The Fear of the Fugitive (在逃者的懼怕),  Genesis 28: 10-22
A sermon delivered at the College Chapel, January 21st 2008, Andrew Wai Man NG


When God revealed himself to Moses the first time at Mount Sinai, he styled himself as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob (Ex. 3: 5). Thus ，today is changed. Last Sunday our speaker Professor Leung had reversed the order of the topic given to him. The frozen moment in the open field was substituted by the chronicle of his whole life. He ended the sermon with the enclosing eventide of the tottery Isaac who was cheated by his son Jacob.

當上帝在西乃山首次對摩西啓示自己時，他介紹自已是亞伯拉罕、以撒、雅各的神。至今為止，我們己講完亞伯拉罕、以撒的生平。想大家己注意到今天的題目改了，因為上主日的題目次序改動了。梁院長上主日把田野、斜陽、少年原來在田野的浪漫的定格，改為少年、田野、斜陽，把他整整一生講完，直到以撒的晚年，被兒子雅各趁他年老眼花，假扮以掃騙取祝福。
 
Now we begin with the life of Jacob. Some say Isaac is sandwiched by a strong father and a strong son. Abraham and Jacob both had strong personality and brought about new eras. One is the father of the patriarchal age, the other is the father of the twelve tribes of Israel. But they are strong in different manners. One is remembered as the father of faith, the other as the father of treachery. One always has a yielding spirit in dealing with people. The other always tries to make the best for himself. Can we say then Jacob has generation-skipping heredity from Abraham for his strong personality? Not quite現在我們開始雅各的生平。有人說以撒的父親和兒子都是性格強烈。一位開創了列祖之父，另一位為以色列十二支派之父，他們都是開創新時代的領袖。但兩人有不同的強，亞伯拉罕為稱被為信心之父，雅各為稱為狡猾之父。一個對人謙讓，另一個時刻為自已最大考慮。我們可否說雅各從祖父亞伯拉罕得到隔代遺傳，擁有領袖的基因，成為強人呢？我想並不。 

I think Jacob too is like his father Isaac. He is sort of a melancholy. Isaac kept his worries inside. He chose to stay alone in the field when others left as eventide fell. Jacob too was a quiet man. Jacob stayed in the tents in solitude. But the worries provide impetus for Jacob to make plan and action for security on his side. Abraham is at ease with God’s assurance. Jacob is restless with mere assurance. He looks for insurance, even by cheating and stealing. And in cheating he also played safe： “But my brother Esau is a hairy man, and I’m with smooth skin. What if my father touches me? I would appear to be tricking him and would bring down a curse on myself rather than a blessing.” (Genesis 27: 12). Until Rebekah assured him that if there would be a curse let the curse befall her, Jacob started to undertake the plot. On the surface Jacob is aggressive and strong. Yet deep inside, he is afraid. He is fearful of Esau.

我以為雅各亦以父親以撒，為人憂郁。以撒喜歡把心事藏在心底，工人都離開時，獨在田野，看晚霞靜放，山色暮掩，樹向晚風搖。聖經也說雅各為人安靜，常住帳棚，但他把憂慮成為計謀和行動的驅策力，為自已設立安全網。亞伯拉罕對上主的應許感到自在，但雅各需要保証，甚至奸狡騙 詐，也要萬無一失：倘 若 我 父 親 摸 著 我 ， 必 以 我 為 欺 哄 人 的 ， 我 就 招 咒 詛 ， 不 得 祝 福 。(創27: 12) 直到他 母 親 對 他 說 ： 我 兒 ， 你 招 的 咒 詛 歸 到 我 身 上，他才放心行事。表面看來雅各進取頑強，但內心深處，他懼怕，他懼怕以掃。
1. The fear of a charming brother 

People like to compare twins. “The boys grew up. Esau became a skilful hunter, a man of open country while Jacob was a quiet man, staying among the tents.” (Genesis 25: 27) In the nomadic era the hunter prevailed. In addition, Esau’s red and hairy appearance attracted all wherever he went. Nevertheless, what Jacob worried most is Isaac’s favoritism towards Esau. “Isaac, who had a taste for wild game, loved Esau, but Rebekah loved Jacob.” (Genesis 25: 28) In the age of patriarch, the father counted. In light of all these adverse elements Jacob could not hold on to God’s assurance: “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated; one people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger.” (Genesis 25: 23) Apparently Rebekah should have told what the Lord had told her regarding the destiny of her twins. Esau the older will serve the younger. In all counts Esau was stronger. How can the stronger serve the younger? 
人都喜歡拿孖生兄弟來比較。兩個孩子漸漸長大 ，以掃善於打獵 ，常在田野；雅各為人安 靜 ，常住在帳棚裡 。(創25: 27) 在遊牧年代，獵人優先。况且以掃長相英偉，身體發紅，渾身是毛，行到那裡都搶盡鏡頭。但令雅各至担心的還是父親偏愛以掃，因為喜愛他的野味。基於上述不利原因，雅各不能單單依賴上主的應許：耶 和 華 對 他 說 ： 兩 國 在 你 腹 內 ； 兩 族 要 從 你 身 上 出 來 。 這 族 必 強 於 那 族 ； 將 來 大 的 要 服 事 小 的 。(創 25: 23) 從利百加口中，雅各應該曉得自已和以掃的命運，將 來 大 的 要 服 事 小 的。但從任何條件來看，以掃太強了，怎可能大的要服事小的呢？

In order to insure the divine promise, he worked to have Esau to forfeit his birthright. He waited to lure the thirty Esau coming from a tiring hunting excursion

to give up his birthright for a cheap stew. The bargain was struck but Jacob asked for more. Esau had to take oath to renounce his birthright forever. Jacob took full advantage of a thirty Esau who despised his birthright and sealed it with an oath of no return. Now when we strike a deal for real estates the government provides a cooling period in which a buyer may repudiate his deal. The intention of this provision is for the protection of those who may be coerced into an unfair deal. Jacob was too harsh on Esau. Sharing a stew with a thirsty brother is the least thing we can do for a brother. Cain took Abel’s life by violence. Jacob took Esau’s birthright by trick. Cain committed fratricide against Abel. Jacob sowed the seed for fratricide in the heart of Esau. 

為要得着保險，他要騙取以掃長子的名份。以極普遍的紅豆湯，成以掃之危，剛從田行打獵歸來，極其饑渴時，換取長子的名份。並迫便以掃起誓保証不得反悔。但香港政府也有地產成交的冷靜期，來保護買家被強力誘導下，可取消簽下的不平等契約。雅各討以掃何其嚴苛，給饑渴兄長紅豆湯解困，乃應有之義。該隱用暴力取去兄長亞伯的生命，雅各以犴猾在以掃心田播下殺弟的仇恨。

2. The fear of a vengeful brother


In the text we had read today, Jacob became a fugitive. He was on the run from his brother. Esau avowed to avenge for his blessing being stolen. “Esau held a grudge against Jacob because of the blessing his father had given him. He said to himself, ‘The days of mourning for my father is near; then I will kill my brother Jacob.’”(Genesis 27: 41) Sin is (like a beast) crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.” (Genesis 4:7)


今天所讀的經文，記述雅各是一位在逃者，逃避以掃的報復。以 掃 因 他 父 親 給 雅 各 祝 的 福 ， 就 怨 恨 雅 各 ， 心 裡 說 ： 為 我 父 親 居 喪 的 日 子 近 了 ， 到 那 時 候 ， 我 要 殺 我 的 兄 弟 雅 各 。(創27: 41) 你 若 行 得 不 好 ， 罪 就 伏 在 門 前 。 他 必 戀 慕 你 ， 你 卻 要 制 伏 他 。(創4: 7)
 
Jacob was heading away from home to take refuge in his uncle home in Paddan Aram  of Haran, today’s eastern Turkey,  where the origins of the Tigris and Euphrates are found. This was a tough journey. Unlike Esau the field was not his habitat. Jacob was a man of tent. His smooth skin had a hard time in exposure to extreme weather outside the tent. The more distant away from Esau the more safe he might feel. But at the same time he felt more disheartening as Rebekah was further away. He might run away from a vengeful Esau but he could not run away from his grinding guilty feeling. The sudden severance of a close relation is always regretful. It is painful to have a brother turned enemy. It is more painful when they are twins growing up together.

.
現今雅各要離家，飄泊天涯，開始尋找他鄉的故事，投靠遠在哈蘭地巴旦亞蘭的舅舅拉班。巴旦亞蘭的河流的意思，在幼發拉底和底格裡斯河的發源地，現今土耳其東面山區。這是艱辛的旅程。不像以掃，他對田野陌生，因他常居帳棚。他光滑的皮膚，要暴露烈日寒夜之下，遠離以掃誠然感到比較安心，但遠離想念的母親利百加他感到愀心。他可以逃避以掃，但他揮不去令他下安的罪疚感。突然與親密的關係到裂誠然是一大憾事，兄弟交惡令人神傷，更痛苦的是一起長大的孖生兄弟，反目成仇。 

3. The fear of the divine presence (Genesis 28: 16, 17)

Now Jacob came to Bethel, 12 miles north of Jerusalem, about 65 north from home. “When he reached a certain place, he stopped for the night because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head and lay down to sleep.” (Genesis 28: 11)
In his sleep Jacob dreamed of “a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it….” (Genesis 28: 12-15) When he woke up he was overtaken by a special kind of fear—trembling awe of the divine presence.


There are multiple levels of fear. Just imagine as you sit here. If you are in debt and are unable to pay your debt you change your residence and your telephone number to run away from your debtor. Now you are in the chapel. Suddenly your debtor appears before you. Of course you will be afraid. You are so embarrassed and your lip may become so tight that you cannot say a word and do not know how to respond for a moment. The approaching debtor is threatening (驚惶). He may bring you to court for a settlement and you may end up in prison. 

 How about a lion suddenly enters into the chapel? What kind of fear do you have then? You simply run away instantly for life. There is the element of terror (驚恐) in the fear. 


How about if mother Teresa (if she is still alive) enters into the chapel and you have read much about her saintly life. That fear is intoned of reverence (崇敬).  

How if Jesus appears in his glory in the chapel as he was transfigured before the three disciples on the Mount Hermon: “His clothes became dazzling while, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them. And there appeared before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with Jesus.” (Mark 9:3, 4) We are told that the three disciples did not know what to say. They were so frightened and in great awe (敬畏) So was Jacob gripped by awe in his dream at Bethel. 

No doubt Jacob had a mountain top experience with God. Paradoxically this top experience happened when he was most downcast. 
He was a lonely fugitive in the desert. The vengeful Esau was in his back and the cunning uncle Laban was waiting for him ahead. Jacob should learn from his mother that Laban was a cheater par excellence. Rebekah was no longer at his side. He was left helpless. 

4. God came down to Jacob the sinner


What did Jacob see in the dream? 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. What message does the picture give? Angels are messengers of the Lord. It tells us that God understood what had been transpired in the life of Jacob. The picture gave great comfort to Jacob. “There above it stood the Lord.” In other manuscript it reads “There beside him is the Lord.” (Genesis 28: 13) 

Who may deserve the attainment of the enlightenment, the glimpse of the divine? It is the sinner, not the saint Jacob who saw a stairway to heaven. Through his greedy scheming Jacob had won the family birthright and then, had to run away from family. Isn’t it ironical? The name Jacob means grasping (卽及). Jacob grasped Esau’s heel as they came out of mother’s womb at birth. But now his hands were empty. Nothing he could grasp.  The birthright rendered useless and the blessing that he valued so much was in void. 

We know the stairway to heaven is Jesus himself. In the Gospel of John 1: 15, we read, “I tell you the truth, you should see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” Jacob did not look for God but God looked for him. Jesus came to seek sinners. 

We do not visit the sacred realm. The sacred realm visits us. It is the pure grace on God’s part that we can meet him. There is the gap between heaven and earth. Without the provision of the stairway we cannot reach heaven. That is the essence of Christian faith. Faith is to trust the faithfulness of God in his promise not our faithfulness or merit.
4. The stairway to heaven and the Babel tower

All of us are fearful of something. The fear of the fugitive Jacob had been transformed by the fear of God experienced in Bethel. In my sermon on the Plain and the Tower (巴別塔與示拿平原) preached on August 19, 2007 on Genesis 11: 1-9, I had mentioned the fear or anxiety without God as the center of our life. When  people came to the vast Plain of Shinar they were afraid to scatter around. Without God as the anchor to hold our life and to hold one another together we are afraid to be dispersed. 
They ventured to build a tower to reach the heavens and made a name for themselves lest they were being dispersed. The Babylonians were good engineers to build mountain-like temple-towers Zigguarrat.  When Eve ate the forbidden fruit she contemplated to be like God. Now in the plain of Shinar the contemplation was carried out in a project of construction. ‘Let us make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” “Come let us build a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens.” They were confident in their high technology. With these bricks they can reach heavens usurping the seat of God.  When God is removed from us as the center of life, nothing is left to bind men together. There is the centrifugal force setting men asunder.  The more is the advance of technology and science the more is the distrust of one another among the nations. Now the most powerful nation on earth fears most and often contemplates of preemptive attack to eradicate any potential threat. But if we love God we love one another. If we do not love God we do not love one another.
In the dream at Bethel we learn that only the stairway provided by God can reach heaven. And if we fear God we do not fear our fellows. When Jacob encountered God in awe at Bethel the fear of Esau was put at rest. He was ready to reconcile and make reparation with Esau.
4. The stairway to heaven redefines our life


a. No condemnation in the presence of the stairway to heaven. In the encounter at Bethel, it is to our surprise that  God did not rebuke Jacob. On the opposite God reiterated his promise to Abraham, and through Isaac to Jacob: 


 “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. 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. 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 until I have done what I have promised you.” (Genesis 28: 13-15)

Why no rebuke and condemnation? In the presence of the stairway to heaven we are no longer under the condemnation. In Christ we are men made new. Our past is gone. Our slate is swept clean. We are given a new life, a new vision. 


b. God accepts us in accordance of our level of faith.  At Bethel Jacob still had many ‘ifs’. He made a deal and took oath: “If God will be with me and will watch over me ….then the Lord will be my Lord.” (Genesis 20, 21) He had done the same with Esau and Rebekah too. He wanted to play safe. But God was condescendingly good to Jacob. Because of the stairway to heaven we are accepted as the way we are. That is justification.


But our life was yet to be sanctified. Jacob had yet to learn the hard lesson. He was cheated by Laban (拉班). The father-in-law and uncle Laban gave Jacob his daughter Leah (利亞)instead of Rachael (拉結) as wife whom Jacob loved. Jacob had to work another seven for Rachael. In the account of Jacob Laban had altered his wage ten times. Until at the ford Jabbok (雅 博渡口) Jacob wrestled with God and surrendered. Then and only then Jacob was ready to be called Israel, the father of twelve tribes. 

c. Mercy prevails over judgment. “When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, ‘Surely the Lord is in this place, and I was not aware of it.’ He was afraid and said, ‘How awesome is this place! This is none other the house of God; this is the gate of heaven.’” (Genesis 28: 16, 17) Rudoff Otto writes of this religious awe: “the emotion of a creature, abased and overwhelmed by its own nothingness in contrast to that which is supreme above all creatures.” Is that all that caused Jacob to make the stone under his head for a pillar and put oil on it and called the place Bethel? Yes in the dream Jacob learned about the majesty, transcendence, holiness and his nothingness as Otto suggested. 
But I think something is more. That is God’s silence on condemnation and the forgiveness of the cheating and wrongs done to Esau and Isaac that are too awesome. The fact that God still would use him when his life was in great mess made him feel awesome. Mercy, not judgment prevails. 

What are you afraid of now? The fear of God can dispel all fear. And his acceptance and forgiveness and his willingness to use us are the most awesome. Amen.
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