SIN & GRACE: A ONE-SIDED CONTEST

GRACE LEADS US SAFELY HOME

Genesis 35:1-29

INTRODUCTION

There are times in all of our lives when life appears overwhelming and unsolvable.  We find ourselves embroiled in conflicts with others that apparently have no hope of resolution.  We make sinful and foolish decisions that bring all sorts of difficulty into our lives.  Others sin against us and bring suffering and pain into our lives.  Illness strikes and keeps us from enjoying even the simple pleasures of life.  We feel trapped by behavior, attitudes that we know are destructive and wrong, and yet we aren’t able to do anything to shake them.  Things are said and done that can never be unsaid or undone.  The consequences of our sins and the sins of others sometimes bring us to a place where there appears to be no hope, no way forward.  These hopeless times are made even more so when the cause of the mess we are in is our own sin and stupidity.  And so we despair of even God being willing or able to render help and assistance.  Do you know what I am talking about?  Have you ever had that sense of panic and despair as you look at your life and have no idea what to do or how to fix the problems that are besetting you?

Well, Jacob is in exactly that position as chapter 35 of Genesis opens.  In chapter 34, Jacob’s only daughter is raped and held as a hostage by the favorite son of the ruler of the city he is living near.  This father and son, Hamor and Shechem, and the other men of their city seek to gain power over Jacob and his sons through proposing a marriage between Shechem and Jacob’s daughter, Dinah.  Jacob’s sons, in an act of treachery, agree to their terms on the condition that all the men of the city are circumcised.  Then while the men of the city are still in pain, Dinah’s full brothers, Levi and Simeon attack the city, kill every man in it and rescue their sister.  Then, like vultures or hyenas falling on the remains of the zebra after the lions have eaten their fill, the rest of Jacob’s sons enter the city, carry off all the plunder that is in it, and take the women and children as slaves.

Jacob cannot undo what his sons have done.  He cannot undo what has been done to his daughter.  The men of Shechem are all dead, their city plundered and all their wives and children are now a part of his household.  The neighboring cities that are racially connected to the Shechemites know what Jacob’s sons have done and are planning revenge.  Jacob and his family are in a very vulnerable position and full of fear.  There is huge internal chaos as well.  Most of the homes in his camp are now blended families by force.  Foreign women and children are in every home, against their will.  In addition, as we discover in v. 2, the worship of idols is a well-established practice in Jacob’s camp.  Every day when Jacob gets up and walks through his camp he is confronted with the consequences of what happened in chapter 34.   What will Jacob do?  What hope is there to regain some sanity and stability and security in life?  What will God do?  What hope is there that God will do anything for them?  Why would he keep working with people like this?  Shouldn’t he go out and find somebody less violent and less full of treachery and greed and fear?  God doesn’t reject his people whom he has chosen.  Rather, he continues to work in the lives of Jacob and his sons.  The point of chapter 35 is that…

MAIN POINT

God leads us safely home through the chaos of this life by causing us to fix our hope on him alone through…

· Giving commands (v. 1)

While Jacob is having a panic attack, God gives him a command.  He tells him to return to Bethel, to live there and to build an altar for the purpose of worshipping God.  Don’t miss the kindness of God in his giving this command.  We tend to think that when a person is in distress the last thing that should be done is to put an obligation upon him.  However, God knows that Jacob is immobilized by fear.  He can’t stay near Shechem but where else will he go?  He has a huge camp that cannot move quickly or without detection.  Every course of action that he can imagine is fraught with danger or futility.  So God clears away all the fuzziness and gives Jacob something very specific to do.  Jacob cannot control the Canaanites and the Perizzites.  He cannot undo what his sons have done.  However, he can move to Bethel, live there and build an altar.  So God reminds him that the only thing that matters is that he do what God wants.  He cannot control others but he can control himself.

I can’t tell you how many times in my life God has graciously done this for me.  I may be stewing in guilt over some sin I have committed and I feel so trapped and unable to escape from my guilt and so unable to change my behavior.  Then God reminds me of his command to confess my sins and my heart is flooded with light and joy as I simply acknowledge my sin and thank God for sending Christ to pay for my sin and to give me his righteousness.  I may be distraught over a relationship that is all knotted up and I can’t figure out how to unravel all that seems to have gone wrong when God reminds me of my responsibility to acknowledge my faults to the other person or of my responsibility to express love to the other person without expecting anything in return.  

God doesn’t give us commands because he needs us in order to get anything done in this world.  He commands us like a doctor commands a patient.  His commands are his prescription for how to get better.  When you follow the doctor’s orders you trust his diagnosis of your problem and his solution to your problem.  When you get well you don’t thank the pills, you thank the doctor for knowing what was wrong and for knowing what it would take to get well.  When life is overwhelming and you don’t know what to do, find a command from God and obey it, trusting him that you will get better when you do.  No matter how hopeless life may seem there is always a command from God that you can obey by his grace.  You never are in a position where you can do nothing.

God leads us safely home by causing us to fix our hope on him alone through giving commands and …

· Reminding of past faithfulness (v. 1)

The one thing that can prevent Jacob from obeying is his fear that he will not be cared for if he obeys.  So God, in the command, reminds him of his past faithfulness.  He reminds Jacob that the God who is commanding him and who he is obligated to worship is the same God who appeared to him and who has cared for him these many years.  The first time God appeared to Jacob at Bethel, he was fleeing for his life from Esau and had nothing but his staff.  He was going to a place he had never been, to seek sanctuary from people he had never met.  At that time, he asked God to provide for him and to bring him safely back to Canaan.  God has abundantly provided for him and brought him safely back to Canaan.  So God seeks to stimulate his faith by pointing to how well he has kept his promises and provided for Jacob.

Meditating on the ways God has kept his promises to you is the best way I know of to strengthen your faith to obey him in the present.  This can start at the most basic level.  I am alive and breathing which are both things that God does for me as Paul says in Acts 17; “God gives all men life and breath and everything else.”  There is no end to the ways in which God has supplied all I need to live the life he has called me to live.  I remember the times when his love for me sustained me when I felt unloved by others.  I think of the times he wanted me to talk with another person about Christ and I was afraid and yet I did and how enjoyable and profitable the conversation was.  I think of the times I apologized to or loved another person when I was afraid to do so and how God strengthened me and helped me.  The faithfulness of God that I think of the most is his faithfulness in Christ.  I think much of how Jesus obeyed his Father, no matter the cost, for me.  I think of his dying and rising and interceding for me.  I think of my sins being forgiven and of God declaring me perfect because of what Jesus has done.  I think of what my life was like before Christ and of what it would be now without Christ.  I think much of how grace has brought me safe thus far in order that I may have confidence that grace will be sufficient for the present obedience.

God leads us safely home by causing us to fix our hope on him alone through giving commands, reminding of past faithfulness and …

· Enabling repentance and obedience (vv. 2-7)

Jacob knows that going to Bethel is not simply escaping from the danger of the surrounding peoples.  He understands that God’s purpose in commanding him to go to Bethel is so that he and his family will seek God and hope in God and worship God.  After what has just happened and in light of the current condition of his family he knows there is no way that he and his family are prepared for God’s presence.  Their hearts are led astray in idolatry.  Their behavior is full of violence and lust and greed.  So, like a good pastor, like a godly father, he calls his family to repent of their sins, to forsake their idols and their lust and their greed.  Then he calls them to follow him to Bethel for the purpose of worshipping the God who has answered him in the day of his distress and who has been with him wherever he has gone.

What is amazing and miraculous is what happens in v. 4.  “So they gave Jacob all the foreign gods they had and the rings in their ears, and Jacob buried them under the oak at Shechem.”  The reason I say this is amazing and miraculous is because of how this family has acted in the past.  Do you remember when Jacob and his family were fleeing from Laban and Rachel, Jacob’s favorite wife, stole her father’s idols and then deceived him when he came looking for them?  Idol worship has been a part of these people’s lives for a long time.  It was not something they would easily give up.  Rachel risked death rather than giving up her idols.  Yet, as soon as Jacob proposes it, they turn over their idols.  In addition, they turn over all their gold and silver jewelry to Jacob.  The significance of turning over their jewelry is found in two events in the history of Israel.  The people of Israel turned their jewelry over to Aaron while Moses was on Mt. Sinai for 40 days, so that he could construct the golden calf that they then worshipped.  So, the turning over of their earrings indicates their commitment to not only forsake the idols they were currently worshipping but also to forsake the material they would need to make new idols.  On another occasion the people of Israel gave away the jewelry they had taken as plunder from a city they conquered as evidence they were trusting in the Lord and not in money.  So here, Jacob’s family displays their hope in God and not in wealth.  

The point of all this and of changing their clothes and washing themselves is that they are giving external, tangible evidence that they are repenting of their many sins and setting themselves to seek the Lord as their security and joy and life.  In other words, repentance is never merely an internal change of mind, it always is seen in external behavior.  It’s cutting up your credit cards because you are repenting of your obsession with shopping.  It’s canceling your Internet connection because you’re repenting of your addiction to pornography.  It’s writing a letter of apology because you’re repenting of your bitter hostility towards your sibling.  It’s turning off your TV and gathering your family for prayer because you’re repenting of your addiction to the pleasure of TV watching.  It’s confessing your anger to another Christian and seeking help to fight against it.

Then following their repentance they immediately leave Shechem and God graciously afflicts the hearts of the neighboring people with the fear of himself so that they do not pursue Jacob and his family.  They quickly, by God’s grace, go to Bethel where Jacob builds an altar and leads his family in the worship of the God who revealed himself to him when he was fleeing from Esau.

But how are we to account for this radical change of heart and behavior from people who have displayed such persistent idolatry and violence and treachery?  We have to say that God granted them the gift of repentance.  This story is such a perfect illustration of what Paul tells Timothy in 2 Timothy 2: 24-26. “The Lord’s bondservant must not be quarrelsome but kind to all, able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition, if perhaps, God may grant them repentance and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will.”  Here is Jacob standing in front of his family as a loving pastor and saying something he has never said before.  He is asking from his family something he has never asked before, that they stop their idol worship and worship the true God alone; that they don’t put their hope in gold but in God.  Then he asks them to take the risk of leaving Shechem and going to Bethel, not for the purpose of escaping danger but for the purpose of worshipping the Lord.  And amazingly, they do exactly as he asks.  Only God can affect this kind of change in human hearts.  When you put chapter 34 against vv. 4-7 of this chapter the only explanation can be God’s mercy granting the gift of repentance and faith to hardened sinners.

How I pray for myself and for you that God will grant us the gift of repentance.  I pray that God will grant us hearts that freely and gladly turn from hoping in and loving his gifts and turn towards love for and hope in Him alone.  I can think of no better gift that God could give to us when we are overwhelmed by life and don’t know what to do.

God leads us safely home by causing us to fix our hope on him alone through giving commands, reminding of past faithfulness, enabling repentance and …

· Giving what he commands (vv. 8-15)

Jacob and his family are living at Bethel.  They have rid themselves of their idols and are worshipping the true God.  God has delivered them from the chaos of chapter 34 and they are living as his people.  They are experiencing the grace of God and yet God pours out more grace upon Jacob.  The Scriptures repeatedly describe God in these terms: “The Lord is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love.”  That last phrase is what we see exhibited here in vv. 8-15.  God appears to Jacob when he is experiencing God’s love in great ways already and reaffirms his gracious commitment to bless Jacob and his descendants in more ways in the future.  God is not stingy in his blessing but delights to pour out kindness on his people.  In fact, according to Ephesians 2 God’s purpose in saving us is so that he can be kind to us forever.  We see here that reality expressed in the life of Jacob.

There is really nothing new promised in these verses that God has not said to Jacob before, except for the promise that kings will come from him.  He is reminded of his new identity.  He is no longer Jacob, which means “deceiver” but Israel, which means “God fights”.  God is the one who changes his name because God is the one who has changed his character.  As we have seen and we will see again, this does not mean that he is perfect but there has been a definite change wrought in Jacob by God’s grace, which is true for everyone who is a Christian.  We too have a new identity.  We are in Christ and so we are saints, which means holy ones.  We are not holy because of what we do; we are holy because of who God declares us to be in Christ.

Then notice, God Almighty commands Jacob, who is over 100 years old, to be fruitful and to multiply.  We recognize this command as the very one that God gave to Adam and Eve in Genesis 1.  It was followed by “and fill the earth and subdue it”.  What I want to know is how does a 100-year-old man be fruitful and increase in number so that the whole earth is filled with his descendants?  Jacob has 11 sons and a 12th is soon to be born to him, but clearly he cannot fulfill what God is commanding.  That is why the next part of v. 11 is so important.  Notice that following the command is the promise that what God commands Jacob to do and what he cannot possibly do, God promises to do.  Notice the three ways the command to be fruitful and increase in numbers so that the earth is filled and subdued is going to be fulfilled.  A nation will come from Jacob.  That nation is the nation Israel, the Jewish people.  To what does “a community of nations” refer?  This is a reference to the church which is a community made up of nations.  This is the people of God from throughout history and from every tribe and tongue and language and nation gathered around the throne of God and dwelling in the new heavens and the new earth, worshipping Jesus and his Father.  Finally, when God promises that kings will come from his loins he is talking about David and his sons.  It refers ultimately to that “Son of David” who will one day rule over all the earth and subdue it forever, bringing it into submission to the will of his Father.

But again, the main point is that God promises to give what he commands.  Jacob does not have the ability to do this, but the Lord Almighty does and he is going to do it.  No one and nothing can resist his will.  When he acts, who can reverse it?  Then notice that Jacob’s response to this revelation is worship.  He and we get the joy and God gets the glory.  This is such a precious truth.  God commands you to not pay back evil for evil or insult with insult but with blessing.  Does that seem to hard for you?  It should.  You are not able to live like this.  But Christ can.  The Almighty God wants to give you what he commands, so ask him to do it.  Does it seem too much to ask for you to “consider it all joy brothers when you encounter various trials”.  It should.  You cannot live like this, but Jesus, the Almighty God has given you his Holy Spirit to work this in you, so trust him to do it.  God gives what he commands so that we get the joy and He gets the glory.

God leads us safely home by causing us to fix our hope on him alone through giving commands, reminding of past faithfulness, enabling repentance, giving what he commands and …

· Bringing life out of death and joy out of sorrow (vv. 16-20)
We find out in these verses that while living at Bethel in the joy of God’s grace, God adds another grace to Jacob and his beloved wife Rachel.  She, like Sarah before her, becomes pregnant in her old age.  Can’t you imagine the joy in their home as they gladly anticipate the birth of their second child together at least 20 years after Joseph was born while still living in Paddan Aram?  Rachel had prayed, after the birth of Joseph that God would give her another son and now in her old age, he answers her prayer.

But the joy of the birth of Jacob’s 12th son is muted by the death of Rachel in childbirth.  While she is dying she names her son, “Ben-Oni” which means, “Son of my sorrows”.  Jacob however, quickly changes the boys name to Benjamin, which means “son of my right hand or son of my strength”.  While we cannot doubt that Jacob is filled with grief at the death of his beloved Rachel, yet the Scriptures are silent about his grief and instead tell us of his faith.  Even though Rachel dies while giving birth to this son Jacob knows that his birth is not a sorrowful event but a joyful, hopeful event.  He is looking beyond the temporary suffering to the eternal promises that have been given to him.  We see this clearly expressed in v. 20.  He set up a monument at Rachel’s tomb and that monument was still present and known over 500 years later.  The monument is an indication of Jacob’s confidence that there was a resurrection coming.  I’m not just making this up.  If you’ll remember, Jesus was one time attacked by a group that did not believe in the resurrection of the dead.  They proposed a hypothetical situation to him that in their mind showed the foolishness of believing in the resurrection of the dead.  Jesus rebuked them by saying this about their unbelief in the resurrection, “You are in error because you know neither the Scriptures, nor the power of God.”  In other words, Jesus said that the OT taught that resurrection was coming.  This monument to Rachel, which is there to this day, is one of those places.

So we see that God brings life to us out of death and that is supremely true in the life that the death of Jesus purchases for us.  He is the resurrection and the life and everyone who believes in him will live, even though they die.  So we should not grieve like the rest of mankind who have no hope but we should find joy in the hope of resurrection.  We should not fear death nor suffering because we know the God who brings life out of death and joy out of suffering.

God leads us safely home by causing us to fix our hope on him alone through giving commands, reminding of past faithfulness, enabling repentance, giving what he commands, bringing life out of death and …

· Reminding it is all of grace (vv. 21-26)

Verse 22 has got to be one of the most shocking verses in the Bible.  Things seem to be going so well.  The family is not troubled by external or internal conflict.  They have forsaken idolatry, repented of the destruction and looting of Shechem, and are worshipping the true God.  So what in the world is Reuben doing?  This is incest and in the book of Leviticus this behavior is soundly condemned and those who do such things are to be executed.  We are not told if this is consensual or not, we are simply told that Reuben had sexual relations with Bilhah.  You need to remember the relationships in Jacob’s family.  Bilhah is the maidservant of Rachel, the favored wife who has just died.  Reuben is Jacob’s firstborn son and the son of Leah, the older sister and spurned wife.  What Reuben does here is not just about sex.  He is trying to defile Bilhah so that she does not take the place of Rachel as the favored wife.  He is acting out of his sense of injustice at the way that Jacob has favored Rachel and her children and spurned Leah and her children of which he is one.  So, we are seeing the fruit of sins sown long ago.  

But why does Moses report this episode and then immediately list the 12 sons of Jacob, starting with Reuben?  The basic answer to that question is to once again remind us that the choice of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and now the sons of Jacob as God’s people and the recipients of these amazing promises is not based on anything they ever did, but upon God’s free and sovereign choice.  There is just no way you can look at these people and conclude that the reason God makes these promises and persists in loving them is because of who they are.  The explanation for why God favors them is not in them but in the grace of God.  The only thing that you and I contribute to our salvation is sin, hostility to God and man, guilt, death, lostness.  This is what we see in the contrast between the story of Reuben and the list of Jacob’s twelve sons to whom the promises of God are being passed.  They are the ones who will inherit the land and who are the people of God.  God doesn’t bless people because they obey, he blesses people and then they obey, some of the time.  We must look outside of ourselves for the explanation as to why we are Christians and why God loves us and promises to forgive us and to take us to heaven.  The explanation for God’s love towards us is in the work of Christ in dying the death we deserved and living the life we could never live.

God leads us safely home by causing us to fix our hope on him alone through giving commands, reminding of past faithfulness, enabling repentance, giving what he commands, bringing life out of death, reminding it is all of grace and …

· Setting before us examples of lives well-lived (vv. 27-19)

The last scene in this chapter is a fitting conclusion to Jacob’s journey.  He ends with his father and his brother whom he deceived back in chapter 27.  God has been faithful to him in protecting him and bringing him safely back to his home in the land of Canaan.  He and his brother are reconciled and they join together in honoring their father in his burial.  The description of Isaac’s death and burial is almost identical to that of Abraham back in chapter 25.  What this description shows us about Isaac is that he lived and died, not expecting the fullness of God’s promises to occur here and now, but in the future, after death and the return of Jesus.  He lived and died satisfied, content, because he wasn’t hoping to be happy here.  He didn’t expect life here to make him happy.  Let me say that again. He lived and died content, because he wasn’t hoping to be happy here.  He didn’t expect life here to make him happy.  He lived 180 years in the land of Canaan and only experienced a small taste of the fulfillment of God’s promises to him, yet he was content.  Why?  Because his mind and heart were set on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God.  Isaac, like Abraham before him, was content because he knew that God had a great and happy and glorious and infinite future planned for him and for all God’s people.  He was content because he knew that nothing and no one could stop God from fulfilling his purpose to be glorified in the happiness of his people.

In the book of Hebrews we are commanded to, “Remember your leaders who spoke the word of God to you.  Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.”  God sets before us the lives of people who have lived faithfully with Christ.  He does this through people we actually know, through the biographies of faithful Christians and through the examples of people in the Scriptures.  We are to look at how they lived and consider the reward of heaven they have obtained or will obtain and so imitate their way of life.  When you see another person who is indifferent to the world and has their face fixed towards heaven watch how they live and then do as they do.  Just as God placed Isaac in Jacob’s life to show him how a person whose hope is in heaven lives, so he places people in our lives that are aiming at heaven.  We should imitate their faith, which simply means we should adopt their way of life as our own because they are living as they do because their hope is in heaven and not on this earth.

God leads us safely home by causing us to fix our hope on him alone through giving commands, reminding of past faithfulness, enabling repentance, giving what he commands, bringing life out of death, reminding it is all of grace and setting before us examples of lives well lived.
MOMENT OF SILENCE

BENEDICTION

May the Lord give you a strong heart that hopes in him alone so that you will be holy and blameless in his presence when the Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones.

