Sunday 26th April

Before Rene brings God’s word to us, can we sing:  Jesus is the name we honour

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S6EeB7UjM6Q
Let us pray together

Lord Jesus, we honour you.  You are high and lifted up, holy and worthy of our praise.  We thank you that you have called us your children, unworthy as we are, and invited us to a new life in you.  As we come before you now in prayer, would you draw near to us and hear us in your holy name.  

Lord, we thank you for this church, and we pray for those in our fellowship who are struggling right now, with illness or with the mental strain of isolation.  Hold them, heal them and bless them we pray….

Lord, we thank you for our families, many of whom we have not seen for some time and will not see soon.  Would you bind us together with the love that surpasses distance.  For those in our families who are struggling, we also pray your presence, your protection, your strength….

Lord, we thank you for our workers in this country who are working in difficult and sometimes dangerous conditions for the benefit of others.  Would you keep them safe, give them strength and hold them up….

Lord, we thank you for our government.  We may not always agree with their decisions but they work on our behalf and give us leadership and structure.  Enable them to make the right decisions, draw them to look to you for guidance, and give them courage….

Lord, we thank you that we are in a country and in homes where this situation is bearable, even in its difficulty.  We think of those who do not have the luxury of being able to stay at home, whether because they have no home or because they rely on work to feed their families.  We think of those who are living in fear of violence, whether in their own homes or on the streets outside.  We think of those who have no access to medical care.  Would you work in their lives and their situations; through aid agencies or emergency services or good communities.  May your peace and justice reign.  In Jesus’ name, Amen.
We are going to sing again as we rejoice that we are able to come before God in prayer, that we have a friend in our difficulties and in our rejoicing.  What a friend we have in Jesus!
Sermon – Rene

       The Blessings in the story of Jacob      Part 1

First reading   Genesis 27 verses 26 – 29
26 Then his father Isaac said to him, ‘Come here, my son, and kiss me.’
27 So he went to him and kissed him. When Isaac caught the smell of his clothes, he blessed him and said,
‘Ah, the smell of my son
    is like the smell of a field
    that the Lord has blessed.
28 May God give you heaven’s dew
    and earth’s richness –
    an abundance of grain and new wine.
29 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.’
It seems a long time ago – certainly prior to the Corona virus lock-down- that Helen and I were talking about sermons to do with showing Jesus in the Old Testament.   At the time I was looking at the story of Jacob and so I wondered how Jesus could be seen in it.

I was particularly interested in the four blessings in his story and so I would like to share these thoughts with you – though we will only have time to look at the first two blessings this morning.

Perhaps it seems odd to be talking about blessings at a time like this but let’s consider what is an Old Testament blessing is and what it can teach us.  It may have elements of looking to the future or revealing something about the recipient but it is not just a prophecy.      It may take note of what a person can or will do but it is not an attribute or even just a gift.                                                                                             It may define what a person is like but it describes something much more than their personal qualities.                                                                                                                     Above all, it is bestowed on a person by someone greater than themself, it is valuable, often specific to that individual and it makes a difference to their life.
The first blessing in Jacob’s story is the famous one - the blessing that was intended for Esau but coveted by Jacob.  It was the blessing for the first-born and so it was Esau’s by right.  But Jacob had always been envious of Esau, who was everything that he was not.  Esau was the first-born with the rights and privileges that brought.  He was his father’s favourite.  He was the one who went out hunting, did all the proper, manly things, was liked and respected.  Jacob stayed at home, safe and unadventurous, working in the fields close at hand, favourite only of his mother, never comfortable in his own skin.  So he began to plot and plan as to how he could manage to get hold of those things of his brother’s which he coveted.  Perhaps he could not become like his brother, which possibly was what he really wanted, but there might be a way to lay hands on his brother’s most important possession – his birth-right.
It seems that there was a way.  There are records from the same period that show transactions within families where the birth-right was sold by one brother to another.  Could Jacob manage to persuade Esau to sell?  As we know from the story in Genesis 25, he could!  By catching Esau at a hungry and vulnerable moment he managed to get him to sell his birth-right for a particularly appetising stew.  Success! However, it seems that both brothers kept quiet about this transaction for neither of their parents ever knew about it.  In fact, Jacob’s mother, Rebekah, later helped him to trick his father into giving him the first-born’s blessing whilst thinking that he was Esau.
In general, we are warned against coveting -  it features as number 10 in the 10 commandments – and, as Christians, we should extend it to cover not just possessions but also abilities, tasks and positions.  As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12, the body of Christ needs to have many members, all of them doing their own particular tasks and working together in harmony.  However, in the same chapter, he goes on to say that we should eagerly desire the greater gifts of the Spirit.  So there is a balance between being envious of what other people are called or able to do and being willing and eager to accept the gifts and abilities (maybe previously unsuspected) which the Holy Spirit wishes to give us to use for each other’s benefit and the glory of God.
But how does all this show us Jesus?  Let’s look at the content of the blessing of the first-born.  It refers primarily to wealth, an abundance of nature’s richness, and to ruling - over other nations as well as his own family.  

Jesus is the prime example of both these aspects.  Colossians 1 speaks of Him as the image of the invisible God, the first-born Who created everything by Himself and for Himself; Who holds everything together and is in ultimate control of everything that exists.  He is also the first-born from the dead so that in everything He might have the supremacy.
Yet when we look at this story we can see that Jesus has a quite different attitude towards the rights of the first-born from both Esau and Jacob.  Unlike Esau He did not despise His birthright or be prepared to forego it for a temporary benefit – no succumbing to the temptations of a bowl of stew or of anything else – He was too determined to do the will of the Father as only the sinless First- born could.  Are we as confident and content with our relationship with Him that we are not prepared to let it slip?

Yet also, in contrast to Jacob who schemed and deceived to obtain something that was not intended for him, Jesus, in spite of His unassailable position as part of the Godhead, did not consider that equality with the Father was something to be grasped and clung on to.  Instead, He was prepared to humble Himself, to take on humanity and to be obedient to His Father even to the point of death on the cross.  All of this because of His great love for us.

Now, if we can clearly see a picture of Jesus in this first blessing – partly because of the contrast with Esau and Jacob and partly because of His own position as the First-born, it is initially much more difficult to see Him in the second blessing which is the one that Isaac gave to Esau after he had discovered Jacob’s deception.

Second reading   Genesis 27  verses 38-40
38 Esau said to his father, ‘Do you have only one blessing, my father? Bless me too, my father!’ Then Esau wept aloud.
39 His father Isaac answered him,
‘Your dwelling will be
    away from the earth’s richness,
    away from the dew of heaven above.
40 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.’
We must surely feel sympathy for Esau.  Yes, he had been partly responsible for his loss when he sold his birth-right  to Jacob but we get the feeling that he had forgotten about this as time went by, nothing seemed to change and Isaac still clearly regarded him as the first-born.  Perhaps he felt it had all been just a joke, one of those things that his irritating brother did to wind him up, nothing to worry about.  Haven’t we all been guilty of doing the wrong thing under the pressure of the moment, of missing opportunities or choosing the wrong priority?   Now, Esau has to deal with the results and we hear him asking his father in desperation “Haven’t you saved any blessing for me?”  As we look at verses 39 and 40 in the NIV it seems that it is too late for him – there is scarcely anything left.   However, other versions including the Authorised Version and the Jewish scriptures phrase it slightly differently.  They say “The fat places of the earth can still be your dwelling and you can still have the dew of heaven”.  In other words there is enough for both Jacob and Esau to be blessed with the riches of nature – God does not have a strictly limited supply of blessings for His people either – He is able to pour out as much as He wills.  We even find that some twenty years after these events, when Jacob is returning home at last he offers gifts of flocks and herds to Esau and the latter is able to say “I already have plenty”.  No-one needs to be cut off from God’s blessing even if that blessing is not what He originally intended for them.  Following their repentance He can still respond with a blessing that is appropriate and real.

But what does this story tell us about Jesus?  It still has a feel of second-best and after-thoughts about it and how could any of that apply to Jesus?  Perhaps we need to look at things from a slightly different angle and concentrate not so much on the blessing but on the two characters who are involved.  It might be surprising to realise that one of the most sympathetic descriptions of Esau comes from a Jewish source even though their ancestor is Jacob.

According to the previous Chief Rabbi of the Commonwealth, Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks,  there is a rabbinic tradition that “no-one ever honoured his father more than Esau honoured Isaac”.  Surely this is even more true of Jesus and demonstrated by Him throughout His earthly life, quite apart from what the relationship must be in heaven, which we are incapable of imagining.

Rabbi Sacks goes on to tell the story of Esau and Isaac and talks not only of Esau’s despair but of Isaac’s reaction when he realises what has happened.  He is totally shocked, he trembles violently and he is overwhelmed by grief because he cannot undo what has been done with the first-born’s blessing.  “What can I possibly do for you, my son?” he cries in despair.
So close to Easter, particularly Good Friday, Christians cannot help but draw comparisons with Jesus and His Father.  Of course we are aware that God was not taken by surprise, not tricked or deceived  but can we say that He  was not deeply grieved by what must take place at Calvary, the only way for Him to be able to forgive sin.  Numberless artists and writers and preachers have been moved by the anguish of Jesus’ mother but what of the pain suffered by His Father?  What of the anguish in heaven as the Father felt His Son’s pain and then had to turn away from Him as He bore the weight of our sin?
But then comes Easter Sunday.  The pain is not forgotten but the victory has been won and the story of Jesus goes on.  Praise God that it does!

The story of Isaac, Esau and Jacob goes on as well and there are two further blessings to come – but that is for another time.  For now let us just think of the two pictures of Jesus – the First-born with all His rights and privileges and the obedient, suffering Son and Saviour. Two descriptions that sound at first as though they must be incompatible and yet both of them demonstrated to their fullest extent in Jesus.
Close with Majesty, worship his majesty  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OaRwD2Y7C0s
