial. The oil signifies the LORD’s grace that it would be extended to him and his descendants. Today Christian religion, especially in the Protestant circle, has become a kind of intellectual or emotional matter. We need to learn to erect a memorial and pour oil on it when we witness, or notice, or suspect, the LORD’s involvement in the matters of our life. 





	After he erected a memorial, Jacob made a vow, saying “If God will be with me and will watch over me on this journey I am taking and will give me food to eat and clothes to wear so that I return safely to my father’s house, then the LORD will be my God and this stone that I have set up as a pillar will be God’s house, and of all that you give me I will give a tenth” (28:20-22). We often smile at Jacob’s vow considering it lowly and earthly. But we should remember that the vow was the first step of establishing Jacob on the Covenant as an eternal witness of it.





	Though Jacob’s vow in 28:20-22 seems selfish, worldly at first glance, we learn the significant importance of his response. In his response we learn what it meant for Jacob to know the LORD and that he is the Almighty. First of all Jacob envisions a safe return and that his journey wouldn’t be too long. He also envisions the day to know that the LORD is the Almighty. Jacob took the first baby step to understand the LORD’s way so as to adopt it as his own. Just as the commemoration is important making a vow to the LORD is crucial for a person to grow in the covenant. Without the commitment to God in a vow a person would have no understanding if what happens to him has to do with God.





* Jacob in Paddan-Aram (29:1-30:43)





	29:1-30:43 describes Jacob’s life in Paddan-Aram. In this section two elements in the life of Jacob are woven together. Jacob is severely disciplined with the consequences of what he asked for. He had to run away from Esau because of his deception of his brother. Here in Paddan-Aram he was taken advantage of by Laban and so lived a very hard life. Nevertheless the LORD blessed him in the course while he was tested and disciplined. As a result, 30:43 says, “in this way the man grew exceedingly prosperous.” There was more. He became the father of the twelve patriarchs of the nation Israel, the first covenant nation. 





	Such a great work began to unreel with a romance. As Jacob continued on his journey he arrived at the land of the eastern people. There he met Rachel in the well, and obviously fell in love with her at first sight (29:18). Then the work unfolded through the clever manipulation and deception of Laban. 28:15-30 tells us how Jacob married both Leah and Rachel, though he didn’t want Leah. Laban captured three birds with one deception. He married the ever un-popular Leah to Jacob, and then the ever too popular Rachel, plus got a free labor of Jacob, a diligent and able servant, for 14 years. That was how the grand work took shape.





	The more amazing thing is that the grand work was prepared in the typical domestic squabble among women. How had Jacob ended up having two wives and two concubines, 11 sons and a daughter? When we look back all the problems started with Jacob falling in love with Rachel. We might say that the story makes a cheap paperback romance novel. But that is how God’s work was done. Can we be comforted because the end of all the squabbles resulted in the formation of the covenant nation? That is too much of a simplification. As we know there would be long-lasting consequences of the domestic squabble. The ten half-brothers would sell Joseph, his son by Rachel, to Egyptians as a slave. That was just one of the many examples of the consequences. Jacob was tossed back and forth between his two wives and two concubines while he was struggling with Laban. He probably didn’t have a time to establish a proper father-son relationship with his children. Reuben was just one of the twelve who would show a serious problem of a boy who is raised with no communication with his father. To some extent the consequence would leave an impact on the history of Israel as well. They will never get along, and only Judah would survive. The ten would disappear and Benjamin would be absorbed. All the ominous sign was in the seemingly typical domestic squabble. But then we find that the LORD was involved in every turn of the situation.  





 	What do we learn as we find the verses which testify to the LORD’s involvement in this period of Jacob’s life? Jacob didn’t know where he was when he arrived at Haran. He did not know who Rachel was until she introduced herself. All happened by the LORD’s guidance as was promised in his dream (28:15). Jacob struggled with Laban to build up his own life under the unfair and often tricky master. He did a creative but ridiculous thing to build up his wealth. For example, he took fresh-cut branches from poplar, almond and plane trees and made while stripes on them by peeing the bark and exposing the while inner wood of the branches. Then he placed the peeled braches in all the watering troughs, so that they would be directly in front of the flocks when they came to drink. When the flocks were in heat and came to drink, they mated in front of the branches. And they bore young that were streaked or speckled or spotted. Later Jacob said to his wives that the angel of God told him to do that (31:12). He did not know what he was doing when he was going through the whirlwind like life in Paddan-Aram.


The LORD was with him, however, in all his experiences, encouraging him and inspiring him with his words and blessing him with prosperity. As we consider the negative long-term consequences and this short-term blessing we do not know if the LORD’s involvement resulted in good. We are even more confused as we remember that the foundation of the nation of Israel was laid by raising the twelve patriarchs. What can we say since we can see that the LORD was involved? As we examine Jacob’s life as a whole including that of included in today’s passage we can say that the LORD was leading Jacob to become a man of God. That was what he accomplished in the kindly help of the never satisfied person. 





* Jacob wrestles with God (31:1-33:20)





	30:25-43 tells us how Jacob grew exceedingly prosperous and wealthy. He did his best, and 31:12 tells us that he did it by God’s inspiration. If he was that successful, why did Jacob decide to flee from Laban? “Jacob heard that Laban’s sons were saying, ‘Jacob has taken everything our father owned and has gained all this wealth from what belonged to our father.’ And Jacob noticed that Laban’s attitude toward him was not what it had been.” Jacob decided to flee because he “noticed” the change of the attitude of people. Though he was led by the LORD he still lived before the eyes of men. When they were favorable he would stay, when they are not he would leave. 





	The following story of how he fled confirms our suspicion. He held a secret meeting with his wives and got their agreement. Then he fled when Laban his master was away. 31:20 says, “Moreover, Jacob deceived Laban the Aramean by not telling him he was running away.” Who would tell that he was running away? But the Bible describe Jacob was a deceiver because he didn’t do so. It is something to think of. Anyway, Laban would soon pursue Jacob and easily caught up with him. Jacob was caught red-handed. A deceiver must pay the price. That is a universal truth.





	Yet the LORD protected Jacob from Laban. 31:24, ”Then God came to Laban the Aramean in a dream at night and said to him, ‘Be careful not to say anything to Jacob, either good or bad.’” What can we learn here? The infallibility of Jacob? Or God’s injustice? Actually Rachel added one more sin to Jacob’s deception by stealing her father’s household gods. How could God protect Jacob? The LORD chose Jacob, a sinner, to save sinners through the covenant entrusted to him. The LORD was talking about the holy purpose. As a result Jacob who fled could gain an upper hand position to establish a treaty between him and Laban on equal basis. 





	32:1 tells us that as Jacob went on his way after he had successfully overcame Laban, he met the army of God. “Jacob also went on his way, and the angels of God met him. When Jacob saw them, he said, ‘This is the camp of God!’ So he named that place Mahanaim.” God was escorting the vessel of his covenant with an army of angels, obviously, all along the journey. Thank God for his grace of entrusting his covenant with this pot of clay. But Jacob was busy to prepare the meeting with Esau. He prepared to pacify Esau with gifts. He prepared to save as much as possible in case Esau would attack. Though he prayed in 32:9-12, we can see he lived with his own strength, or to be more accurate, thought so. He prayed, “O God of my father Abraham, God of my father Isaac, O LORD, who said to me, ‘Go back to your country and your relatives, and I will make you prosper,’ I am unworthy of all the kindness and faithfulness you have shown your servant. I had only my staff when I crossed this Jordan, but now I have become two groups. Save me, I pray, from the hand of my brother Esau, for I am afraid he will come and attack me, and also the mothers with their children. But you have said, ‘I will surely make you prosper and will make your descendants like the sand of the sea, which cannot be counted.”





	He knew everything. Why then the knowledge didn’t work in him? It was because he never wrestled with God. He only wrestled with men. Read 32:22-31. He did not so God came to wrestle with the man. God’s appearance to judge his sin would be enough a grace. How could God come to wrestle with the sweaty, smelly, stinky Jacob? Yet that is what he did. The result was that Jacob became a man who wrestled with God, Israel. 





	Why did Jacob call the place Peniel, which means, face of God? 32:31 illustrates Jacob’s mind. “The sun rose above him as he passed Peniel, and he was limping because of his hip.” Darkness was over and light has dawned upon him when he wrestled with God. The author added that the Israelites do not eat the tendon attached to the socket of the hip of animal, because the socket of Jacob’s hip was touched near the tendon. He remembered God’s grace of coming to Jacob and wrestling with him and with us through him. He remembered it when he saw the tendon of animals.	 To him also was sun rising on the horizon when he saw the tendon attached to the socket of the hip of an animal.  





	In 32:26 we read Jacob’s request for God’s blessing. What did he mean? Didn’t he already said God had blessed him? He was asking for God to be his blessing. God had been. But at his request he was awakened to acknowledge the grace of God being the very blessing. Jacob would still struggle with men until he will lose everything and god down to Egypt as an immigrant. By then he would learn how immeasurable God is being the blessing. The seed was planted at this time.





	In 33:1-20 is the story of how Jacob met Esau. He said to his hairy brother in 33:10, “”No, please!” said Jacob. “If I have favor in your eyes, accept this gift from me. For to see your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have received me favorably.” Jacob’s speech was not tricking his simple minded brother with subtle words. He saw God’s face in Esau’s acceptance of him. He was no more saying, “Lucky I am!” He was worshiping God. 33:19,20 tells us that Jacob set up an altar in Shechem, in the place which he purchased from the native people. He called it El Elohe Israel, which means God, the God of Israel or mighty is the God of Israel. 





* Jacob returns to Bethel (34:1-35:15)





	In chapter 34 we read an unfortunate story. Dinah, Jacob’s only daughter, was violated by Shechem. Jacob’s three sons, Reuben, Levi and Judah tricked the Shecchemites and massacred them. Now Jacob and his household were in danger to be attacked by the tribes in the region. At this time the LORD urged Jacob to return to Bethel. Jacob repented and came to the LORD in Bethel. Then the terror of God fell upon the towns all around Jacob so that no one pursued his people. We see the significance of the use of the word “God” in 35:1. The author tells us that God the Creator was making Israel out of Jacob. 





* Jacob came home to his father Isaac in Mamre (35:16-29)





	In 35:8 is recorded the death of Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse. In 35:16-29 is recorded the deaths of Rachel and of Isaac. Everyone one was called back to God as God determined. But author closes the account of Abraham’s son of Isaac with the summary of the names of the twelve sons of Jacob. In 35:27, the author emphasizes Jacob’s return to his father Isaac. Jacob returned as the third Covenanter. 





	36:1-43 is the account of Esau. We notice a few things in the account. In the opening words of the account we notice that the account is treated as one of a nation, rather than of a person, that is the account of Edom. The LORD blessed Esau’s descendants to become a nation as he had promised to Isaac and Abraham (25:23). He made the nation a powerful kingdom. In 36:31-43 is the list of kings. 36:31 says with emphasis, “These were the kings who reigned in Edom before any Israelite king reigned.” 





	However, we also notice that the account is attached with the description of Jacob‘s ignorable existence compared to the prosperity of Edom as a nation.37:1 says, “Jacob lived in the land where his father had stayed, the land of Canaan.” At this time Jacob’s clan wasn’t even 70, while Edom was already taking shape as a kingdom. But the author closes the account of Abraham’s son Isaac with the comment of Jacob staying in the land of his fathers. The author calls the land as “the land of Canaan” rather than Beersheba or Mamre or Hebron, as if to remind the reader of the Covenant hope. For the author the land of Canaan was the reminder of the city of God, which is prepared by God for his chosen ones. He saw that the city was fully prepared. He saw the evidence in the humble existence of Jacob, and that Esau’s account is embraced within it. Jacob doesn’t envy Edom, nor does the author envy the powerful kingdom. He sees God’s grace all over.


