Sabbath Day Sermon of May 3, 2014
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

God’s Power of Forgiveness: Jacob and Esau Meet.

Genesis Chapter 33
We find Jacob’s reaction on lifting up his eyes and seeing Esau coming with his four hundred men, to be typical of how most Christians succumb to fear, instead of trust God. Most Christians would do this even when they have the assurance of God in his Word to deliver them. Jacob having become a victim of fear, seemed to have forgotten that it was the Lord God Almighty who commanded him to go back home to the land of Canaan. Jacob failed to understand that if God had forgiven him, no one could hold his sin against him. We find the same behavior among Christians today, who even after confessing their sin to Jesus and believing they are saved, would still think their past sins have anything to do with some disappointments that would sometimes happen in their lives. Christians ought to know that those that have cast their care upon God may look before them with satisfaction and composure of mind, cheerfully expecting the issue, whatever it may be; come what will, for nothing can come amiss to him whose heart is fixed, trusting in the God Almighty.
Although God had shown Jacob that he and the heavenly hosts were with him, and yet he was not trusting Esau and what he might do by way of vengeance. He separated the maidens, Leah and her children and placed them at the front of the entourage, but he kept Rachel, whom he loved, and their one child Joseph, as far back away as possible. If Esau destroyed the others first, Rachel and Joseph might still be able to escape he probably thought. However, only the working power of God that penetrated the heart of Esau can explain the friendly reception he gave the brother he had earlier intended to slay.

It is refreshing to see Esau’s change of heart when the two brothers meet again. The bitterness over losing his birthright and blessing seems to have gone. Instead Esau is content with what he has. Jacob even exclaims how great it is to see his brother obviously pleased with him. Life can deal us some bad situations. We can feel cheated, as Esau did, but we do not have to remain bitter. We can remove bitterness from our lives by honestly expressing our feelings to God, forgiving those who have wronged us, and being content with what we have.

Esau is attended with a guard of 400 men, and looks big; Jacob is followed by a cumbersome train of women and children that are his care, and he looks tender and solicitous for their safety; and yet Jacob had the birthright, and was to have the dominion, and was every way the better man, because the LORD was his inheritance. It is no disparagement to very great and good men to give a personal attendance to their families, and to their family affairs. Jacob, at the head of his household, set a better example than Esau at the head of his regiment. At their meeting, the expressions of kindness were interchanged in the best manner that could be between them. Bowing low seven times was the sign of respect given to a king as Esau was at the time the king of Seir today known as Edom (Genesis 36:1-43). Jacob was taking every precaution as he met Esau, hoping to dispel any thoughts of revenge. But time away from each other allowed the bitter wounds to heal. With the passing of time each brother was able to see that their relationship was more important than their real estate.

“This drove,” these were the animals Jacob had set apart as a gift for Esau. When Jacob said to Esau “I have seen thy face, as though I had seen the face of God,” he meant that he was frightened of him as though approaching God. Why did Jacob send gifts ahead for Esau? In the ancient times, gifts were given for several reasons: this may have been a bribe. Gifts are still given to win someone over or buy his or her support. Esau may have first refused Jacob’s gifts, because he did not want or need a bribe. He had already forgiven Jacob, and he had ample wealth of his own. Besides Esau had no reason to be angry anymore for he never thought of his birthright as one called of God, but as first in terms of the family wealth and property inheritance. After all Jacob had left all the family inheritance and the real estate behind for Esau to inherit when he left for Haran, but Jacob had learned much and has received that which is more precious, the call of God. Again, this may have been an expression of affection. It also could have been the customary way of greeting someone before an important meeting. Such gifts were often related to a person’s occupation. This explains why Jacob sent Esau, who was a herdsman, sheep, goats, and cattle. 
12-16. Jacob has at last after twenty years re-entered the Promised Land. He has by weary penance expiated the wrongs done to his brother. Their reconciliation is the proof of God’s forgiveness. Enriched in Spirit and dedicated to God he is ready to begin up-building of a people of God in the land of God’s choice. Whatever is the historical basis of this story, it is used here as a parable to teach us that in the wisdom of God the time was not yet ripe. Jacob had bought his little plot but he must be content with that token of the future right of Israel to make the Holy Land its own.

17-20. Succoth, that is, “booths,” is a village which was east of the Jordan River, it was later called Sakut. It is a village we would have to come across in the story of Israel’s return from 430 years of Egyptian bondage. Shechem, which means “shoulder,” was Jacob’s residence some years after his stay in Succoth. Present day Nablus which used to be called Habron is the site, Shechem was near this town. Both Jacob and his descendants must await the day when, after the searching and sifting experience of Egyptian bondage and the Exodus, and after the new revelation given to Moses of God’s nature and purpose, the people of God would be forged into a weapon fit to take possession of the Holy Land.  They have yet to learn what is meant to be God’s chosen people, and the fact that God does not permit any short cuts, and that there is no royal road to the Kingdom of heaven. The road to the Kingdom of God is narrow and straight (Matthew 7:14).
In thankfulness to God, for the good hand of his providence over him. He did not content himself with verbal acknowledgments of God’s favor to him, but made real ones:  That he might keep up his faith, and the worship of God Almighty, in his family. Where we have a tent God must have an altar, where we have a house he must have a Church in it. Jacob dedicated this altar to the honor of El-elohe-Israel-God, the God of Israel, to the honor of God Almighty, in general, the only living and true God, “I AM That I AM” the best of beings and first of causes; and to the honor of the God of Israel, as a God in covenant with him. In our worship of God Almighty we must be guided and governed by God’s revelations. God had lately called him by the name of Israel, and now he calls God the God of Israel; though he is styled a prince with God, God shall still be a prince with him, his Lord and his God. Our honors then become honors indeed to us when they are consecrated to God’s honor; Israel’s God is Israel’s glory. It is this God that Jacob called El-elohe-Israel which means the “Almighty God, the God of Israel.”
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