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JACOB MADE A VOW
Genesis 28:1-22 (Key Verse: 20-21)
“Then 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.”

In today’s passage we are going to witness Jacob who for the first time will be sent away by his father Isaac and will separated from his mother and father. Jacob will be sent away to Paddan Aram to find a wife from his mother’s relatives, for his father did not want him to marry any of the Canaanite woman. While on his journey something very interesting happened to Jacob, he had a great encounter with God which led him to make a vow. Therefore, through today’s passage we will unpack in detail Jacob’s encounter with God, we will unpack his response as well as the vow that he made.

May God have mercy on you a me to receive one word from today’s passage, be transformed and be drawn even closer to God.

The passage begins with Isaac who called Jacob and blessed him. In the previous passage we learnt how Isaac trembled uncontrollably when he learnt that Jacob had deceived him to give him the birthright of Esau. Since the boys were born, Isaac knew in his mind that Esau would be the chosen, when he was deceived it must have shuttered him. One would think, even though Jacob would have the birthright, Isaac would have nothing to do with him. However, in today’s passage we see Isaac blessing Jacob once again. Why did Isaac do this? This is because Isaac feared God, he understood that this was God’s choice, and it did not have to make sense to him. All he had to do was accept it. In the same manner, we also should have the same attitude when it comes to God’s choice, it does not have to make sense to us. When we want things of God to make sense to us first, we will miss God, we will remain confused and in conflict. But when we have a humble heart, to accept things of God even though we don’t understand them, we will have the peace of God like Isaac who blessed Jacob.

After Isaac had blessed Jacob, he commanded him not to marry a Canaanite woman. Why did Isaac command Jacob not to marry a Canaanite woman.  This was to preserve the spiritual purity of the lineage; it was part of the covenant that God made with Abraham. Abraham gave the same command to Isaac to not inter marry with the Canaanites. God did not want them to be influenced by the pagan practices of the Canaanites. He wanted them to live holy lives; he wanted to raise the descendants of Abraham as a kingdom of priest and a holy nation. After giving this command, Isaac instructed Jacob to go to his mother’s father’s house in Paddan Aram to find a wife from one of his uncle Laban’s daughters.

After he commanded him, he gave him the blessing that was given to Abraham. He said in verse 3-4: “3 May God Almighty[b] bless you and make you fruitful and increase your numbers until you become a community of peoples. 4 May he give you and your descendants the blessing given to Abraham, so that you may take possession of the land where you now reside as a foreigner, the land God gave to Abraham.” Through this blessing, Isaac also began teaching Jacob about who God is, God Almighty (El-Shaddai), the creator of the heavens and the earth, worthy to be worshipped, to be trusted, for one to give his life to. Isaac wanted Jacob to depend on God and not his own strength and abilities, no longer use deceptive means, but allow God to work in his life, surrender to God.  When God called Abraham and said to him leave your country your people and go to the land I will show you, God’s plan was to transform Abraham to put his full trust in God, to depend on him as he navigates the unknowns on his journey. God said to Abraham I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars, at that time Abraham and Sarah were very old, Sarah was barren. The only way to believe this was if Abraham put his faith and trust in God.

In the same way, the only way Jacob could believe this blessing is if h puts his trust in the Lord. For Isaac sent Jacob on a journey, during a time when Esau was furious and angry about the blessing that his father gave to Jacob, so being sent away means he will not have the protection from his mother and father, and so he was filled with fear for he thought he might die and not make it back. It will take a lot to believe that he will become a community of people, that he will come back and occupy this land that his father was telling him about. The only way to believe this, is if he trusts God and has faith like his Father Isaac and his grandfather Abraham. All along Jacob relied on the prayers and protection of his mother and father, he relied on their shield and now he is to go out and trust God and pray to God on his own.

After Isaac had blessed Jacob and commanded him to go to Paddan Aram, Jacob left Beersheba and set out to Harran. Even though Jacob was scared, full of worries he obeyed his father Isaac. When he had travelled for a while it became dark when he was at a certain place, and he took some stone put it under his head and lay down to sleep. While he was asleep something interesting happened. Let us look at verse 12-15:

12 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. 13 There above it[c] 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. 14 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.[d] 15 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.”

Jacob had a dream, in this dream there was a stairway resting on earth and its top reaching to the heavens, and angels of God were ascending and descending on it, and above it stood the Lord. This was not just a dream; it was God communicating with Jacob something. The stairway was resting on the ground where Jacob was and reaching the heavens, meaning there was a connection between God and Jacob, God was within reach for Jacob, God provided a path for Jacob to reach him, God was inviting Jacob to come to him. This image was an invitation from God to Jacob to have a relationship with him. All along Jacob did not have a personal relationship with God, he knew about God, he learnt about him from his mother and father, and he relied on them to pray for him. But now Jacob’s circumstances require him to have personal relationship with God, to come to him. In order to be a blessing and to be raised as a kingdom of priests, Jacob needs to come to God personally. 

Today as well, in order to live in the blessing of God, be used by God, we need to come to God. And through Jesus Christ we have been provided a stairway. In John 14:6 it says: “Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” Because of Jesus we can come to God, regardless of our sins, the curtain has been torn from top to bottom, allowing us to freely come to God. Jacob was not perfect, he took his brother’s birthright through deception and some tricks, he did not know God personally. But God provided for him a stairway to come to him. In the same Jesus made the sacrifice, even though we mocked him, sinned before him, he provided a path for us to come to God, for us to be saved and enter the kingdom of God.

Furthermore, in the dream there were angels ascending and descending to and from heaven. What does this mean?  Here God wanted to reveal to Jacob that he is not alone, that he has angels that are descending and ascending for his sake, for his protection. Jacob was filled with fear that Esau was after him, he was alone away from his mother and father, he was sleeping in the dark in the middle of nowhere, and God wanted to assure him that he is with him, to fear no more. And furthermore, the Lord said to Jacob: “I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac.” Here God wanted Jacob to know who he is, the creator of the heavens and the earth, the God of his father Isaac, and the God of Abraham. And God repeated the blessing his father gave him, God wanted Jacob to hear it from his mouth, not just from his father. God did this to remove any doubt that he may have, thinking perhaps Esau is the one. God wanted to assure Isaac that he is the one whom he has chosen. Sometimes because of our sins, we may doubt our calling, that God has chosen us. But here we see the mercy and grace of God, who came to Jacob to assure him that he is the one he has chosen, the one he will bless with descendants as numerous and the starts, the on who will inherit the covenant of his father Isaac and his grandfather Abraham. The Lord assured Jacob that he will be with him, watch over him wherever he goes and will bring him back to this land, and realise the promise he made to him.

How did Jacob respond to the dream? Let us look at verse 16-17: “16 When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, “Surely the Lord is in this place, and I was not aware of it.” 17 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.” Jacob did not just see this as a dream; he recognized that there was something divine about it. He said surely the Lord is in this place, he realized that it was God talking to him, he realized that God was with him at that very place. And so, in the morning he took the stone he had placed under his head and set it up as a pillar and poured oil on top of it and called that place Bethel.  Why did he do this? What does this represent? Jacob did this to consecrate the place, set it apart as a holy memorial. He named it Bethel, which means the house of God. Jacob did not take the dream very lightly.

After Jacob had consecrated the place, setting it apart as a holy place, the house of God. He went further and made a vow. Let us look at the key verse 20-21, to see the details of the vow: “20 Then 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 21 so that I return safely to my father’s household, then the Lord will be my God.” When one looks at this response, it may seem like Jacob is on the right track. However, when looking deeper, we can see that Jacob’s response was filled with so much spiritual immaturity. First, he said: ““If God will be with me and will watch over me” he said this after God promised and assured him that he will be with him wherever he goes, God said he will never leave him. But Jacob said If God. 

Furthermore, Jacob was very worldly, he was just concerned about material things, food and clothes, things that God provided him since he was born, he was just concerned about going back to his father’s home and to live a fresh life again. He was not concerned about spiritual things, how he will be raised as father of many nations, a kingdom of priests and holy nation. Furthermore, he said: “then the Lord will be my God.” The Lord being his God is not optional, in order to be raised as a father of many nations, a blessing to many nations, a kingdom of priests and holy nation, the Lord needs to be his God. Jacob said the right things, but in the wrong way, he got the sequencing wrong, he got it wrong because of his sins, his worldly mindset. The Lord was already with him; all he needed was to surrender to him as his God. 

 What Jacob did is not a strange thing today, many people make vows, if God helps me pass this exam or get this job then I will dedicate my life to him. God has already been taking care of us, in much bigger ways than passing our exams or getting that job, the air that we breathe, is provided by God. God is the creator of the heavens and the earth, he is the Almighty (El-Shaddai), he is worthy of our worship, he is our Lord God, and we need to surrender to him. 

Jacob said, he will give a tenth of all that God has given him, God has already given him so much. Yes, Jacob said the right things in a wrong way, but because God is merciful, he blessed Jacob for his vow. Jacob said: “If God will be with me and will watch over me…” And indeed, we will learn that God will indeed be with Jacob and watch over him. God did not rebuke Jacob, but rather he used this vow with half baked faith to build Jacob’s faith, to reveal himself to Jacob. When Jesus met his disciples, they were moved by him and his power and they followed him, but also they had flawed reasons for following him, the Sons of Zebediah James and John wanted to seat on his left and his right, and Jesus did not reject them but rather he patiently taught them and revealed to them who he is, he raised them as great men of God, as authors of powerful books in the new testament of the Bible.  

God used Jacob’s small faith and imperfection to reveal himself to Jacob, Jesus used the disciple’s small faith, imperfection and flawed ideas to reveal himself to him. When I came to UBF in 2009, I did not know who God is, I had my own idea about him, to me he was someone who would help me in my career to get a descent job to take care of my mother who was struggling. God did not instantly rebuke me and drive me away, but he gradually and gently revealed himself to me through my imperfect knowledge of him. As time went, I got to learn that God’s impact in my life is bigger than my career ambitions, I got to learn that he is the creator of the heavens and the earth, he came down to save me from the power of sin and death. I got to learn that my true purpose is in him, to participate in his gospel ministry. Lately I have been so bothered that my worries are so self-centred, only thinking about provision to my family, and not ministry matters like other Shepherds. But I thank God, for his mercy that he will use also this very imperfection to reveal himself to me, build my faith and use me in his gospel ministry.
2

