TEXT: Genesis 28:10-22 

SUBJECT: Christ in the Old Testament #3: Bethel


Today, with God’s help, we’ll continue our study of Christ in the Old Testament.  Thus far, we’ve seen Him promised—first to Adam and Eve, and then to Abraham.  Now the promises in renewed, this time to Jacob and in such a way as to leave him awestruck by the Majesty and Grace of God.  And not only him, but--if read in faith--the story gives us the same feeling.  A sense of wonder mixed with fear and trembling.   
THE CONTEXT


The story of Bethel takes place in the context of human failure and need.   Jacob isn’t there on vacation.  He’s run away from his home for fear of his brother Esau who hates him with bitter passion and plans to kill him as soon as their old father dies.  


 You cannot condone Esau’s grudge, but it’s easy to understand.  He was the firstborn son and also his father’s favorite.  Thus, he was in line to receive the double portion of Isaac’s estate and a fatherly blessing as well.  But he wasn’t going to get either one of them because Jacob cheated him out of both.  


First, he got his birthright.  Esau was out hunting one day and came back famished.  Jacob was eating a bowl of red soup, which looked awfully good to the starving hunter.  “Give me a bow” he said.  “Sure”--replied his crafty brother—“if you give me your birthright for it”…  

Esau, being a stupid and impulsive man figures a birthright won’t do him any good if he dies of hunger, so why not?  The deal is made.  Jacob beats Esau out of half his inheritance for a bowl of soup!  (A very sharp deal!)


Years later, the blind father tells Esau to kill a deer for him, cook it up nice and savory, and bring it to him.  After eating, he promises to bless his older son.  Esau obeys Isaac, but while he’s out hunting, Jacob sneaks in with some goat meat, spiced up to taste like venison.  Isaac eats it—and feeling the toupees on Jacob’s arms and neck, gives him the blessing he had for Esau.  When Esau gets back with the meat, he also gets a blessing—but it’s a lot less than he hoped for.  


Now Esau’s mad!  The only comfort he has in life is knowing his dad is not long for the world, and when he dies, Jacob gets it!  


What was Jacob guilty of?  Lying, stealing, cruelty, dishonoring his father, listening to his mother rather than God—you name it!  


But the sin he’s most guilty of is one much worse than there.  In conniving and cheating his brother, Jacob was guilty of gross unbelief.  God had promised to give him the birthright and blessing that naturally fell to Esau.  But Jacob couldn’t leave it with God!  He had to scheme and get them his own way.  And that’s unbelief.  


Jacob is in Bethel because of his sin.  Willful, premeditated, and repeated sin.   


His evil ways had cost him dearly.  He was a wanted man—wanted by a wronged and vicious brother.   He was a poor man.  His father was rich, but Jacob was reduced to sleeping outdoors and resting his head on a rock!  He had no future; as long as Esau lived, Jacob could never come home or sleep well…anywhere.


This is the worst night of Jacob’s life.  But it’s then—when he hit rock-bottom—that God renews the Promise.   The Gospel comes to us in when we’re at our weakest and guiltiest (cf. Romans 5:6, 8).  


Do you know why?  Because it’s of grace alone!  There’s nothing we do to qualify for God’s mercy.  No!  It’s something He does!    God always takes the initiative.  It’s not Jacob seeking the Lord, but the Lord seeking Jacob.  


To underscore the point, God comes to him when he’s sound asleep.  Jacob must have been a “dead man” that night.  But that night, God raised the dead.  

THE DREAM


God came to Jacob in a dream.  In it, there was a Ladder connecting heaven and earth.  On the Ladder, angels were climbing up and down.  


The details are mysterious, but the big idea is clear: Somehow or other, God was going to bridge heaven and earth.  Or, connect Himself to sinful, needy man.  

THE PROMISE


Jacob is “knocked-out” by the vision.  But he “ain’t seen nothing yet”.  The Vision is followed by a Voice.  It’s an unmistakable voice; God is speaking!  


He promises three things: 

1. Jacob would inherit the land he was fleeing.  His evil ways have not nullified the promise of God.  

2. Jacob would have more descendants than the sea has sand pebbles.  
3.  Jacob would have God’s fellowship and protection.  
FULFILLMENT IN JABOB/ISRAEL

Were the promises fulfilled?  Or are they still pending?  Last week I showed you, in some detail, how the first two were fulfilled to the letter.  Not one promise of God ever falls to the ground.   Abraham was right when he believed,

“He who promised was able to perform”.

But what about the third?  Did God stay with Jacob and give him the promised security?   Yes He did.  Not that Jacob’s life was easy—far from it!  His own father-in-law was a crook, but—try as he may—he couldn’t the better of Jacob.  


But perhaps the most striking fulfillment of this promise was Jacob’s next meeting with Esau.  Twenty years later, Jacob was coming home to make things right with his brother.  But Esau was coming his way too, with 400 armed men.  Jacob was terrified!  

Esau’s revenge had come at last.  But that night he wrestled with an Angel and wouldn’t let go till he got a blessing.  As the sun came up, the Angel blessed him.   

That day the brothers met.  Esau greeted him…with tears of joy.   God had changed that wicked man’s heart and made him love the brother he planned to kill.   

The promise was kept.

THE RESPONSE


The dream didn’t last forever.  When Jacob woke up, he felt a sense of awe—
“How awesome is this place!

It is the House of God;

It is the Gate to Heaven”.


He was right, of course.  That’s why he renamed the place “Beth-el” or House of God.  


He worshiped the Lord there, anointing the stone with oil and consecrating it to God as a holy place.  


He took a vow.  If God would be with him and bring him back to Beth-el, he would serve Him from the heart.  The token of his service would a tithe of everything he had. 


Twenty years later, God brought him back a healthy and rich man, with a big family.  Jacob kept his vow, giving ten per cent of his goods to the Lord.  

FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST


Is that it?  That God did for Jacob what He promised to do?  That’s true, but it’s not the whole story.  For the promise fulfilled in the life of Jacob and the history of his people has another fulfillment—a deeper one.  One in which you are directly involved. 


The Ladder in Jacob’s dream was more than a vision; it was a Prophecy.  John 1:51 gives the meaning,

“Most assuredly, I say to you, hereafter you shall see

the heaven open, and the angels of God ascending

and descending upon the Son of Man”.

The Speaker is Jesus Christ.  The “Son of Man” of whom He speaks is Himself.  What does that mean?  It means Jesus Christ is the Bridge between Heaven and Earth.  


To stand up, a bridge has got to be connected--on both sides.   Only Christ can say this.  For only He is both God and Man.  He’s not half-God and half-man, but fully Divine and fully human at the same time both now, forever.  Thus Jesus Christ connects heaven to earth.  


That means, if you’re going to heaven, you’re going through Christ.  Or not at all!  (Acts 4:12).  


The offense of Christianity is not that we say, People are going to heaven or even that People are going to heaven through Christ.  No, the offense comes in when we say There is no other way to heaven except Jesus Christ.  Yet that is the Truth.  Not because I say so, but because God says so!  (John 14:6)   

THE SANCTIFICATION


In coming to earth, the Lord not only saved us from our sins, but also sanctified the earth (or, made every part of life holy).  


We can eat and drink with joy—because He ate and drank.  We can go to weddings with joy—because He went.  We can work with our hands and talk with our friends and do any good thing with joy—because He did them all.   Every King Midas touched turned to gold.  Everything King Jesus touches turn to holiness.  


What freedom this gives!  We don’t have to skip marriage and kids and friends and good times for the sake of holiness.  For the Lord Jesus, in touching human life, has made it all holy.   

OUR RESPONSE


How should we respond to the Lord’s arrival in human nature?  The same way Jacob did.  


With sacred surprise!  Jacob never had a dream like that before!  He was shocked  by the overpowering holiness and mercy of God.   We should be too.  The Incarnation is a Miracle of Grace.  We must remember that.  And be amazed every time we think about it! 


Martyn Lloyd-Jones defined a Christian as “Someone who is surprised by God”.  He’s exactly right.  To the dead church-goer the Gospel is “the same old thing”.  But to those who have experienced it’s grace and power, it’s still Awesome!   

“Amazing love!  How can it be? That Thou,

My God shouldst die for me?”


The Sacred Surprise should be followed by eager worship and happy service.


That’s the Story of Bethel.  God bless it to your soul—and mine—for Christ’s sake.  Amen.  

