“To Whom Do You Belong?”

Genesis 29:31-30:24

May 23, 2010

Read Genesis 29:31-30:24

I begin this morning by pulling back the curtain on how this preacher works: when I was planning the worship calendar and selecting sermon texts for Sundays, I miscounted between Easter and thought Pentecost was next week.  Thus, we have a non-traditional Pentecost text for the sermon this morning.

However, sometimes our errors are God’s providence. As I began to contemplate what to say about Jacob’s family – and the origin of the twelve tribes of Israel (we will see the name Israel given to Jacob later) – it occurred to me that there is an odd juxtaposition of beginnings. 

The sons of Jacob were born in the context of human striving. The church – our family of faith –was born on the shoulders of the disciples in the context of God’s joyous gift of the Holy Spirit. It is the difference between anger and amazement, between striving for power and the expression of real power, between our ways and God’s ways. The point is: without God and without serving God, human striving yields misery. With God and serving God, humans witness joy, awe, and wonder.

Recapping the Jacob story.

In our text today, we get the account of eleven of the twelve sons born to Jacob. 

Let’s remember where we are in the Genesis story. Jacob had purchased the birthright from his twin brother Esau for a pot of stew. Then, at the direction of his mother, Jacob also deceived his father, Isaac, and received the blessing of the first-born that Isaac had intended for Esau. Esau was enraged and vowed to kill Jacob. Rebekah heard all this developing and convinced Isaac to send Jacob away to her brother, Laban, in order to get a wife.

“And they lived happily ever after” is the way traditional fairy-tale romances end. But Jacob and Rachel’s love story has no such happy ending. [When Jacob arrived near Laban’s land ] Jacob, entranced with the beautiful Rachel, offered her father Laban seven years of service in lieu of the normal marriage present given to the bride’s family when betrothal occurred. This was a high price to pay, but it shows how taken Jacob was with Rachel, a point underlined by the closing comment that the seven years “seemed like a few days because he loved her.”

…Then, however, Jacob was forced to demand the wedding be celebrated because he had served his time. [Laban was not anxious to live up to his end of the deal.] Jacob wanted to marry his beloved and to return home. The wedding feast was duly organized, and on the first night Jacob joined his wife in the nuptial bed. But in the morning he discovered it was Leah, Rachel’s ugly older sister, that he has married.

Jacob confronted Laban, but he could do nothing to alter the situation. Laban had him over a barrel. The only concession Laban made was that Jacob could take Rachel immediately as a second wife, but he must work another seven years for her. Jacob’s bitter resentment at Laban and at Leah is hinted at but not described. We simply hear that “he loved Rachel more than Leah.” Few marriages can have had a worse start. (Word Biblical Commentary)

That is where we pick up the story. 

Leah was the first, older sister to whom Jacob was married. Laban deceived Jacob, the grand deceiver (think of how Esau might have enjoyed the poetic justice of this moment). Jacob nonetheless fulfilled his duty as a husband, Leah conceived and bore a son. From Leah’s perspective, she hoped her providing Jacob with an heir would endear Jacob to her over her sister, so she named the child Reuben, which means “sees a son” to which she added the meaning, “surely my husband will love me.” 

Is anyone out there cringing?

Let me digress for a moment. Often people wonder about the truth revealed in the Bible. We somehow have gotten the impression that the Biblical narratives are heroic mythology; that it involved super humans doing divine things. That is not the Bible at all; instead, the Bible is filled with the evidence of the tragedy of human sinfulness  -- and – the joy of the grace of God in dealing with our brokenness. These are real people dealing with real problems in ways that are as familiar today as they were thousands of years ago. Only the clothes and the toys have changed.

Leah’s plan did not work. Jacob did not love her, did not respond any better to her. Nonetheless, she conceived and gave birth to a second son. This one, she named Simeon, with the idea being that the LORD had heard how Jacob still hated her.  She named her third child Levi in the thought that her prolific delivery of sons would “join Jacob to her.” She continued this pattern with a fourth son, Judah, with the expectation that praising the Lord might be able to cause Jacob to change his ways. Four sons. No. Change. 

You cannot force someone else to love you. That often does not stop people from trying; however, it is true – you cannot force someone else to love you. 

Leah was not the only one trying to take control. Rachel, whom Jacob loved, was not able to bear a son. She said to Jacob, “Give me children, or I shall die!” She was jealous of her sister and took it out on Jacob. Remember, Jacob had worked for seven years and had agreed to another seven years for the privilege of marrying her. He was irked, “Am I in the place of God, who has withheld from you the fruit of the womb?” Following their love story, this is the only conversation between just the two of them we have recorded in Scripture.

So, following in the footsteps of Sarah, who gave her handmaid Hagar to Abraham, Rachel sent in her handmaid Bilhah to be the surrogate. We have heard this before, and we know it did not resolve the internal family problems. 

Look at the names Rachel gave to the sons born via Bilhah. “Dan” meant, “God has judged me, and has also heard my voice and given me a son.” The second son’s name, Naphtali, was given for the purpose of lording over her sister the success of the plan, “With mighty wrestlings I have wrestled with my sister and have prevailed.” Nice. Nice name.

Friends, we are only half way through the sons of Jacob and look at the mess. It is like an emotional tennis match, where each sister is trying to outdo the other for the attention and affection of Jacob, to gain status within the community. If this were a church, those outside the system would be congratulating Jacob for the increase in his clan; but if you look at the health of what is happening, you can see that the sisters’ striving against one another is incredibly harmful. Numerical growth is not always a sign of health.

Leah, seeing Rachel’s success with Bilhah, delivered her handmaid Zilpah to Jacob. Two more sons are born, “Gad,” meaning good fortune and “Asher,” meaning “happy am I.” On the face of it, those two names are not bad; however, in the context, it is Leah’s statement of pride about pulling ahead once again. 

Then, comes a bit of a twist: there is this transaction with the “mandrakes.” Reuben, Leah’s eldest son, finds some mandrakes in the field and brings them back to his mother. The mandrake was a plant that bore bluish flowers in winter and yellowish plum-size fruit in the summer. It was famed for arousing sexual desire and for helping barren women to conceive. Rachel, who was no longer winning, went to her sister to ask for help, “Please give me some of your son’s mandrakes.” Note the hostility in Leah’s response, “Is it a small matter that you have taken away my husband? Would you take away my son’s mandrakes also?” 

Rachel, instead of taking her lumps, decided to negotiate. “All right, “ she says, “Then he may lie with you tonight for your son’s mandrakes.” They were bartering for the sexual attention of Jacob. Jacob is a pawn --  but also the prize – of their battling. When Jacob came in from the field, Leah took charge and told him, “You must come in to me; for I have hired you with my son’s mandrakes.” And that is the end of the conversation! Jacob offered no rebuttal, no response. Apparently, it was easier to go along with being hired out.

Leah conceived. The irony is that Leah conceived when she gave up the mandrakes while Rebekah remained barren even though she had “purchased” them. Issachar was born, “God has given me my hire,” reflecting the transaction that had renewed her relations with Jacob. One more son was later born to Leah, Zebulun, expressing her continued hope, “my husband will honor me.” Nope.

Finally, at least seven years after they were married and fourteen years after their betrothal, Rachel is able to conceive. She gave birth to a son, Joseph, meaning, “God has gathered up my shame.” 

We have come a long way through a lot of scheming to get to this place. If you are like me, you have probably been asking yourself, “Is this a family I want to use as an example for my own?” Probably not. I also found myself asking, “Why would God choose this family? Wasn’t there any one else better?” 

As it was when we discussed Jacob deceiving Isaac, it is important to see God’s will was neither advanced nor thwarted through all the machinations of the players in Jacob’s family.  God worked through their foibles and these sons become (eleven of ) the twelve tribes of Israel through whom God worked out his redemptive plan for all of humankind. It was not because they were particularly or specially spiritual, they were no more righteous, they did not earn the position of God’s chosen; God chose. And even further than that, God chose them before they even knew what it meant to be chosen. Just to play it out for you a little bit, in the New Testament (the reading at 10:00), in Matthew 4, we read about how God’s plan for the Messiah was fulfilled in Jesus.

Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. He left Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Nebulun and Naphtali, so that what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled:

“Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on the road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles – the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned.”

Thousands of years before Jesus birth, the foundations were laid for what would take place in the incarnation of the Messiah.

Recapping the Pentecost story.

There is a striking difference between the birth of Jacob’s sons and the birth of the church.

The Pentecost story is told in Acts 2. In Acts 1, the resurrected, victorious, reigning Lord Jesus Christ informed the disciples, “This,” he said, “is what you have heard from me; for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” The disciples still did not understand and began to ask about the restoration of the political nation of Israel. Jesus clarified, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

They did as Jesus commanded – at least for the most part. (While they were waiting, they cast lots to determine the person who would fill in the spot for Judas, who had betrayed Jesus and then committed suicide. Matthias was selected … and makes no further appearance in Scripture. Later, God’s selection of Saul/Paul will take place on the road to Damascus. ) Even so, they waited.

When Jesus’ promise of the coming of the Holy Spirit was realized– on the day of Pentecost – there were no ultimatums, there were no power struggles, there were no manipulations to get their way. Instead, as it is described, what most people experienced was the wonder of the crowd.

Amazed and astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappodocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs – in our own languages we hear them speaking…

But it was not just “speaking,” it was “speaking about God’s deeds of power.” 

The birth of the church at Pentecost was not a program or an outreach event conceived in a committee.  The disciples did not have a goal of getting other to join them; that was a consequence, or fruit, of their proclaiming the glory of God. 

Because they were not having any one sign petitions, join committees, or take specific actions, some in the crowd dismissed them as being drunks. The sneering of a few who could not explain what God was doing was the open door for Peter’s Pentecost sermon. Peter explained how they were witnessing a manifestation of God’s long promised “pouring out” of the Holy Spirit. Again, if you read through Peter’s sermon, you will not see anywhere that he did anything other than proclaim what God had done. Only after he finished and the people came to him and asked, “Brother, what shall we do?” did he tell them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” They did not sign up. They did not “join.” They responded to God’s call.

Please hear me clearly: membership is important; but it is not the goal. The goal is to respond to God’s call in your life, to “repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.” Membership is the fruit of ministry worshiping God. 
To Whom Do You Belong?

There is a big difference in growing a family like Jacob’s and growing a healthy church. 

The point of the church is to worship and serve God, not to try to force others to be the church like us. We are witnesses, not sovereigns. It is important to know the difference. It is important to examine our own motives as we work to support the ministry of the church. I tell you this from a perspective of personal failure; that there have been plenty of times, and continue to be plenty of times, when I get frustrated and try to force things to be the way I think God wants them. Every time I try to impose my own rules and regulations on others, every time I try to impose my own will on the church family, disaster results. It was true in Scripture and it is true now. 

All of our efforts to “grow the church,” to be stronger or to make things the way they ought to be will be futile unless and until they are directed by the LORD. Growing the church is God’s work; our work is to be obedient and faithful and to worship God.

Consider all the ways Jacob’s family tried to control their own situation – sex , power, manipulation, chance, and ultimatums  -- all led to misery. None of the human efforts intended to force God’s hand to human will resulted in God’s hand being forced. Instead of a better solution, the sins of the fathers would be played out through the generations. 

Then, look at the birth of the church and the family of faith. It was not by human effort, but by God’s power. Pentecost highlighted God’s glory, not any successful planning or control by humans; in fact, it is notable because of the complete lack of human power. The two things the disciples did well in the Pentecost story: they waited (were obedient) and then they responded by telling all the amazing things they had seen God do. 

The difference is keeping in mind what is our purpose. Ultimately, on this Pentecost Sunday, the question can be framed the way it is in the Westminster Shorter Catechism, 

Q. 1. What is the chief end of man?

A. Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.
To God be the glory. Amen.

8:30 prayer

10:00 invitation to offering
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