Sermon on Pentacost Sunday: May 11, 2008

Back to Bethel 回到伯特利 
Gen 35:1-15                         Angela Gee
Introduction
There is a Chinese saying, “好馬不吃回頭草 A good horse never grazes on the same old pasture”. We are always advised to move on instead of going back！ In fact, looking back is dangerous. Imagine what will happen in the coming Olympic Games if 劉翔 turns around while spinning over his hurdles. For Chinese, going back to hometown must be in glory, only a fugitive will return home with shame. In our culture, ‘going back’ has negative connotations of ‘back down’, ‘give up’ and ‘failure’. God orders Jacob to go back to Bethel. What is the significance of Bethel in the life of Jacob?
Flashback
Let’s take a flashback to Ch. 28:10-15, the appearance of God to Jacob at Bethel. After defrauded Esau of his birthright, Jacob fled to Bethel (previously known as Luz) to escape the anger of Esau. His first night in Bethel was in the open air, stone as pillow and the sky as his quilt. He left home the first time ever in his life and so his experience in Bethel was unforgettable. In Jacob’s dream, he saw a stairway to heaven that God promised to be with him forever. Jacob set up a sacred pillar and named the place Bethel (‘house of God’), then made a vow saying, "If God will be with me and watch over me on this journey…so that I return safely to my father's house, then the LORD will be my God.” So Bethel is the place of Jacob’s first encounter with God. 
Having deceived by Laban for twenty years, the fed-up Jacob made another runaway. I wonder why Jacob did not come straight to Bethel when he fled from Laban? For not returning straight to Bethel, Jacob has paid a high price. His detour to Shechem cost him dearly. His daughter Dinah was defiled by Shechem son of Hamor. In their act of revenge, Jacob’s two sons, Simeon and Levi, have stirred up great trouble with Canaanites and Perizzites that endangers Jacob’s household which is few in number. If these enemies join forces against him, his household will be destroyed. (Gen 34:30). At this life or death crossroads, God confronts him a challenge which is an opportunity to settle his family crisis: go back to Bethel.
Journey to Bethel---a road of spiritual transformation
To Jacob, departure from Shechem to Bethel is a real uphill pilgrimage. Bethel is 1000 ft. higher than Shechem, an up journey (v.3 hleî[]). The word hleî[] also means ‘ascend’ like the pilgrimage in Psalm 24:3 “Who may ascend the hill of the Lord?” Whether to go back or not is also a crucial decision in the life of Jacob. He has long lived his life on his own terms resulting only into a lot of complications. All his life, Jacob is in constant fear, danger and distress, yet in each instance God remains faithful to his promise and delivers him. Ironically, Jacob’s household has picked up other religious objects while they were living in Shechem (Rachel stole “household gods” from he father as mentioned in 31:19). In response to God’s offering of a second chance, Jacob orders his family to purify themselves (surrender idols and bury rings in their rings under the oak) for the journey to Bethel. 
Please note that God has not made such purification order to him. Jacob takes the initiative to purify himself and his household. He knows that he cannot return to Bethel in his present state. Before they can move to the right road, they need to get rid of anything they have trusted, desired or prioritized over God. There are some things in his life and his household that block the way---idols that have taken the place of God. The exhortation to purify themselves and changing their garments both represent the inward cleansing done in confessing and repenting of sins. What a huge improvement in his spirituality for he now realizes that human polluted by war, lust, idolatry etc. have to purify themselves before entering into house of God. 
Do you still have idols today? Are there some hidden sins in your life you need to deal with? An intimate relationship with God or a life of total commitment to Him will never take place unless we are willing to fulfill these requirements.  Jacob is willing to let go of anything that will come between him and his relationship with God. We too must be willing to do the same. When Jacob obeys and goes up to Bethel, the Lord delivers him from the anger of the Canaanites. “And the terror of God fell upon the towns all around them so that no one pursued them” (v.5). As what Jacob declares in verse 3 that God is the one “who answered me in the day of my distress and who has been with me wherever I have gone.” 
For a second time Jacob’s name is changed to ‘Israel’ (v.10; cf. Gen 32:28). Why twice? The original meanings of his name ‘Jacob’ are: ‘take by the heel’, ‘supplanter’ and ‘deceiver’. The new name ‘Israel’ means ‘struggled with God and men and have overcome. ’ As you see, Jacob has not at once changed his inner self.  After his family tragedy in Shechem, God remains faithful to his promise. He calls Jacob to go back to Bethel and reiterates his new name is ‘Israel’. It is significant that no explanation of the name ‘Israel’ in the second naming. It appears that the negative connotation “struggled with God” (32:28) has been deliberately omitted. As a matter of fact, at this point of life, Jacob is not the same Jacob who previously struggled with God and men. The reiteration of his name ‘Israel’ is after he reconciled with Esau. The second mention of his name ‘Israel’ has a more neutral or even positive connotation by removing the notion of “struggle”. It also represents a major turning point of Jacob’s standing before God. The new Jacob no longer struggles with God. Jacob’s life is littered with difficulties and trials, his new name “Israel’ is a tribute to his desire to stay close to God despite life’s disappointments. His new name signifies the old self is replaced by the new. Jacob builds an altar and reiterates the place is El Bethel where God has talked and revealed to him.  The first naming relates to the personal relationship between Jacob and God whereas the second naming relates to the whole nation as God repeats his covenant made with Abraham. ‘Israel’ also means victory with God. 
The changing names of Bethel and Israel signify the transformation of Jacob’s spirituality. In today’s text, we come across the past, present and future of Bethel. Before Jacob’s encountering with God, the refuge place was previously known as Luz; from Luz changes to Bethel (house of God) after his first encounter with God, now realize it is ‘El Bethel’ after Jacob’s re-encounter with God. Bethel transforms from a place of encountering with God into a place of God’s blessing and promise.
Hospitality of the text: Where is your Bethel?


Jacob transforms from a born-deceiver to ‘Israel’; from the lowest spirituality to ‘building an altar to worship God’ and then elected to Hall of Fame in Heb 11:21 together with other fathers of faith----the highest ranking of spirituality. What a big leap in faith. Jacob is a man full of weaknesses, yet God still uses him. In times of difficulties, Jacob calls out God and got refuge. In times of prosperity, Jacob forgets his vow. His piety and prosperity fail to go in the same direction. When Jacob enjoys a prosperous life in Ch. 33-34, his sons commit cruelty. In the midst of Jacob’s deep sorrow, God wakes him up, “Go back to Bethel”. God has repeatedly called Jacob to “go back to the land of your fathers and to your relatives” (31:3) “I am the God of Bethel, where you anointed a pillar and where you made a vow to me. Now leave this land at once and go back to your native land.” (31:13). It is not that God has not spoken to Jacob. God reminds him time and again, but somewhere along the way, Jacob either stops hearing and heeding the voice of God, or he becomes distracted! Why now in Ch. 35:1-15 the Lord succeeds to get Jacob’s attention? The trouble in Shechem brings him to his knees and has a very good ear for God’s command. We have eyes but not always seeing; ears but not always hearing, but our faithful God hears our every distress. 

C.S. Lewis in his book The Problem with Pain says, “God whispers to us in our pleasure, speaks to us in our conscience, but shouts in our pain.”  Do we hear the voice of God calling us back to Bethel? Are we going to ignore Him until we find ourselves in trouble? In the midst of Jacob’s ups and downs, God plants the seed of spiritual growth in Jacob. Like Jacob, we are easy to walk astray (sidetrack or distract) in our days of prosperity.  After the tormented assault of his daughter, at this moment, God speaks. “Go up and return to Bethel, where you first met me.” Where is your Bethel? When was your first encounter with God? Was there a time in your life when you were closer to God than you are now? Haven’t you got lost in prosperity? God, too, wakes you up now. Quoting Mr. Chan’s phrase in his last sermon, here is another example of the hospitality of the text. You are invited to answer God’s call today. 
Now “go up to Bethel”
Bethel also represents a right relationship with God. It was so in the life of Abraham, it is so in the life of Jacob, and our lives as well. Your heart is Bethel: house of God. Our body is a temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19). God calls upon us, “Go up to Bethel and settle there, build an altar there to God, who appeared to you when you were fleeing from your downs." Our journey back to Bethel begins when we once again hear and obey the voice of God, like Jacob. The journey back to Bethel begins when we are ready to deal with our sin and purify our hearts and lives. The return to Bethel marks the end of Jacob’s spiritual wandering and the final demonstration of the faithfulness of God. God has been with him all the way through and finally brings him back to Bethel in safety. It signifies that the crisis has gone, sins have been forgiven. The return is not simply a ‘come back’ but with a more profound meaning----the reconciliation between God and man. 
When we go back to Bethel, we are assured of God’s presence and protection. Believers who have walked away from God do not have to fear of their journey back. Interestingly, Jacob should be afraid of his enemies but instead God made them fear Jacob. Could Jacob and his sons defend themselves against the towns all around? Clearly not. The terror upon the cities is initiated by God. In this perspective, your every obstacle, suffering and pain is also Bethel where God stays with you till you find the way out, and say the LORD is your God. When God encounters a person, this is the beginning of a conscious relationship with God. God is from that point at work in a person, leading, teaching, training, molding, changing him/her into the person of God’s image. Above all, God perseveres with us.
My upcoming agenda is to participate in organizing the 3-day summer camp for Ebenezer Alumni, one of the annual big events to them. To revisit their mother school and even their old beds bring back their memories of transformation. Their pillows and beds may evoke the tears of growing up but the school campus, with walls densely hung with Braille bible verses, reminds them the love of God all along and their ultimate hope of reunion with Him.   

Conclusion: 回頭是岸 
苦海無涯，回頭是岸。 Coming back to Bethel is coming back into fellowship with Him and the people of God.  Are we dwelling at Bethel now? If not, now is the time to hear the voice of God: "Go up to Bethel and settle there.” You are invited to answer God’s call. Make a fresh start by going to the place where you first met Him. If you are yet to have a Bethel, here it is. Here and now. Your name is no longer the same. Your name is Israel that you have struggled with God and men and have overcome. 
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