SIN & GRACE: A ONE-SIDED CONTEST

GRACE PRODUCES FAITH IN FUTURE GRACE

Genesis 31: 1-55

INTRODUCTION

As most modern dads I have been present at the birth of each of my children.  We all know that none of my children had anything to do with being born.  They did not decide to be born.  They did not assist in any way with their birth.  However, each of our children let us know they were born when they cried and opened their eyes and wiggled their fingers and toes.  They did all these things, yet they could not have done any of these things unless they were given life and were born, which happened to them apart from anything they did.

In 1 John 1:5, John says, “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God.”  In other words, faith in Jesus is the result of God giving a person spiritual life, not its cause.  This is the same thing Jesus said in John 3 in speaking with the religious teacher, Nicodemus, “The wind blows wherever it pleases.  You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going.  So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”  You cannot see the wind you only see its effects.  You cannot control the wind; it goes wherever it pleases.  In the same way the Holy Spirit gives life to the people he is pleased to give life to and the way you know he has given life to a person is by the effects in that life.  The chief effect is faith in Jesus.  Faith is our act but it is made possible by the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit.  No one believes in Jesus unless they have been born of God and everyone who has been born, believes in Jesus.

We are witnessing in the life of Jacob the work of God’s Spirit in giving him spiritual life.  As we have so clearly seen, God did not choose him and make promises to him because of anything he did.  God freely out of his own love, chose Jacob and made promises to him.  In chapters 27 & 28 we find God blessing Jacob in spite of his obvious sin.  Then in chapters 29 and the first half of 30 we watch as Jacob flees from the anger of his brother to what he hopes will be a safe haven.  But at the exact moment he is expecting all of his dreams to come true his world comes crashing down around his head.  Then he lives for seven years in the midst of extreme relational and vocational chaos.  In the middle of chapter 30, after 14 years of slavery and the birth of 12 children from 4 women, we see the first evidence of faith in Jacob.  We aren’t told how it happened but we are shown a man living by faith after the birth of his 11th son, Joseph.  This week, in chapter 31 we are being given an up close look at what saving faith looks like.  We are going to see how God’s gracious work has produced faith in Jacob and his wives.  We are going to observe how God’s discipline and God’s word, used by God’s Spirit has produced a man of faith. 

MAIN POINT

God’s work of grace always produces faith in promises of future grace.

NARRATIVE BLOCK 1 (VV. 1-21)

The fire crackled and spit as the fat dripped off the sheep as it was being roasted over the open fire.  A group of shepherds sat nearby waiting for the meat to be ready to eat.  Their faces wore the haggard expression of men who have spent too many hours under the sweltering sun shearing wool from their flocks and packing it into bundles to be sold at market.  Their conversation turned, as it always did, away from the work they were doing, to the injustice that they were suffering.  But tonight their conversation was especially bitter because their father, Laban, had joined his sons for the annual shearing.  Nahor, the oldest son of Laban was saying, “I tell you dad, there’s something fishy going on with Jacob.  I’ve never known sheep to bear so many dark offspring and goats to bear so many spotted and stripped young.  Jacob must have some special secret.  He has stolen our flocks and made himself rich at our expense.    Our flocks are weakly and sick.  We only are getting half the wool we used to get before you made this agreement with Jacob.  Half of our lambs are dying before they are a year old.  We need to do something about this.  Can’t you change your agreement with him?  Isn’t there some way we can get back all that he has stolen from us?”  When Nahor finished his impassioned speech his other brothers joined in with their own bitter condemnations of Jacob.  Laban listened quietly, only his narrowed, crafty eyes showed that he too was feeling that it was time to do something about Jacob’s growing wealth at his expense.  He had tried many times over the previous six years to halt the growth of Jacob’s herds by altering their agreement, but always to no avail.  After dinner, Laban and his sons drifted off to sleep with their minds full of plans for vengeance.  They did not hear one of their camels being mounted and slowly ridden off in the direction of Jacob’s flocks.

Three days later, as Jacob left his tent to continue his work of shearing Laban’s and his flocks, he was greeted by his good friend and fellow shepherd, Tema.  “I’ve just come from the flocks of Laban’s sons and they are up to no good.  They are convinced that you have stolen their father’s sheep and all your wealth is at their expense.  I’m not sure what they will do, but Laban was with them and I’m sure they are going to try to take back what they believe you have stolen.”  Jacob listened to Tema’s report and thanked him for letting him know.  He went about his work that day, wondering if now was the time for him to leave for home, for Canaan.  The next day Laban returned from his sons flocks to check how the shearing was progressing with the flocks under Jacob’s care.  During the next several weeks while Laban did not say or do anything to Jacob it was very apparent by the scowl on his face and the tone of his voice that he was unhappy.  Even Rachel and Leah commented to Jacob that something seemed to be bothering their father.

Jacob became increasingly anxious as he saw the obvious hostility on Laban’s face.  He knew that in a few weeks, all the sheep would be sheared and then Laban’s sons would return here, to their main camp with the wool to go to market.  The size of Jacob’s flocks and the wool he had harvested would dwarf all that they had and, he knew, serve to inflame their desire for vengeance.  Yet, it was no simple thing to pack up his flocks and herds and belongings and wives and children to return to Canaan.  In addition he did not know how his wives would respond to such a move or how Esau would receive him when he showed up.  These were not new worries.  He had often fretted over the potential risks of such a move, but now, with the growing hostility of his father and brother-in-laws he wondered if the risk of staying was greater than the risk of leaving.  One evening, as he sat by himself on the edge of the camp, gazing at the brilliant stars of the desert sky and praying, God spoke to him.  He said, “Go back to the land of your fathers and to your relatives, and I will be with you.”

The next day, while he was out in the field, he sent one of his trusted herdsmen back to the tents to get Rachel and Leah.  When they arrived they found him sitting in the shade of a tamarisk tree, apart from the sheep and other shepherds.  He said, “Your father’s attitude has changed, as you yourselves have pointed out.  I’m confident that he and your brothers are planning something to harm me.  But I’m not afraid because the God of my father has been with me.  You know that I have worked hard for your dad. I’ve given him unfailing service these past 20 years.  Yet, you also know that your dad has cheated me by changing my wages many times.  However, God, as he promised, has not allowed your dad to harm me.  If he said, ‘The speckled ones will be your wages’, then all the flock gave birth to speckled young.  If he said, ‘The streaked ones will be your wages,’ then all the flocks bore streaked young.  In this way God has rescued your father’s livestock from the possession of such a wicked man and given them all to me.”

He continued, “You know that it was during the breeding season some 6 years ago that I had a dream.  In my dream all the male goats mating with the flock were streaked, speckled or spotted.  The angel of God spoke to me at that time and told me to notice that all the males were streaked, speckled and spotted.  Then he told me that God was going to do this because he had seen how Laban was treating me.  I rejoiced at that time in God’s tender mercy towards me and, as you know, made the agreement with Laban that my wages would be all the colored offspring that would come from his flocks of pure white sheep and dark goats. I knew by God’s promise that this was how God intended to provide for us so we could return to Canaan.  At that time, God told me it was time to return to Canaan.  For the past six years I’ve been waiting for some sign that now was the time to leave.  God spoke to me again last night and told me now is the time to leave.  Will you leave your father and home behind and come with me to the land of Canaan?”

Rachel and Leah looked at each other and then at Jacob and replied; “Our father has not only treated you bad, he has also treated us bad.  We have no share in his estate.  There is nothing here for us.  He has treated us as if we were foreign slaves.  He sold us to you and now he has used up all that you paid for us through your 14 years of slave labor.  All the wealth that God has taken from him and given to you really belongs to our children and us anyway.  So do whatever God has told you to do and we will follow you.”

A few days later Laban left to go to his son’s flocks, which were a three-day journey away in order to return with his sons and the wool they had harvested.  During this time Jacob spoke with all his herdsmen that he could trust and began preparing for the 500-mile trek.  He did this secretly so that Laban and his household would not know what he was doing until they were well on their way.  But unknown to Jacob, Rachel, after her father left, snuck into his tent and stole the household idols that she had grown up worshipping and that were the prize possessions of Laban.  She put them in the saddlebags of the camel she was to ride.  Three days after Laban left, in the early morning, before the sun had rose, he loaded camels with all his goods and his wives and children and then with the help of his herdsmen began the journey, driving his large herds ahead of him to return to his father Isaac in the land of Canaan.  He fled from Laban with all his possessions, crossing the Euphrates River and heading for the hill country of Gilead, east of the Jordan River.

Application

God brought Jacob to the end of himself through the 14 years of suffering as a slave.  In those years he learned that he could not depend upon his resources.  He learned that all that he had desired in this life could not satisfy him.  Then, God gave him a specific promise to provide him with the resources he needed to make the journey back to the land of Canaan.  Jacob trusted God’s promise and placed himself in a position that the only way he could succeed is if God rescued him.  God did rescue him.  God fulfilled his promise to provide for Jacob.  This experience of God’s saving grace has given him faith to believe that God will safely take him back to Canaan and that going to Canaan is more to be desired than living in Haran any longer.  Notice it was God’s gracious fulfilling of his promises that moved his wives to willingly follow him, even though they were going into a place of known danger and much uncertainty.

Jacob and his two wives exemplify John Piper’s definition of what saving faith looks like.  “Saving faith is the heartfelt conviction not only that Christ is reliable, but also that he is desirable.  It is the confidence that he will come through with his promises and that what he promises is more to be desired than all the world.”  (John Piper in “Desiring God”).  Jacob, Rachel and Leah, believe that God will fulfill his promise to watch over them and that going to Canaan is a better thing than living in Haran.  So it is with us.  God gives us new birth in which we discover that Jesus is a treasure chest of holy joy and so we forsake all hope of being happy in the world and bank all our hope of happiness on Jesus.  Then, each day we are faced with decisions of whether we will believe Jesus’ promises to us or the promises of sin and the world.  Our actions then come from which promises we have believed.

For example, you’re a dad who knows that God has commanded you to “bring up your children in the training and instruction of the Lord.”  You know God wants you to read the Bible and pray with your family regularly.  Yet this has never been your habit as a family.  It’s hard enough getting the family to sit down to a meal together, let alone trying to get them to read and pray together.  Your evenings are taken up with getting kids to and from activities, watching TV, working around the house and sometimes getting a few moments to read the paper.  You can just hear the complaining when you try to institute bible reading.  You also know yourself.  You know how often you have good intentions and maybe even start a new habit but then how quickly it ends and you don’t think you can deal with more failure.  

So what do you do?  First you admit to God that you are not able to do this.  You admit that your faith is weak, that you don’t really believe his promise to bless your children through you.  You acknowledge your failures in the past and your fears for the future.  Second, you go to God’s Word and you meditate on his commands and promises.  You meditate on (maybe even memorize) Deut 6: 5-8, “These commands that I am giving you today shall be upon your hearts.  Impress them upon your children.  Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.”  Or like Isaiah 44: 3, “I will pour out my Spirit on your descendants, my blessing on your offspring.  They will spring up like grass in a meadow, like poplar trees by flowing streams.”  Then you think about how faithful God is to keep his promises and how much joy there is when God gives what he promises.  You think about how happy you will be in heaven with your children there with you or how miserable you will be in hell with your children there with you.  Third, you act on what you know to be true all the while calling out for mercy to believe and obey.  You talk with your wife and together talk over all the reasons this is important.  You decide what you will do, when you will do it, where and how often.  You inform the children and then you act, you start doing what you know God wants.  Finally, you thank God for giving you the desire and the ability to do it.  If you fail, you don’t quit.  You go back to the first step and start over again.  You live by faith in God’s commands and promises.  You do this because you know what he wants to give you is better than a life of middle class comfort in the suburbs of America.

It’s important for you to see that while Jacob and his wives act in faith, their faith is mixed in with unbelief.  Why did Jacob wait six years to leave?  Was it because he wanted to get rich?  Was he still afraid of Esau’s reaction?  He doesn’t leave until he really has no other choice.  Then, Jacob does not have the courage to face Laban and leave openly.  He sneaks out of town.  This is not faith.  Rachel, while she professes to know that the God of Jacob’s father, Yahweh, is the one who is delivering them cannot leave home without the idols she has worshipped her entire life.  These are still not perfect people.  So it is with us.  We are always a mixture.  We act in faith and in fear at the same time.  So we are always confessing sin and crying out for mercy while we trust God in acts of obedience.

I can think of no better example of the reality of this mixture than Jonathan Edwards.  Jonathon Edwards, the great pastor and theologian who was one of the primary instruments in the First Great Awakening in the 1740’s in America, when he was about 20 years old wrote down 72 resolutions he would keep in order to live as God wanted him to live.  I’m just going to read a few of them to give you a sense of how his hope in God moved him to live.

“Being sensible that I am unable to do anything without God's help, I do humbly entreat him by his grace to enable me to keep these Resolutions, so far as they are agreeable to his will, for Christ's sake.

Remember to read over these Resolutions once a week.

1. Resolved, that I will do whatsoever I think to be most to God's glory, and my own good, profit and pleasure, in the whole of my life, without any consideration of the time and effort it requires. Resolved to do whatever I think to be my duty and most for the good and advantage of mankind in general. Resolved to do this, no matter how difficult.
3. Resolved, if ever I shall fall and grow dull, so as to neglect to keep any part of these Resolutions, to repent of all I can remember, when I come to myself again.
4. Resolved, never to do any manner of thing, whether in soul or body, less or more, but what tends to the glory of God; 
5. Resolved, never to lose one moment of time; but improve it the most profitable way I possibly can.
9. Resolved, to think much on all occasions of my own dying, and of the common circumstances which attend death.
10. Resolved, when I feel pain, to think of the pains of martyrdom, and of hell.
14. Resolved, never to do any thing out of revenge.
15. Resolved, never to suffer the least motions of anger towards irrational beings.
17. Resolved, that I will live so, as I shall wish I had done when I come to die.

Twenty years later, this same man, who reviewed these 72 resolutions every week for those 20 years said this about himself.

"Often… I have had very affecting views of my own sinfulness and vileness; very frequently to such a degree as to hold me in a kind of loud weeping, sometimes for a considerable time together; so that I have often been forced to go into the room and close the door. I have had a vastly greater sense of my own wickedness, and the badness of my heart, than ever I had before my conversion. It has often appeared to me, that if God should mark iniquity against me, I should appear the very worst of all mankind; of all that have been, since the beginning of the world to this time; and that I should have by far the lowest place in hell. When others, that have come to talk with me about their soul concerns, have expressed the sense they have had of their own wickedness, by saying that it seemed to them, that they were as bad as the devil himself; I thought their expressions seemed exceeding faint and feeble, to represent my wickedness….  And yet it seems to me, that my conviction of sin is exceeding small, and faint; it is enough to amaze me, that I have no more sense of my sin.”

There are some of you here who are living in a false assurance.  You believe that since Jesus died on the cross that your sins are forgiven.  Yet you show no signs of living by faith in the present.  You do not aggressively seek Christ.  You do not daily consider how you might live to his glory.  In short, there are no acts of obedience flowing out of your professed faith in Christ.  You need to know that when God gives spiritual life he transforms the person, just as he did Jacob so that he acts on the basis that God will do as he promises and that what God promises is better than the whole world.  But also, there are some here who have been born of God and who are living by faith but who are troubled by their imperfect obedience.  You need to know that this is the state of our lives from the moment of spiritual birth until we get to heaven.  No one lives by faith who has not been born of God but no one who is born of God lives perfectly by faith.  We are always a mixture and so we obey and when mourn over our lack of obedience. 

God’s work of grace always produces faith in promises of future grace that result in courageous acts of obedience and ongoing repentance for disobedience.

NARRATIVE BLOCK 2 (VV. 22-42)

On the morning that Jacob left, one of Laban’s herdsmen came over the hill overlooking their encampment and was astonished to see empty fields where once Jacob’s multicolored flocks grazed.  He rushed down the hill and  found only the cold fires and trampled grass where Jacob’s tents had been.  He quickly mounted his camel and made the 3 day journey to Laban and his sons to inform them that Jacob and his household were gone.  Upon discovering Jacob’s escape, Laban gathered together his sons and their other relatives from the area and set off in hot pursuit of Jacob’s entourage.  Laban and his sons were enraged by this final treason of Jacob and reveled in how they would make him pay for stealing not only their flocks and family but also their household idols.  Finally, at the end of a week of hard riding, late in the evening they saw the dust cloud of Jacob’s caravan as it entered the foothills of Gilead.  They drew up their horses, out of sight and pitched their tents and ate and slept within a 15 minute ride of Jacob’s camp.  But that night God spoke to Laban in a dream.  He told him, “Watch yourself.  Don’t harm or oppose Jacob in any way when you talk with him tomorrow.”  Thus God let Laban know that he was on the side of Jacob and was watching what he did.

Laban emerged from his tent the next morning sullen, but subdued.  He sternly warned his sons and other relatives to say nothing and do nothing to harm Jacob.  He commanded them to let him do all the talking.  So it was that as the sun arose over the eastern horizon, Jacob’s camp saw a band of armed men walk their horses and camels down the long slope to their encampment.  Jacob waited by himself while his household stood in the doorways of their tents as Laban dismounted his horse and strode up to him.  His approach was met with stony silence and stern faces.  Laban said, “O Jacob, what have you done?  You’re up to your old tricks again, aren’t you?  You deceived me and kidnapped my daughters as if they were captives from a war.  Why did you sneak away and trick me?  You had plenty of opportunities to tell me you wanted to leave, why didn’t you?   I could have thrown a party for you and sent you off with a great celebration, with music and dancing.  Ah, but instead, you sneak off in the night and keep your plans hidden from me.  You didn’t even let me kiss my grandchildren and daughters goodbye.  You have done a very foolish thing.”  Then looking back at his men and then at Jacob he said, “Don’t you know that I have the power to harm you?”  Then with a nervous laugh he said, “The only reason I’ve not already taken back what is rightfully mine is because last night the God of your father said to me, ‘Watch yourself.  Don’t do anything to harm or oppose Jacob.’”  He paused and looked at Jacob tauntingly, “So you’ve finally gotten enough gumption to run off to see your daddy.  Good for you.  But tell me, why did you steal my gods?”

Jacob replied to Laban’s diatribe with even, measured tones.  “You can’t be surprised that I snuck out of camp.  I’ve lived with you like a slave for 20 years and so I rightly feared that you would forcefully take your daughters and their children away from me.  About your ‘gods’, I don’t know what you are talking about.  Nobody in my house would want ‘gods’ that can be stolen and carried off when we worship the only true God.  But if you find anyone who has your gods, he shall not live.  You have my permission to search all that I have, right now in the presence of our relatives.  If there is anything here belonging to you, take it back.”

Laban began his search by going through Jacob’s own tent first.  He emerged from there and strode over to Leah’s tent and then to each of the maidservants tents.  Finally he went into Rachel’s tent where he felt through all of her possessions.  Rachel was sitting on the saddle for her camel, where she had hidden the household gods.  She said to Laban, “Please forgive me, father, for not standing in your presence but I’m having my monthly period.”  So Rachel calmly watched while her father rummaged through her things looking for the idols that were hidden beneath her.  Laban left Rachel’s tent in frustration, having found nothing.

When Laban came out of Rachel’s tent without the idols, Jacob was infuriated and castigated Laban in front of all their relatives.  He said, “What is my crime?  What sin have I committed that you have hunted me down with a band of armed thugs?  You’ve ransacked my entire camp and what have you found that belongs to you?  Put it here in front of our relatives so that we all may see.  I have given you no reason to treat me like this and you know it.  I have been your slave for the past 20 years.  I’ve never taken a thing from you, not one of your animals have I eaten.  Your flocks have only increased under my care.  Unlike every other shepherd you know I have born the loss of the sheep and goats destroyed by wild animals and paid you for animals that were stolen.  I worked for you day and night, suffering all the discomforts of living in the desert so you could have an easy life.  It was like this for the 20 years I lived in your household.  I served 14 years to get your daughters and six years for your flocks.  You tried to cheat me by changing my wages many times.  If the God of my father, the God of Abraham and the Fear of Isaac, had not been with me, you would surely have sent me away just as I came, empty-handed.  But God has seen my hardship and the toil of my hands and last night he rebuked you.

Application

How do you respond to the accusations of your conscience?  How do you live in hope in the midst of suffering?  Jacob is able to stand up to Laban and answer his charges because he is confident that God is for him because of the promises he has made to him.  Jacob faithfully served Laban, even though Laban was worse than any employer you could imagine because he knew that God was for him because of his promises.  When God gives you spiritual life and thus you are confident that he is for you, then you can answer the accusations of Satan and honor God by faithfully doing your duty even when there are no earthly rewards for doing the right thing.

When you are plagued by guilt over past sins and present failures you need to be able to fight off the guilt with the promises of God.  How often have I gone to God when troubled by the guilt of my sins and claimed his promises in Rom. 8: 31-33.  “What then shall we say in response to this?  If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare his own son, but gave him up for us all, how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?  Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen?  God is the one who justifies.  Who is he that condemns?  Christ Jesus who died, more than that, who was raised to life, is seated at God’s right hand and is also interceding for us.”  I don’t deny my guilt or seek to justify my behavior.  Rather I openly confess my sins and thank God for killing his son for my sins.  I rest in his promise that he is for me because of what Christ has done, not what I have done.

When you are being mistreated by others, whether it is an employer or a member of your family what should you do?  Jacob did what Peter commands slaves to do in his first letter.  “Slaves be submissive to your masters with all respect.  Not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh.  For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God.  But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it?  But if you suffer for doing right and you endure it, this is commendable before God.”  Why would a slave or an employee, who is working for a harsh master or employer work hard and well?  Because he wants to receive God’s commendation.  When your boss takes advantage of you and treats you wrong, work harder because you believe to have the favor of God is a better treasure than having a boss that treats you well.  Your experience of the love of God in Christ causes you to yearn for God’s favor, not an easy job that is rewarded with earthly comfort.

But again notice the mixture in Jacob and his wives.  First, Jacob forcefully proclaims that no one in his household has stolen the household idols.  Yet, how does he know this?  He ought not to speak about matters he has not personally investigated.  He should have asked his family if anyone had the idols before he said that no one had them.  While he is living by faith he is also sinning.  He is like a parent whose child is accused of doing something wrong and who, out of embarrassment or self-righteousness, defends the child rather than seeking to get to the truth.  He should not have been so defensive.  Then notice Rachel.  She loves her dad’s idols and she is willing to go to any lengths to keep them.  So while this family is obeying God and living by faith, at the same time they are sinning.

God’s work of grace always produces faith in promises of future grace that result in confession of sin and glad suffering.
NARRATIVE BLOCK 3 (VV. 43-55)

Like a trapped animal Laban looked around at all his relatives.  Like a child who has been protesting his innocence and lying to cover up his misdeeds but who has been finally confronted by his parents with the truth, he begins to whine.  “These women are my daughters and all their children are my children.  All these flocks are my flocks.  All you see is mine.  Yet, what can I do about it?  The cards are stacked against me.  I cannot do anything to get back what is rightfully mine.  It is so unfair.  I don’t understand how this has happened.  Now you’re going to take my daughters and grandchildren away from me and there is no way that I will be able to protect them from your deceptive ways.  So I tell you what, let’s make a covenant so you will be restrained from harming my children.”

Jacob quickly and willingly agreed to make a covenant with his father-in-law.  He erected a stone pillar and a large pile of rocks.  Both he and Laban acknowledged that these permanent stone monuments were a witness to the covenant that they were making with one another.  Then Laban said to Jacob, “These rocks will serve as a witness between us and a reminder that God is watching you.  He knows what you’re up to and if you do anything to harm my daughters or their children he will see it and make you pay for it.  Don’t you ever forget this, God is watching you and will destroy you if you harm my daughters.  Also, this heap of stones is a witness that I will never do anything to harm you and so you had better not do anything to harm me.  The God of Abraham and the god of Nahor, who is my god and who is the god of their father, Terah will judge between us and keep an eye on you.”

Jacob agreed to the terms of the covenant that Laban proposed in the name of the God of his father Isaac.  He offered a sacrifice to Yahweh and called on his name.  Then he prepared a meal for Laban and his relatives and ate together with them to show he held no ill will towards his wicked father-in-law.  That night Laban and his relatives pitched their tents along with Jacob’s tents.  In the morning Laban kissed his daughters and grandchildren, blessed them, and began the journey back home.  

Application

Jacob has every right to reject Laban and not trust him.  Laban has treated him like dirt for 20 years and yet he portrays himself as the righteous one and Jacob as the untrustworthy one.  Laban makes this covenant under the pretense that he and his daughters are in danger from Jacob.  Jacob, bears the insinuations and does not protest but gladly enters into this agreement because he does not need to defend himself.  God is his defense and he, as far as it depends upon him, wants to live in peace with his father-in-law.  So he doesn’t quibble over Laban’s casing all the blame upon him or seek to defend himself.  He lets love cover a multitude of sins and enters into an agreement with Laban.  Laban is so pacified by Jacob’s meekness that he actually kisses and blesses his daughters and grandchildren before he leaves.

Christians are peacemakers.  They make peace with others, even when those who they are making peace with do not see things as they actually are.  Christians are meek.  They do not demand that others apologize or reform their behavior before they treat them kindly.  Christians are able to do this because God is the defense of their life.  They are able to do this because they are loved by God and accepted by God and do not need the love of others in order to freely love others.  How much conflict in marriages would be over if one of the spouses would simply live by faith and not demand their “pound of flesh”.  When you are living in the joy and freedom of God’s saving love, it doesn’t matter that the other person thinks it’s all your fault.  It doesn’t matter that they are unwilling to take responsibility for their own behavior.  Your ambition isn’t to prove you are right and they are wrong.  Rather what makes the Christian husband, the Christian wife happy is that they can shower love on their spouse even when their spouse doesn’t deserve it.  The Christian believes the promise, “The Lord is with me.  I will not be afraid.  What can man do to me” and acts accordingly, without defensiveness and in meekness.

God’s work of grace always produces faith in promises of future grace that result in courageous acts of obedience, confession of sin, glad suffering and gracious kindness to those who offend.

MOMENT OF SILENCE

BENEDICTION

Gracious kindness

