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Jesus continued:  “There was a man who had two sons.  
The younger one said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of 
the estate.’  So he divided his property between them. 
 “Not long after that, the younger son got together all he 
had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his 
wealth in wild living.  After he had spent everything, there was 
a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in 
need.  So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that 
country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs.  He longed to 
fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no 
one gave him anything. 
 “When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my 
father’s hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to 
death!  I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: 
Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.  I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your 
hired men.’  So he got up and went to his father. 
 “But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him 
and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, 
threw his arms around him and kissed him. 
 “The son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and against you.  I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son.’ 
 “But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the best 
robe and put it on him.  Put a ring on his finger and sandals on 
his feet.  Bring the fattened calf and kill it.  Let’s have a feast 
and celebrate.  For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; 
he was lost and is found.’ So they began to celebrate. 



 “Meanwhile, the older son was in the field.  When he came 
near the house, he heard music and dancing.  So he called one 
of the servants and asked him what was going on.  ‘Your 
brother has come,’ he replied, ‘and your father has killed the 
fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.’ 
 “The older brother became angry and refused to go in.  So 
his father went out and pleaded with him.  But he answered his 
father, ‘Look!  All these years I’ve been slaving for you and 
never disobeyed your orders.  Yet you never gave me even a 
young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. But when this 
son of yours who has squandered your property with 
prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’ 
 “’My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and 
everything I have is yours.  But we have to celebrate and be 
glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; 
he was lost and is found.’”  
 
SERMON: 
 So, we are continuing a small mini-series here and talking 
about how grace works in our life, and it works to transform 
us, and so we are going to be sitting with Luke 15 for the next 
couple of weeks and continuing that this morning, because all 
of this is sort of building up to help get you a notion that life is 
a spiritual journey that God has invited us to be a part of; that 
God is part in leading us in this, not leaving us as we were, but 
meeting us there and walking with us forward in that.  So last 
week we looked at the question that Thomas Keating called, 
“The First Question” for the first stage of life which is “Where 
are You” with a sense of it shows up very quickly in Genesis 
where God is calling out to Adam and Eve who are hiding from 
Him or they think they’re hiding from Him, but really they’re 
hiding from themselves; it’s a question for their benefits 
identified where are they in relationship to one another, to 
God, to creation and to themselves, so when they identified 



where they are, just like when you find yourself on the atlas or 
the GPS, then you can start thinking about where do I want to 
be; where do I want to go?  
 
So this morning, we start with the next question, which is “Who 
are You, Who Am I;” one of the major questions of life, 
especially when we get enough of the base-level survival 
figured out that we can begin to sit back and think, “Who Am I, 
What is the point of all of this?  How does this al work?”  And 
this morning, we want to see how those questions show up 
again in Luke 15, but before that we want to see where they 
show up else in scripture. 
 
I want to invite you to turn with me right now to Genesis 25; 
now I had mercy on Barb this morning, I didn’t want her to 
have to read ten chapters out of Genesis, but we are going to 
walk through ten chapters this morning because we’re going to 
look at the life of Jacob.   
 
Now Jacob was one of the sons of Isaac; Isaac was the son of 
Abraham, of course, and so when we talk about the God of the 
Old Testament, one of the ways we refer to God is the God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; so he’s one of the patriarch’s; he’s 
one of the founders of the nation of Israel. 
 
When we turn to Genesis 25, we are looking at the roots of 
Israel, which of course is what Jesus comes out of as well, so we 
are looking at the roots of our Christian faith as well. 
 
But I want to look at Jacob’s life, not just for the history of it, 
but to see how spiritual formation occurs in the course of our 
natural lives, where God is at work in the midst of the day-to-
day things that we often disregard to transform us to be part of 
His mission. 



So, for instance, last night we were out with some friends for 
dinner and one of them had already had their main course and 
they sent away their silverware with it, and so by the time, 
kind of a special dish came at the end, they had this meat in 
front of them and they were using a knife and a piece of wood, 
like a skewer from a kabob to try and cut it; and it wasn’t going 
so well for them.  Why was that?  Well the wooden piece of 
kabob is really not designed to help cut your meat, right?  You 
need a tool that’s specially designed for that.  
 
So if we’re going to join in the mission of God, He is going to 
shape our lives; He’s going to create within us a space for His 
grace so we can be vessels of His kingdom.  So this is the theme 
of what we are looking at this morning and why, “Who you are” 
matters in the universe and the answer to that drives how you 
spend your time; what your desires are and how you might 
grow in this. 
 
Turn with me, if you’re not already there to Genesis 25: we 
begin in verse 19:   
 
This is the account of Abraham’s son Isaac.  (And as it goes 
along, Isaac became married to Rebekah and Rebekah became 
pregnant with children; not just one child, now she barren 
previously, but she ends up with twins.  It says the twins were 
there) 
 
 “Isaac prayed to the Lord on behalf of his wife, because 
she was barren.  The Lord answered his prayer, and his wife 
became pregnant.  The babies jostled each other within her, 
and she said, “Why is this happening to me?” 
 
So when we read that word “jostling” we think something kind 
of cute and innocent, right?  The original Hebrew though when 



you read that word “jostling”, it means crushed, bruised, 
oppressed.  Right from the get-go, these brothers are the 
epitome of sibling rivalry; each trying to push the other down 
to lift themselves up, and that’s one of the major things that 
becomes a theme throughout scripture and throughout our 
own lives is how we rival against others; it’s for our own sake. 
 
So she went to inquire of the Lord: 
 
“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.” 
 
Now this is huge in the sake of the firstborn, the older is going 
to serve the younger.  Everywhere in the world, you always 
had a custom where the firstborn was almost like a third 
parent for the family, right?  And we see this in our own culture 
too.  We don’t do the inheritance stuff the same way the rest of 
the world does, but the firstborn was often the one who was 
expected to be the what, the responsible one, right?  The one 
whose making sure their siblings are doing what they are 
doing and that creates some animosity between the siblings 
doesn’t it, right?  So if you know you’re trying to get away with 
something, not only do you have to dupe Mom and Dad you 
also had to dupe your firstborn, right?   
 
So there’s this rivalry inherent in the beginning of it and what 
God is saying is the older will serve the younger.  God is going 
to turn upside down the natural order of things to create a new 
order.  This is one of the reasons why the kingdom of God is 
referred to as a new creation; it’s a new way of being in the 
world. 
 



(Verse 24)  When the time came for her to give birth, there 
were twin boys in her womb.  The first to come out was red, 
and his whole body was like a hairy garment; so they named 
him Esau.   
 
Esau means “hairy”; later on he is also called Edom, which 
means “red”.  Names often were used to describe the situation 
in which kids were born or something about the essence of 
their character, which is what we see with his younger brother 
Jacob.  Jacob comes out immediately following Esau grasping at 
the heel is the phrase that’s used in scripture, grasping at the 
heel is what Jacob means literally the one who is a “heel 
grasper”.  It becomes an idiom in Hebrew culture to refer to 
one who works through deception. 
 
Now notice with the word that Rebekah has given about her 
sons, the older will serve the younger.   
 
Now, take a moment and step back from the Hebrew story for a 
moment.   
 
In Norse mythology, there were two brothers that were the 
sons of God; there was Thor and there was Loki.  Which one is 
the hero based on what you know if you know anything about 
Norse mythology?  Thor is the hero!  You see him in the 
movies; how is he portrayed?  Long, flowing, golden lox and he 
is strong and muscular and every man wants to be him and 
every woman wants to be with him, right?  It’s the epitome of 
strength and power and goodness. 
 
Loki is a deceiver; he works behinds the scene, he’s always 
doing mischief.  What the Hebrew Bible does is take that sort of 
narrative and puts it on its head.  Thor, the one who’s up front 
and strong and powerful is the hero in Norse mythology.  For 



the Hebrews and the way their god works; the way the God of 
creation works, it’s the younger brother who is going to be the 
hero; the scoundrel, the deceiver.  It messes with our radar 
right from the beginning. 
 
So, staying with it, they come out, he grabs Esau’s heel so he 
was named Jacob; Isaac was 60 years old when Rebekah gave 
birth to them, so those of you who are grandparents, helping 
raise your grandchildren, there are folks in the Bible who know 
what you are going through; they were there. 
 
The boys grew up and Esau became a skillful hunter, a man of 
the open country while Jacob was a quiet man staying among 
the tents.  So as is often common, these siblings who come from 
the same family upbringing, the same genetics become totally 
different persons; one is very much the outdoorsy-type, the 
bear grizzly of sorts for his family.  He loves hunting and being 
out in the wild and not showering; he’s the manly man. 
 
The other one is a quiet man; he’s more at home.  In fact, it says 
in the text it says that he used to help his mother prepare the 
meals.  Which one would get picked on in gym class?  Jacob!  
The one who stays home, right?  The one who stays with his 
Mom and helps with the meals and things like this. 
 
So, right off the bat they have two very different natures and 
characters within these individuals.  Esau is out hunting one 
time and he’s not so successful and he comes back, he’s been 
out in the field for many, many days and he’s very hungry, 
starving even; he thinks he is going to die because there’s no 
drive-thru’s back then.  So if you’re hungry and you haven’t 
prepared or caught your food, you’re not eating that night. 
 



So, he comes back to the camp and Jacob is there, and Jacob 
being the one who works in the kitchen with his Mom, has this 
beautiful, delicious-looking stew.  We don’t know what he put 
in it, but we know it is good enough where Esau comes and he 
says: “Jacob, I am starving!  Let me have some of your stew!”  
Jacob’s response to him, of course, being the smart one, the 
quiet one, right, the book learner, says, “Well, I’ll let you have 
some of the stew, if you’ll sell me your birthright.” 
 
Now, in that world, the birthright for the firstborn means a 
share and a half of the inheritance, the leading of the next 
generation of the family.  They’re all sorts of things bound up in 
this sense of birthright; it is a major long-term investment, just 
like many of us, Esau is not thinking about the long-term 
future!  He’s focused very much on the present and that 
rumbling in his tummy, right?  And he says, “All right, I’ll do it, 
because it’s no good to me if I die, and so I’ll take your stew and 
you can have my birthright!” 
 
So, the scriptures actually say the blame for this deal actually 
falls on Esau because he scorned his birthright and he hands it 
over to Jacob and he receives a bowl of stew and we really, 
really hope for his sake it is the best stew he has ever had, and 
even if it isn’t, he should act like it because he just gave a lot to 
pay for this stew.   
 
The story continues and they continue growing in their rivalry 
and separating from one another, and Rebekah comes to Jacob.  
Now remember, no mother plays favorites, right?  Those of you 
who are siblings know Moms don’t play favorites; they don’t 
have favorites, that’s not the way it works.  Even if they don’t 
though, what do all the siblings think?  They do!  And it’s never 
you, right?  It’s always somebody else, right?   
 



So, Rebekah comes to Jacob and she says, “Your father is 
getting old, he doesn’t see as well as he used to; you need to go 
and receive his blessing.”   
 
Blessing in that day and age was a big deal!  It’s a big deal today 
I would say, but what she does is she has him put on goat hair 
and hide so he is hairy like his brother, because remember, it 
says that Isaac, his eyes have gotten weak   So what’s he going 
to use to figure out whose coming to him for his blessing?  He’s 
going to use his other senses, he’s going to want to touch and 
see that it is Esau, hairy and rugged; he should smell 
outdoorsy, right? 
 
Well, these animal skins are going to help with that effect, and 
what happens then is Jacob comes to Isaac and he kneels down 
in front of him, and he brings some of Rebekah’s best stew and 
he brings it with him, and he prepares it for Isaac and he gives 
it to him as a gift, and Isaac says, “Let me touch your arms to 
make sure that you’re my son Esau,” and he lets him touch his 
arms, he feels the hair and he comes near him so he can smell 
the wilderness upon him, and once Isaac is convinced that this 
is his son Esau, not his son Jacob, he blesses him and he 
pronounces a mighty blessing upon him; it’s a beautiful 
blessing, one of the keys, one of the life lessons if you will for 
those of us as we are growing older, about the next generation, 
is that we need to be speaking blessings over them as they go 
along.   
 
Now, we don’t necessarily need to be as poetic as they are, but 
he pronounces a blessing on him; this is in chapter 27. 
 
Here’s the blessing:  “Ah, the smell of my son is like the smell of 
a field (isn’t it beautiful, right from the beginning, you smell 
like a field, my boy!) That the Lord has blessed.  May God give 



you of heaven’s dew and of earth’s richness—an abundance of 
grain and new wine.  May nations serve you and peoples bow 
down to you.  Be lord over your brothers, and may the sons of 
your mother bow down to you.  May those who curse you be 
cursed and those who bless you be blessed.” 
 
After Isaac finished blessing him and Jacob had scarcely left his 
father’s presence, his brother Esau came in from hunting for 
his father so he could receive the blessing. 
 
Esau comes in and says, “Father I am here to receive your 
blessing” and his father asks, “Who are you?”  “I’m your son, 
your firstborn, Esau.” 
 
Isaac trembled violently meaning he is really, really upset.  
Why is he angry?  His own son has lied to him to receive his 
brother’s blessing and he succeeded.  Would he be angrier if he 
figured it out ahead of time and stopped it or is he angrier that 
he actually went through with it, he got duped, he got the rug 
pulled over his eyes. 
 
“Who was it then that hunted game and brought it to me?  I ate 
it just before you came in and I blessed him and indeed he will 
be blessed!”  “Bless me too, my father” Esau cries out, but he 
said, “Your brother came deceitfully and took your blessing.”  
He can’t do it!  And Esau, isn’t he rightly named Jacob?  He has 
deceived me twice: He took my birthright, and now he’s taken 
my blessing!”  Then he asked, “Haven’t you reserved any 
blessing for me?  Isn’t there anything I can get at this point?” 
 
And so Isaac says, “I have made him lord over you and have 
made all his relatives his servants, and I have sustained him 
with grain and new wine.  What can I possibly do for you?” 
 



Esau said to his father, “Do you have only one blessing?  Can’t 
you come up with something for me?” 
 
And this is the blessing he gives him:  “Your dwelling will be 
assay from the earth’s richness, away from the dew of heaven 
above.  You will live by the sword and you will serve your 
brother.  But when you grow restless, you will throw his yoke 
from off your neck.” 
 
So the only promise he gives to Esau is that when you get 
restless, you will throw your brother’s oppression off your 
neck.  The sibling rivalry has now fully matured into a rivalry 
between adult men that will be in conflict with one another for 
the next decade or so. 
 
Esau, this time the scriptures make it clear, “It’s Jacob’s fault 
that this has happened.”  So Esau is filled with wrath, he goes 
after his brother; his brother flees.  At his mother’s advice, he 
goes to his uncle Laban’s ranch, far, far away, so he can take a 
wife and he can wait until his brother cools down; “Just give 
him space; he’s come around again.  Just let him cool it!” 
 
So Jacob goes to his uncle’s pastures, and before he gets there, 
is where he has this vision in Bethel.  On the way there, he has 
a vision of God as he is sleeping and he sees a stairway to 
haven, sort of speak, a ladder between heaven and earth and 
angels ascending and descending, and he wakes up and he 
says, “Now I realize that God is here in this place!”  One of the 
major spiritual moments in Jacob’s life is realizing despite 
everything that he has done, despite the threats against his life, 
despite everything that others have done to him, God is with 
him in that place; this will be key!  He is journeying along; he’s 
left his father’s house to go to his uncle’s and on the way, God 
meets him in a vision and says, “I’m here still.” 



Jacob gets up and places a small altar there and he continues 
his journey to his uncle’s ranch. 
 
Once he gets there, he begins to work and his uncle Laban says 
to him: “It’s not fair that you’re working for me for nothing.  
Say what you want and I’ll give it to you!”  So he says, “Well, 
I’ve come for a wife” and so what they do is they work out a 
contract that he will work 7 years and at the end of 7 years, he 
will marry Laban’s daughter, Rebekah.  Notice, nobody asks 
Rebekah what she wants in this!  The deal is made between the 
2 men; so again, you’ll notice that there’s this shifting of what 
marriage was all about.  It was just this contract between them 
for his work; he would receive Rebekah then who was going to 
provide offspring to him. 
 
So, Jacob faithfully does the work for 7 years; he works day in 
and day out; he’s one of the best field hands they have and at 
the end of it, they throw a wedding celebration and at the 
wedding celebration, Laban makes sure that Jacob is having a 
good time and just like his father’s blessing says, “You’ll always 
have new wine.”  So he gives him lots of wine that night; so 
much wine that Jacob staggers into the bedchambers and 
Laban is able to pull a trick on Jacob.  The swindler gets 
swindled by his family!  You reap what you sow! 
 
He gets swindled here because Laban brings his firstborn 
daughter, Leah into Jacob’s bedchambers and Jacob sleeps with 
her.  Think about how much wine he has had at this point that 
he doesn’t recognize the woman he has been pursing for 7 
years; he can’t tell the difference between her and her sister.  
He sleeps with her. 
 
In the morning, he wakes up, probably with a big headache and 
he realizes what’s happened and he’s angry with Laban.  And 



Laban innocently says, “Well, it is not our custom to allow the 
younger daughter to be married before the older daughter.  
Now if you still want Rebekah (which of course he does) you 
can work another 7 years for me and then you can marry 
Rebekah as well.” 
 
So Laban is going to marry off both daughters and get 14 years 
labor out of Jacob.  Jacob agrees to this.  Rebekah is the one he 
is after so he works another 7 years. 
 
At the end of 14 years, he is married to Rebekah.  Now they 
have both of them, and what happens then is there’s a setup.  
As you continue here, there’s a setup in chapter 29, verse 31: 
 
When the Lord saw that Leah was not loved, he opened her 
womb, but Rachel was barren.   What does this say about the 
character of God that we have been seeing all throughout this?  
God comes alongside the unloved; God comes alongside the 
weaker, God comes alongside the one whose being neglected 
and mistreated.  And what He does is He allows Leah to begin 
bearing children for Jacob. 
 
Leah, however, has her own interpretation of this.  She begins 
to use this as an opportunity to receive her husband’s 
affections; he dotes on Rebekah, that’s who he has, what we 
would call, romantic love for.  Leah is using the opportunity to 
present him with heirs, his firstborn and his first couple of 
children as a means of leverage to try and gain Jacob’s 
affections.  The sisters now become rivals for their husband’s 
affections; really healthy family dynamics going on aren’t 
there?  I mean aren’t you glad we’re nothing like them back 
then?  You know, we don’t have anything wrong in our families 
like this. 
 



If you’ve every wondered or felt bad about your family, look at 
the families in scripture; it can always be worse, and you see 
what happens here, they become rivals, so much so that 
Rebekah then gives her maidservant to Jacob to have kids with 
her and those become kind of like pseudo-kids for her and then 
Leah who has had enough of her own, begins to give her 
maidservant and they go back and forth so much so that at one 
point one of Leah’s kids finds mandrakes during the harvest 
and she finds these mandrakes and Rebekah wants the 
mandrakes, so she asks for the mandrakes and Leah says, “You 
can have my son’s mandrakes if you will let me be with our 
husband tonight.”  They are now bartering for their husband’s 
affection; they are rivals with one another to the extreme and 
then when she agrees to it, Leah’s response to Jacob is “You 
have to be with me tonight.”  Loving, embracing, deeply 
intimate marriage, right?  There’s so much manipulation going 
on in this story, it’s tough to keep track of it all. 
 
What happens then is they continue on this.  Jacob swindles 
Laban; he gets back at him finally.  He figures out a trick with 
breeding the sheep so he can take most of Laban’s flocks with 
him.  Laban is caught unaware by this. 
 
As they are leaving, Rachel takes her father’s idols with her and 
they run off into the wilderness.  Laban pursues them with his 
armed men to come and take back his idols and he asks Jacob: 
“Why have you done this to me, I have done nothing but 
kindness to you?”  We know is not entirely true but we often 
tell a story that gives us the benefit of the doubt. 
 
So he tells his story and Jacob says, “You’re right?”  And he 
gives back what he needs to, but he says he’s going back.  Based 
on a vision he has had from God, he is returning back to his 
family he grew up with; he’s returning back to Esau.  And so as 



he is going on the way, he stops at a campsite, he names this 
campsite, “Two Camps” because he realizes God is in that place, 
reminiscent of the earlier vision, and his camp is also in this 
place and he sends messengers ahead to his brothers to let 
them know that he is returning.  He is coming home; he’s 
coming home because God told him to come home.  It’s part of 
the journey for us as a homecoming. 
 
As the messengers go to Esau, they come back with an update, 
“Your brother’s on his way and he has 400 of his men with 
him.”  What goes through Jacob’s mind?  The last time he 
interacted with his brother, what happened?  He stole his 
brother’s birthright, he stole his brother’s blessing, he fled 
from his brother’s wrath, now as he is returning, he is receiving 
word that, what?  His brother is on the way and he’s bringing 
400 of his men with him.  Where does his mind go?  “Oh, this is 
it!  Esau is coming for me, he is going to try and kill me!” 
 
So Jacob continued to rely on the things that have gotten him 
through life all this way decides, “Well, you know what?  I’m 
going to continue to rely on my wits!”  So he begins to itemize 
his belongings and he sends them in a train towards Esau, 
perfectly spaced out in groupings according to the animal they 
are taking.  Every time a servant takes animals to Esau, they 
are supposed to say, “This is from your servant Jacob for my 
lord, Esau.”  Over and over again, he is sending gifts.  Why is he 
sending gifts to Esau?  He is trying to pacify his anger, right?  
“I’m going to buy my way out of this.” 
 
So he sends these gifts along.  No word back from his brother, 
no word back from his brother.  You just know that the armies 
are getting closer and closer. 
 



As they are getting closer and closer, he puts everything 
between him and his brother.  This is key and important to 
understand so we can appreciate it later. 
 
Jacob is using everything he has to buffer between him and his 
brother, rather than facing him directly because he is afraid his 
brother is going to kill him; it’s a legitimate fear.  You don’t 
know how long he has been hanging on to this animosity and 
this hatred and this anger towards him.  So he relies on his wits 
and that night he begins to pray, and he prays, and he prays, 
and he prays and it sets it up that he is basically praying all 
night long. 
 
As he is praying, in chapter 32 as he is preparing to meet with 
him, he sends along these gifts.  He splits away from the rest of 
his camp, verse 22. 
 
That night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two 
maidservants and his eleven sons and crossed the ford of the 
Jabbok.  After he had sent them across the stream, he sent over 
all his possessions.  So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled 
with him till daybreak.   
 
You know, it’s like a random plot twist.  He sends everybody 
away so he is alone and then somebody shows up and wrestles 
with him until daybreak.  They wrestle all night.  They wrestle 
through the night.  They’re matched with one another; they’re 
struggling with one another.  You can only imagine the sort of 
conflict that has erupted here until daybreak.  When the 
stranger touches his hip, and dislocates it and puts him out. 
 
Now if you’ve ever wondered about God’s favorite sport, now 
you know, it’s wrestling!  It’s what it’s all about!  It’s a 
metaphor for life; there’s wisdom here! 



 
He puts the hip out, puts him down and Jacob still refuses to 
admit defeat.  He hangs on still trying to control the situation.  
The stranger says, “Look, I just dislocated your hip, give up, it’s 
over!  I win!”  “I will not let go unless you bless me!”  “I will not 
let go unless you bless me!”  Notice how he is still calling the 
shots.  He is still seeking this favor here.  He can make no 
demands on this stranger, but the stranger asks him, “What is 
your name?” And he tells him, “It’s Jacob” which means the 
heel-grasper, the deceiver, right?  The stranger says, “No longer 
will your name be Jacob, your name will be Israel for you have 
struggled with God and with men and you have overcome.”  
Israel means, “The one who struggles with God; the one who 
wrestles with God.”  Jacob becomes Israel in his wrestling with 
God that night.  Just as he was wrestling the night in prayer, 
now he really wrestles God physically, and he gets overcome, 
but he continues to hang on for the blessing and he receives 
the blessing; and what is the blessing?  A new name!  A new 
identity!  A new way of living in the world he has already 
existed in because what happens the next morning?  He comes 
back to camp with a limp, maybe a victorious limp if you 
would.  As he comes back into camp, he then gathers up his 
camp to go and meet his brother Esau.  But this time, Jacob is at 
the front of the train, he’s going first; he no longer needs to 
hide behind his deceit and his wits, but he will face his brother 
directly and he goes to his brother, and while he was a long 
way off, his brother sees him and he runs to him and you can 
just imaging, you know that Brave Heart battle cry, you know 
the army is running towards them to go take them down, right?  
He embraces his younger brother, Jacob, now Israel, and he 
throws his arms around his neck, not his hands, but his arms, 
and he kisses him and he weeps over him, and then he says, 
“What’s the deal with all the stuff you’ve been sending me?”  
And his brother says, “These are gifts for you!”   



 
“I can’t accept gifts like this!”  “Oh, but you must!”  “Okay, I 
will.”  And they live happily ever after.  That part’s not in there. 
 
Notice the transformation that occurs in all of this.  Jacob 
doesn’t do anything that really transforms how his brother is 
going to receive him, right?  God’s been doing that work on his 
brother’s side.  What happens in Jacob though is he becomes 
transformed in the course of this struggle and this journey, and 
notice the parallel language that’s going on there: 
 
Now turn with me to Luke chapter 15, and you’ll see how this 
goes because often what happens is we misinterpret how grace 
works and what grace does.  Often times we think grace means 
winking at sin and just saying, “Oh, it’s not a big deal.” 
 
No, grace is something that looks at sin and transforms and 
redeems us in the midst of our sin.  Where did Jacob first 
encounter God, his first vision? Fleeing from his brother’s 
wrath!  Why was his brother angry with him?  Because he 
deceived him and he stole from him!  He broke rule number 1 
in any culture; you don’t do that to family!  The worst of the 
worst things he’s doing, and God meets him in that place!  And 
God continues this long journey of restoring him so he can be 
transformed enough to acknowledge his past, acknowledge his 
history and face it no matter the consequences; seeking 
reconciliation with his brother, even if his brother is not ready 
to reconcile with him. 
 
When you look at Luke chapter 15; the Prodigal Son journey’s 
off; remember at the beginning when he says, “I want my 
inheritance,” he is effectively saying, “Dad, I wish you were 
dead, I wish I had mine already, because I could do better with 
it than you have!”  Tremendously offensive! 



 
What’s expected is any self-respecting father would take his 
son to the side and beat him until he repents of this and says, 
“Dad, I was just kidding!  It was a horrible joke, I’m sorry!”  
That’s what’s expected in that culture in that day. Literally 
spare the rod, spoil the child, right?  That’s the attitude and 
ethos that we have when it comes to what somebody has done. 
 
Yet, what Jesus presents about the father is he gives it to him!  
He gives him a long enough rope to where the son effectively 
hangs himself; he runs off, he sells his possessions, he goes off 
to a faraway land, he spoils all of it, so much so he is destitute 
and in poverty, he’s slopping pigs; a big no-no for a good, 
upstanding Jewish citizen.  He is living with the pigs so much 
that he desires what they eat; that’s how hungry he is.  It 
sounds a lot like Esau, right?  So hungry he was willing to give 
up, what?  His birthright! 
 
The son in the sloth in the pigpen says, “My father’s servants 
have it better than this, I will go back and I will earn it back 
with my father.”  He has given up his birthright and his claim as 
a son!  “I am no longer fit to be called your son, but let me come 
work for you!”  Relying on his own wits, he’ll figure it out, he’ll 
continue to rely on himself, but he abandons his identity as a 
son. 
 
And he returns, and he’s got this whole speech cooked up 
because we do this all the time, don’t we?   When we know 
we’ve really messed up and we’ve got to apologize for 
something, we think of, “Okay, if I say this, then maybe we can 
avoid having to deal with what I actually did.”  Right, and they 
come up with this story. 
 



On the way back, his father sees him from a long way off and 
what does he do?  He runs to him!  And he what?  He throws his 
arms around him, not his hands upon his neck, but his arms 
around him and he embraces him and he kisses him and he 
cries, and he calls for a robe to be put upon him and a signet 
ring of the family to be put upon him and sandals for his feet.  
He takes care of him in the midst of it; he runs to him, he 
embraces him and he restores his position as a son.  The father 
will have none of this talk of “I’m no longer fit to be your son.”  
“No, you don’t get to decide that! I decide that!  You’re my son!  
This is how I deal with you!  With grace.” 
 
And he brings him in and it says he calls for the fatted calf to be 
slaughtered.  They’re going to have a party; they’re going to 
have a celebration, why?  The father’s interpretation of it is 
this:  “My son who was dead is found; he’s alive, he’s safe, he’s 
home, he’s healthy, there’s peace in this family again!  He’s 
home, we’re going to celebrate!” 
 
They begin the party!  They get right to it, and as the festivities 
are going on, the older brother who is working out in the fields 
faithfully just like one of the hired field hands, not like a son 
just living it up in the house, but working alongside and slaving 
away for his father, he comes and he asks a small boy, “What’s 
going on, what’s the celebration all about?”  And the young boy 
tells him, his own interpretation of the party, “Your brother 
who was lost is found, he is home safe, your father is 
celebrating.” 
 
The older brother refuses to go in.  When his father comes out 
to plead with him to come in, the older brother says, his own 
interpretation of what is going on, “Your son, that one over 
there, he can’t even call him his own brother.  “Your son, took 
his inheritance and he squandered it away on wild living and 



prostitutes (which isn’t in the story, but you know, he just adds 
it for hyper verbal ________ effect, right?)  And he squanders it 
away, and yet I’ve been here slaving all these years, like a hired 
hand, you won’t even give me a goat to celebrate with my 
friends and yet when he comes back, you slaughtered the 
fattened cow for him!”  As if he is rewarding him for having 
been delinquent.  That’s the older brother’s interpretation of 
the party, and that’s the confusion we run into with grace. 
 
The way the father and the young boy interpret the story is 
very different from the older brother.  They say, “No the 
celebration is he has returned, he has come home, we’re 
celebrating that he’s home and safe!”  The older brother sees it 
as, “No, you’re celebrating what he’s done.  You’re celebrating 
the lifestyle that he’s lived.” 
 
So the father begs with him, “No, no son you don’t understand” 
because the older brother first gave up his own birthright too.  
Notice the comparison he makes, “I slaved for you all these 
years.”  He’s not living like a son even though he’s still in the 
father’s house.  He’s treating it as if his father is this slave 
master driving him to do all these things for him; driving for 
achievement that the only way he is going to get affection is if 
he achieves all these things for him. 
 
He says, “No, you’ve always been my son.  This celebration is 
yours too!  Your brother was lost and now he’s found, we don’t 
have a choice but to celebrate.”  And we don’t know whether or 
not the older brother ever comes in. 
 
The whole point of this story why Jesus was telling it was 
because the Pharisees were upset because He was eating with 
sinners and tax collectors.  He is eating with younger brother-
types, and He was welcoming them, and He was celebrating it, 



and He tells these parables to make it clear, not only is he 
celebrating this, that’s the way that God is.  That God is meeting 
us where we are and journeying with us, just the way that God 
was journeying with Jacob as well. 
 
The father runs, throws his arms around, embraces, kisses, and 
restores him; what does Esau do when Jacob comes his way?  
He runs to him, he embraces him, he kisses him; they’re 
reconciled by his own actions.  There are parallels here 
because when we begin to ask the question, “Who am I?”  We 
are invited to find ourselves in the story of the scriptures.  “Am 
I one who has been swindled by those around me? How am I 
going to respond to that?”   “Am I one who has had it all 
together and I’ve been faithfully serving in my father’s 
household and doing everything that’s ever been expected of 
me and yet my heart still remains far away from my father 
because I still feel like I’m doing this on my own.”  “Am I a 
young prodigal, who’s really messed up?  People look at me 
and they point me out to their kids as, ‘don’t grow up to be like 
that.” 
 
What’s the father’s response in all of these?  “You’re my son, 
you’re my daughter, I love you, you’re part of the family and I 
celebrate your return, I celebrate when you finally reach your 
own resources end and you turn around and you say, ‘I need 
Dad, I need help, I need grace!  I need grace to cover in the 
cracks in my life because I can’t do it on my own any longer!’ 
 
And even if you have this misconception that, “You know what, 
I’m going to get my act together, I’m going to make my New 
Year’s resolutions this year and I’m going to make sure that 
God’s proud of me this year!”   
 



And the Father, don’t take this the wrong way, but the Father 
kind of laughs at that.  “I already love you, I already approve of 
you, I might not approve of everything you do because it hurts 
you, it hurts other people, I want you to stop doing that stuff, 
but you are my son or daughter.  I smiled when I knit you 
together in your mother’s womb.  No matter the circumstances 
around that womb.”   
 
The Father delights in us and wants us to grow and mature into 
the men and women that He has called us to be, and it’s an 
invitation to a journey, and when you look at Jacob’s life, I don’t 
know about you, but I draw great hope from that because Jacob 
becomes Israel, and he ends up having, not 11 sons but how 
many sons?  12 and they become the 12 tribes of Israel.  He 
takes somebody like the heel-grabber, the deceiver and turns 
them into a nation that He uses to bless the rest of the world; 
that’s good news for me because if He uses Jacob that way, 
despite everything that Jacob has done, He can use me that 
way, despite everything that I have done. 
 
If God is in that place, Bethel with Jacob, God is in this place 
with you this morning.  And He is in your home when you go 
home from here this morning, and He is with you wherever 
you are in life right now. The key is whether or not you’re 
tuned in to sense His presence, to sense that grace and that 
identity. 
 
There are lots of things that get in the way of that identity in 
Christ.  We create an ego that protects us and gets us through 
much of life, but part of the work of Christ is dismantling that 
ego, dying to ourselves so that we might really live again so 
that we might really experience a transformation.  IT’s not in 
the pages of scripture, but Esau has done that to some extent.  
He was able to forgive his brother and he takes on the role just 



like the father does in Luke 15 or embracing his brother and 
welcoming him home and restoring the relationship; this is the 
journey we are invited on.   
 
Most of us, we fall into the category pretty clearly of the 
younger brother or the older brother.  Now I think there is a 
taste of both of them in all of us, but we tend to identify with 
one or the other; either we have failed miserably at life and 
people look at it and say, ‘Don’t become like that, learn from 
somebody else’s mistakes’ and we need that grace and we 
return from a long journey off and everybody says, ‘It’s good 
that you’re back, I’m glad that you got everything straightened 
out.’  
 
Or we’re like the older brother, growing up our entire life 
doing the right thing all the time and we still have these doubts 
and fears about our relationship with our heavenly Father and 
we forget our identify as sons and we begin to live as slaves in 
the Father’s household, and the Father is seeking to dismantle 
both of those identities because more than anything He wants 
us to become like Him; agents of grace and the kingdom of God.  
When Jesus is welcoming sinners to the table, He is pointing 
out to us what it means to follow Him; that grace transforms 
lives.  It pronounces judgment on the sin and it redeems the 
sinner. 
 
What’s amazing then, all throughout the New Testament then 
from then on, you have guys like Paul.  Paul first steps into the 
pages of scripture as Saul!  Saul is known for going around and 
persecuting followers of Jesus, literally bringing them to jail, 
stoning then and giving approval to their deaths.  He is 
diametrically opposed to what God is doing in Jesus and in 
Christ and yet what happens?  Christ meets him!  Literally 
meets him so hard he knocks him on his butt off his donkey, 



and he has this vision, he has this encounter with God, and 
Christ says, “Why are you doing this?  It’s Me you are 
persecuting!”  And his whole life is turned upside down by that 
encounter. 
 
And from then on, when Paul refers to himself in scripture, he 
refers to himself as “The worst of sinners.”  God forgave me, 
the worst of sinners, God is using me the worst of sinners.  If 
Paul is identified as the worst of sinners, where does that put 
all the rest of us, somewhere on the other side of the scale, 
right?   Slightly better than Paul, way better than Paul, 
diametrically opposed to Paul, you know.  Then how does he 
refer to those sinners throughout the rest of his letters?  He 
refers to them as saints!  Because of what Christ has done!   
They are now called in sonship and being daughters of God 
because of what God has done, because of God’s faithfulness. 
 
So when you ask the question, “Who am I?”  The scriptures 
answer, “You’re a child of God, you are made in God’s image, 
and you are caught up in Christ’s work.”  The question for us 
then, the implication for us is do we believe that or not?   
 
Faith is about our perspective on God and how we live in the 
world; it’s about reorienting ourselves around that truth that 
God has done everything necessary to reconcile us to Him, and 
if we believe that, it transforms us from the inside out.  If we 
don’t believe that, we continue like Jacob, trying to get by on 
our own wits.  There’s a constant invitation for a spiritual 
journey for us, to believe what God has said about us. 
 
There are so many competing voices in the world; it’s hard to 
remind ourselves of that still small voice, isn’t it? 
 



Tuesday, were you reminded that you are a son or daughter of 
God; last Tuesday?  Do you remember what happened last 
Tuesday?  Probably a lot of stuff going on in the day, maybe 
you had a good day at work; maybe you had a bad day at work, 
maybe you got in a fight with somebody close to you, maybe 
you began to wonder what’s going on in your life, maybe you 
began to feel a little sad, maybe you were blinded to all that 
because you were too busy celebrating your team making the 
play-offs or whatever it is. 
 
But at the core, where was that question of identity for you?  
There is so much going on in life that it’s easy to forget the real 
implications of what Christ has done for us and how that 
changes the way we look at ourselves, the way we look at 
others, the way we look at God and the way that we live in light 
of those perspectives. 
 
So when we talk about bringing somebody in like Ruth Haley 
Barton, what we’re talking about is reorienting our lives with 
classic Christian practices, like prayer and silence and solitude 
and scripture and other things, and the rhythms of our life so 
we can be reminded of our identity in Christ and in that 
reminding, Christ goes with us to the very deep places of our 
soul and He brings healing there.  Healing that we are often not 
aware of, but as He heals the foundation, the rest of the house 
becomes sturdier, even new, if you will and in doing so, we 
become transformed from the inside out. 
 
So when we talk about this seminar that’s coming up in 
February, we’re inviting you to come and check things out; to 
see, you know, are there some things in my life that I would 
like to learn more about?  I would like to learn about how to 
grow spiritually.  We talk a lot about spiritual growth in 
church, don’t we?  We talk a lot about grace in church.  Why is 



it that sometimes it seems like it catches and we’re 
transformed and other times it’s like we’ve just been going 
through the same story over and over again?  And I think it’s 
about whether or not we make space for God to catch our 
attention.  Will we do this?  Will we allow God to remind us of 
our sonship of being His sons and daughters, of being part of 
the inheritance because we’re called to grow and mature so we 
can share that grace with others. 
 
As our song leaders are coming forward.  I want to invite you 
to continue to reflect on that question this week, “Who am I?” 
And how do you really know that in the depths of your soul?  
Because I imagine when I say that you are a son of God, you’re 
a daughter of God, there’s a part of you that doesn’t believe 
that, that doubts the truth of that and that’s okay if that’s 
where you are, but it’s not where God wants to leave you and I 
encourage you to take steps to make space in your life to pay 
attention to what God is saying about you. 
 
 
 
 


