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WHAT WE CAN LEARN FROM JACOB
u 

GENESIS 28:10-17) 32:22-30 

JACOB IS ONE OF THE GENUINE HEROES OF 

THE OLD TESTAMENT AND ONE OF OUR ANCESTORS 

I-N RELIGIOUS FAITH. IN SPITE OF THIS1 

NO EFFORT IS MADE TO GLOSS OVER HIS FAULTS 

OR TO PRESENT HIM AS A PERFECT CHARACTER 

ACCORDING TO THE STORIES ABOUT HIM IN 

THE BOOK OF GENESIS. 

JACOB IS DEPICTED AS BOTH STRONG AND WEAK; 

AT TIMES TRUSTWORTHY) AT OTHER TIMES 

DECEPTIVE; HE IS COURAGEOUS1 BUT IN SOME 

CIRCUMSTANCES COWARDLY. To THOSE OF US 

WHO FIND OUR OWN EXPERIENCE AT TIMES 

BEWILDERING AND AMBIGUOUS) JACOB SEEMS 

CLOSE. WE CAN TAKE ASSURANCE FROM THE 

FACT THAT GOD WAS WILLING TO WORK WITH 

PEOPLE LIKE JACOB -- WITH HIS WEAKNESS 

AND HIS STRENGTH. 

THUS) THERE IS MUCH WE CAN LEARN FROM 

JACOB) BOTH FROM HIS SUCCESSES AND HIS 

FAILURES. 

JACOB'S FATHER WAS ISAAC AND HIS MOTHER 

REBEKAH. HE HAD A TWIN BROTHER NAMED 

ESAUJ BUT JACOB AND ESAU WERE ABOUT AS 
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DIFFERENT AS BROTHERS CAN BE. THE BOOK 

OF GENESIS DESCRIBES THEM IN THIS WAY: 

"WHEN THE BOYS GREW UPJ ESAU WAS A SKILLFUL 

HUNTER} A MAN OF THE FIELD ) WHILE JACOB 

WAS A QUIET- MANJ DWELLING .IN TENTS." AND 

THERE WAS TROUBLE IN THE FAMILY BECAUSE 

ESAU WAS THE FAVORITE SON OF ISAAC AND 

JACOB THE FAVORITE OF REBEKAH. 

TECHNICALLY} ESAU WAS THE OLDEST} HAVING 

BEEN BORN FIRST) AND THUS WOULD BE THE 

OFFICIAL HEAD OF THE FAMILY UPON ISAAC'S 

DEATH. HOWEVERJ JACOB TOOK ADVANTAGE 

OF HIS BROTHER'S WEAKNESS AND ONE DAY 

WAS ABLE TO BUY THIS BIRTHRIGHT FROM HIS 

BROTHER FOR NOTHING MORE THAN A BOWL OF 

POTTAGE, 

AND IF THAT WERE NOT ENOUGH} LATER WHEN 

THEIR FATHER} ISAAC} WAS ABOUT TO DIE J 

JACOBJ WITH THE HELP OF HIS MOTHER} WAS 

ABLE TO CHEAT ISAAC OUT OF.HIS FATHER'S 

BLESSING. WHEN JACOB HAD MANAGED TO TRICK 

HIS BROTHER OUT OF HIS BIRTHRIGHT} HE 

HAD ACTED ALONE; NOW HIS MOTHER IS THE 

MOVING SPIRIT. WHERE JACOB'S INTERESTS 

WERE AT STAKE) SHE HAD A CLEVERNESS AND 

A DETERMINATION THAT ROSE COMPLETELY TO 

MEET THE OCCASION. 

WHEN SHE OVERHEARD lSAAC
1

S WORDS TO ESAU1 

INDICATING THAT HE WAS ABOUT TO GIVE ESAU 

HIS FINAL BLESSING1 SHE ACTED INSTANTLY. 
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CALLING JACOB AND TELLING HIM WHAT SHE 

HAD HEARD, SHE SAID TO HIM, "Now, THEREFORE, 

MY SON, OBEY MY WORD AS I COMMAND YOU. " 

So TOGETHER THEY DEVISED A PLAN WHEREIN 

JACOB WOULD DRESS UP ·As ESAUJ AND SINCE 

ISAAC, THEIR FATHER, WAS NOW ALMOST BLIND, 

HE WOULD NOT BE ABLE TO TELL THE DIFFERENCE. 

So JACOB PREPARED A MEAL AND BROUGHT IT 

TO HIS. FATHER, ISAAC, A-ND RECEIVED HIS 

FATHER'S FINAL BLESSING BEFORE HE DIED. 

THIS DECEPTION ONLY MADE WIDER THE CHASM 

BETWEEN THE TWO BROTHERS. THUS THE WRITER 

OF GENESIS SAYS: "Now ESAU HATED JACOB 

. . .  AND HE SAID TO HIMSELF . .. . 'As 

SOON AS IT IS POSSIBLE, I WILL KILL MY 

BROTHER,'" AGAIN, REBEKAH FOUND OUT WHAT 

ESAU WAS PLANNING TO DOJ AND SHE WARNED 

JACOB TO LEAVE HOME AS SOON AS POSSIBLE, 

SHE ARRANGED FOR HIM TO VISIT HER BROTHER 

LABAN AND PROMISED HIM THAT AS SOON AS 

ESAU'S ANGER HAD COOLED, SHE WOULD SEND 

WORD SO THAT HE COULD RETURN HOME. 

So JACOB LEFT HIS HOME AND TRAVELED 

TOWARD HIS UNCLE'S HOUSE, AND IT WAS 

IN HIS RUNNING AWAY FROM HIS TROUBLES 

THAT JACOB HAD AN UNUSUAL SPIRITUAL 

EXPERIENCE, HERE WAS A GUILTY) BURDENED) 

REMORSEFUL INDIVIDUAL WHO HAD AN EXPERIENCE 

OF Gan IN AN UNEXPECTED WAY. 
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HE EXPERIENCED GOD IN AN UNFORGETTABLE 

DREAM. HE WAS A FUGITIVE AND HE WAS 

AFRAIDJ YET HIS DREAM WAS ONE OF 

AFFIRMATION. THE MESSAGE WAS: EVEN 

THOUGH YOU ARE RUNNING AWAYJ EVEN THOUGH 

YOUR LIFE HAS NOT BEEN WHAT IT SHOULD 

HAVE BEENJ Gan IS NOT FAR FROM YOU. 

IT WAS THE KIND OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 

THAT YOUNG PEOPLE OFTEN HAVE I I I ONE 

THAT MAKES AN ENORMOUS IMPRESSION ON AN 

INDIVIDUALJ BUT THEN LATER FADES INTO 

THE BACKGROUND AS THAT PERSON GETS BUSY 

MAKING A LIVING. 

AND TH Is Is WHAT HAPPENED TO J'ACOB I HE 

CONTINUED HIS JOURNEY UNTIL HE CAME TO 

HIS UNCLE'S HOME. THERE HE MET LABAN'S 

DAUGHTERS AND FELL IN LOVE WITH THE YOUNGER 

ONE1 WHOSE NAME WAS RACHEL. So STRONG 

WAS HIS FEELING FOR HER THAT HE PROMISED 

TO WORK FOR LABAN FOR SEVEN YEARS IF HE 

COULD HAVE RACHEL AS HIS WIFE. AFTER 

THE SEVEN YEARS WERE UP AND IT WAS TIME 

FOR THE WEDDINGJ HIS UNCLE TRICKED HIM 

AND AT THE LAST MINUTE SUBSTITUTED HIS 

OLDER DAUGHTERJ LEAHJ AND IT WASN'T UNTIL 

AFTER THE MARRIAGE CEREMONY THAT JACOB 

REALIZED HE HAD ·MARRIED THE WRONG WOMAN. 

BEING A TENACIOUS MANJ JACOB AGREED TO 

WORK ANOTHER SEVEN YEARS IF HE COULD ALSO 
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HAVE RACHEL AS HIS WIFE. ONE OF THE MOST 

BEAUTIFUL SENTENCES ·IN THIS WHOLE STORY 

OF JACOB AND RACHEL IS MADE BY THE 

STORYTELLER IN GENESIS: "So JACOB SERVED 

SEVEN YEARS FOR RACHEL) AND THEY SEEMED 

TO HIM BUT A FEW DAYS BECAUSE OF THE LOVE 

HE HAD FOR HER I// 

JACOB HAD THE SECOND MAJOR RELIGIOUS 

EXPERIENCE OF HIS LIFE AGAIN WHEN HE WAS 

ON A JOURNEY -- THIS TIME AS HE WAS HEADING 

BACK HOME ) AFTER HAVING BEEN AWAY FOR 

MANY YEARS. HE HOPED TO BE ABLE TO MAKE 

PEACE WITH ESAU, HIS BROTHER)
. AND AT THE 

SAME TIME HE WAS ALSO RUNNING FROM HIS 

PROBLEMS WITH HIS UNCLE. 

Now HE IS A MAN APPROACHING MID-LIFE. 

HE HAS ACCUM.ULATED A FORTUNE. STILL, 

HE HAS NOT FOUND PEACE OF MIND. HE HAS 

NOT LEARNED HOW TO DEAL RIGHTLY WITH 

OTHERS. EXCELLING AS A SCHEMER1 HE HAS 

OUTWITTED HIS PARTNER IN BUSINESS. How 

W-OULD HIS BROTHER RECEIVE HIM AFTER ALL 

THESE YEARS? 

JACOB SENT MESSENGERS ON AHEAD TO LET 

HIS BROTHER KNOW THAT HE WAS COMING HOME. 

HE ALSO SENT.GIFTS TO HIS BROTHER TO LET 

HIM KNOW THAT HE WAS COMING IN PEACE AND 

WANTED HIS BROTHER'S FORGIVENESS. 

IT IS IN THE MIDST OF ALL OF THI·s TURMOIL 
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THAT JACOB 
n

WRESTLES WITH GoD.n MANY 

PEOPLE COME BACK TO ASKING RELIGIOUS 

QUESTIONS WHEN THEY REACH MID-LIFE� LIKE 

JACOB. IT IS THEN AND THEN ONLY THAT 

SOME BEGIN TO WRESTLE WITH THE MEANING 

OF EXISTENCE. HE HAD MADE HIS FORTUNE) 

BUILT HIS EMPIRE) BUT THERE· WAS STILL 

SOMETHING MISSING IN HIS LIFE. THE 

RELIGIOUS IDEALISM OF HIS YOUTH HAD 

FADED. HE WAS SUCCESSFUL AS FAR AS THE 

WORLD IS CONCERNED. 

IN THE EARLIER STAGES OF HIS LIFEJ JACOB 

HAD DEVELOPED AN 
n

ESCAPIST" STRATEGY IN 

DEALING WITH PROBLEMS. AGAIN AND AGAIN 

HE ATTEMPTED WHAT HAS BEEN CALLED A SPATIAL 

SOLUTION TO DIFFICULTY -- THAT ISJ nTURN 

TAIL AND RUN
n 

WHEN ANYTHING THREATENING 

APPEARED ON THE HORIZON. THIS IS A 

STRATEGY WE ALL UTILIZE AT THE BEGINNING 

OF LIFEJ I SUPPOSE. BUT JACOB SOON LEARNED 

THAT HERE WAS A SOLUTION THAT REALLY DOES 

NOT SOLVE ANYTHING IN A PRACTICAL SENSE. 

FOR ONE THING} YOU USUALLY TAKE THE GERMS 
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OF THE PROBLEM WITH YOU INTO A NEW SITUATION 

AND VERY QUICKLY REPRODUCE THE SAME SET 

OF CIRCUMSTANCES ALL OVER AGAIN. 

0RJ WHEN ESCAPING FROM SOMETHING IS YOUR 

ONLY CONCERN) YOU RARELY PAY ATTENTION 

TO THE SITUATION INTO WHICH YOU ARE 

FLEEING) AND IT CAN TURN OUT TO BE WORSE 

THAN WHERE YOU WERE. THE PROPHET AMOS 
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SPOKE OF 
nFLEEING A LIONJ ONLY TO RUN 

INTO A BEAR." AND THIS IS EXACTLY WHAT 

JACOB.DID WHEN HE GOT INTO TROUBLE WITH 

HIS BROTHER AND FATHER AT HOME THROUGH 

MANIPULATION AND THEN FLED TO HIS UNCLEJ 

ONLY TO GET IN TROUBLE THE SAME WAY AND 

HAVE TO FLEE AGAIN, 

BUT ON THE WAY HOME� HE SHOWED THAT HE 

HAD LEARNED FROM THE PAST AND WAS NOW 

READY TO MAKE SOME CHANGES IN HIS LIFE. 

HE ACCEPTED THE FACT AT LAST THAT 
n

THE 

ONLY WAY OUT IS THE WAY THROUGH
n 

-- THAT 

THE nGOOD NEWS COMES FROM FACING UP TO 

THE BAD NEWSJ
n 

NOT RUNNING FROM IT. 

COMING TO TERMS WITH REALITY) THIS IS 

THE FIRST-STEP IN DEALING WITH ANY 

SITUATION) SO JACOB ADOPTED A NEW 

STRATEGY. MUCH OF THE OLD MANIPULATION 

CUNNING WAS ST I LL IN· JACOB -- HE SEt�T 

HIS WIVES AND CHILDPEN AND SEVERAL GIFTS 

AHEADJ HOPEFULLY TO ·SOFTEN UP ESAU -­

BUT IT IS CLEAR THAT JACOB INTENDED THIS 

TIME TO FACE THE MUSICJ NO MATTER WHAT 

IT WAS, 

IN THIS SPIRITJ HE SPENT THE NIGHT ALONE 

BY THE BROOK JABB-OK AND THERE FOUND HIMSELF 

WRESTLING WITH A MANIFESTATION OF Goo. 

IN SO DOING� OF COURSE) HE WAS ALSO 

WRESTLING WITH HIMSELF) FOR TO WRESTLE 

WITH Goo IS ALSO TO WRESTLE WITH YOUR· 

, 
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INNER SELF -- WITH YOUR GOALSJ WITH WHAT 

MEANING YOU FIND IN LIFE, THIS WAS A 

MUCH DEEPER RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE THAN 

THE ONE HE HAD HAD AS A YOUNG MAN, 

AND FOR ALL THE MYSTERY OF THIS MIDNIGHT 

STRUGGLEJ AT LEAST IT BECAME EVIDENT THAT 

JACOB WAS NO LONGER AN ESCAPIST; HE MOVED 

FROM BEING AN "EVADER" TO A " FACER-UPPER)" 

AND THE END RESULT OF ALL THIS WAS THAT 

HE WAS BLESSED. A NEW QUALITY EMERGED 

IN JACOB WHICH IS SEEN IN HIS WORDS) " I  

WILL NOT LET YOU GO UNTIL YOU BLESS ME, " 

IN OTHER WORDSJ " I  WILL NOT LET GO OF 

THIS EXPERIENCEJ OF THIS SOUL-SEARCHINGJ 
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OF THIS INNER QUESTIONINGJ OF THIS WRESTLING 

WITH GoDJ UNTIL I HAVE LEARNED FROM THIS 

WHAT THERE IS TO BE LEARNED. " 

SOMETIMES WE DO LET GO OF .EXPERIENCES 

TOO SOONJ BEFORE WE HAVE LEARNED WHAT 

THERE IS TO BE LEARNED. SOME INCIDENTS 

ARE SO EARTH-SHAKING THAT WE TRY TO GET 

AWAY FROM THEM TOO FASTJ AND THEN WE ALLOW 

THE EXPERIENCE TO BE WASTED, 

IN THE GOOD AND EVIL WHICH MADE UP JACOB ) 

THERE WERE TWO FACTORS OF NOBILITY THAT 

SAVED HIM, THE FIRST WAS AN AWARENESS 

THAT LIFE HAS A DIVINE MEANING ABOVE ITS 

MATERIAL FACTJ AND THE SECOND QUALITY) 

REVEALED HERE IN HIS WRESTLING) WAS HIS 

DETERMINATION, HE HAD STRUGGLED ALL NIGHT 



UNTIL HE WAS LAME AND AGONIZED; BUT HE 

HELD ON. IN FAILURE) AS WELL AS IN 

SUCCESS) HE WOULD NOT LET THE EXPERIENCE · 

._./ GO UNTIL HE HAD WRUNG A BLESSING FROM 

IT. CERTAINLY THERE IS ALWAYS A TIME 

TO LET GO J BUT THERE IS ALSO A TIME TO 

HANG ON, 

YET WITH ALL THE GROWTH AND CHANGE THAT 

OCCURRED IN JACOB -AS THE RESULT OF HIS 

SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCESJ THERE WERE SOME 

AREAS OF HIS LIFE THAT DID NOT CHANGE, 

LIKE USJ HE WAS NOT ALTOGETHE.R .CONSISTENT. 

I AM NOW REFERRING TO THE WAY HE TREATED 

HIS CHILDREN. JOSEPH AND BENJAMIN BECAME 

HIS FAVORITES) WHICH CAUSED A LARGE AMOUNT 

OF JEALOUSY AMONG HIS OTHER CHILDREN, 

THE IRONIC THING ABOUT THIS IS THAT JACOB 

HIMSELF HAD BEEN PLAGUED ALL HIS LIFE 

BY THIS VERY PROBLEM IN THE FAMILY IN 

WHICH HE GRE·w UP. As I MENTIONED EARLIER., 

HE HAD BEEN THE FAVORITE CHILD OF HIS 

MOTHER) REBEKAH., WHILE ESAU HAD BEEN THE 

FAVORITE OF HIS FATHER., ISAAC, 

So JACOB SUFFERED IN HIS OWN LIFE FROM 

THIS FLAW OF PARENTAL FAVORITISM., BUT 

WHEN IT CAME TIME TO BE A PARENT HIMSELF) 

HE MADE THE SAME MISTAKE AND PROCEEDED 

TO BRING ON THE SAME KIND OF HAVOC AMONG 

HIS OWN CHILDREN, 
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JACOB NEVER DID ACHIEVE PERFECT CONSISTENCY 
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IN HIS LIF·EJ BUT Goo DID NOT LET HIM GO 

OR ABANDON HIM FOR THAT REASON. WE ALL 

HAVE GLARING INCONSISTENCIES IN OUR MAKEUPJ 

YET Gan DOES NOT GIVE UP ON USJ EITHER. 

WHAT HAPPENED TO JACOB IS PROFOUNDLY TRUE 

OF ALL OF US: HE WAS TEMPTED AT THE POINT 

OF HIS GREATEST STRENGTHS) NOT AT THE 

POINT OF HIS WEAKNESSES. SOMETIMES WE 

MAKE A BIG MISTAKE IN THINKING THAT GOOD 

AND EVIL ARE EASILY SEPARATED AND THAT 

WE CAN ALWAYS PLAINLY TELL ONE FROM THE 

OTHER. 

THE TRUTH IS THAT GOOD AND EVIL ARE MOST 

OFTEN SUBTLY ENTWINED TOGETHERJ WHICH 

MEANS THAT PRECISELY WHERE l CAN DO MY 

BEST WORK IS ALSO WHERE I AM CAPABLE OF 

DOING THE MOST HARM. ANY VIRTUE PUSHED 

l 

TOO FAR CAN BECOME A VICE. THIS IS VIVIDLY 

ILLUSTRATED IN THE STORY OF JACOB, 

REMEMBERJ HIS STRONGEST GIFT WAS HIS 

. DRIVE AND AMBITION AND SENSITIVITY TO 

THE HIGHER THINGS OF LIFE. BUT JACOB'S 

COMMENDABLE DRIVE AND ENERGY AND CONCERN 

FOR THE THINGS OF GOD LED HIM INTO SOME 

VERY QUESTIONABLE PROCESSES OF MANIPULATION 

AND DECEPTION. THUSJ AT TIMES HE WAS 

SO INTENT ON DOING GOOD THAT HE WOUND 

UP DOING BAD THINGS IN THE PROCESS, THIS 

IS ALWAYS THE SPECIAL TEMPTATION OF THE 

HIGHLY COMMITTED AND THE SUPER-DEDICATED . 
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I REPEAT: GOOD AND EVIL ARE OFTEN NOT 

TOTALLY SEPARATED FROM EACH OTHERJ BUT 

SUBTLY INTERTWINED. ANY VIRTUE OR STRENGTH 

OVERDONE BECOMES A VICEJ WHICH IS A WARNING 

TO ALL OF US TO BE ESPECIALLY CAREFUL 

IN THE AREA OF OUR GREATEST GIFTEDNESS. 

THERE OUR MOST SUBTLE TEMPTATIONS CAN 

BE EXPECTED TO ARISE. 

FORTUNATELY FOR JACOBJ . IN HIS WRESTLING 

WITH Goo HE WAS ABLE TO FACE UP TO THIS 

TEMPTATION. WE ARE TOLD THAT AS A RESULT 

OF HIS WRESTLING WITH GODJ HE BECAME LAME. 

HIS THIGH WAS THROWN OUT OF JOINT. BUT 

THE LAME JACOB WAS TO BE A BETTER MAN 

THAN THE JACOB WHO HAD NOT BEEN LAME. 

IT IS OFTEN THE CASE THAT HURTS CAN MAKE 

US BETTER PEOPLE. 

AFTER THIS WRESTLING WITH GODJ A NEW 

HUMILITY BEGINS TO APPEAR IN JACOB. HE 

IS NOW ABLE TO CONFESS HIS WRONG TO ESAUJ 

HIS BROTHERJ ASK FORGIVENESSJ AND START 

ANEW. 

THE STORY OF JACOB'S WRESTLING ENDS ON 

A BRIGHT NOTE. BEING READY NOW TO RECOGNIZE 

HIS SHORTCOMINGSJ HE COULD BEGIN TO PASS 

BEYOND THEM. HE KNEW HE WAS LAMEJ AND 

SO HAD STOPPED THINKING OF HIMSELF AS 

A PERSON OF UNLIMITED FITNESS AND UNLIMITED 

GIFTS. lNSTEADJ HE WAS WILLING TO LEARN 

WHAT GOD MIGHT DO WITH HIM, AND TO LEARN 
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THAT LESSON MAY BE THE LAST AND GREATEST 

LESSON FOR ANY ONE OF US. AMEN. 
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