Pre:    As we continue our series on family today, we will visit an old friend from the Old Testament. Jacob.  Jacob struggles with life, he struggles with God, and he struggles with his family (especially his in-laws!).  Yet, Jacob is called by God, and that calling (not his shortcomings) ultimately directs his life.  And that’s why I like him. 

Jacob is the son of Isaac and Rebecca, the grandson of Abraham and Sarah.  He is the husband of Leah and Rachel, and father of 12 sons and one daughter by his wives and their two handmaids. He is the brother of Esau and the son-in-law of Laban. 

Jacob has had very contentious relationships, especially with Esau and Laban.  Jacob basically ran away from home to avoid being killed by Esau who was understandably angry that Jacob had taken away his birthright and his blessing. Jacob ran away from Esau, to his Uncle Laban, who became Jacob’s father-in-law and his biggest challenge in life because Laban was as big a conniver and trickster as Jacob was.  He had met his match.  Jacob spent twenty years working for Laban, and in those twenty years he had earned his two wives and great flocks.  And he had fathered all but one of his children. 
Now it was time to go home.  To continue the journey that he had begun with God, and as a part of that journey, to reconcile with Esau.  But first he had to more or less escape from Laban, which proved not to be so easy.

The brief passage I will read from Genesis is the parting scene. Within this is a covenant that has become known as the Mizpah blessing.  (The Lord watch between me and thee as we are absent one from the other.) People use it even today, and when people use it now, it is a warm expression of the bond that they have as friends or as family.  Well here, as Paul Harvey used to say, is the rest of the story!

Trouble with the In-Laws

Genesis 31:43-55, Ephesians 2:12-14


We’ll talk about Jacob and Laban in a moment, but first I want to read a few quotes from accident reports that were submitted to various insurance companies:


Coming home, I drove into the wrong house and collided with a tree I don’t have. 


The other car collided with mine without giving warning of its intentions.


I thought my window was down, but found it was up when I put my hand through it. 


I collided with a stationary truck coming the other way. 


The guy was all over the road; I had to swerve a number of times before I hit him. 


(Here’s the one you’ve been waiting for) I pulled away from the side of the road, glanced at my mother-in-law, and headed over the embankment. (Crosswalk.com)

Another true event: In Singapore, a young bride had to go to court to force her husband to stop letting his mother sleep under their bed. (ibid.)


In our day, it’s the mother-in-law who gets to be the brunt of the jokes.  But for Jacob, it was his father-in-law Laban who was the burr under his saddle.  Jacob, the sly fox, had met his match, and the two of them sparred over and over again during the twenty years that Jacob spent in Laban’s employ.  Sometimes Laban won, like when he substituted Leah for Rachel on Jacob’s wedding day, and forced Jacob to marry her and wait for Rachel (whom Jacob loved). And sometimes Jacob won, particularly when it came to success in breeding the flocks. 

But now, after twenty years, it was time for Jacob quit playing the game. Time to take his family home, to reconcile with his brother, and continue his journey of faith.


As Jacob and Laban are parting, Laban proposes the covenant that we now call the Mizpah blessing: The Lord watch between you and me, when we are absent one from another. The Lord watch.  When people today go into their local Christian book store and buy a pair of medallions printed with the Mizpah blessing, they are asking the Lord to watch over their loved one.  To care for and protect.  To bless.  But this is not exactly what Laban had in mind! When he said, The Lord watch, he was not expressing his love and care for Jacob.  He was not saying, “Oh, how I will miss you!” He was expressing his distrust of Jacob (and perhaps acknowledging Jacob’s distrust of Laban as well)—a distrust that has grown deeper over the years as one man has deceived and tricked the other.  If they were going to part company, someone needed to watch to make sure no harm was done behind the other’s back.  You might say that the Mizpah covenant was a line in the sand.  Jacob would not come beyond this point to harm Laban, nor would Laban come beyond it to Jacob to harm him.  The Lord watch between you and me, when we are absent one from another.

One might hope for something better than just a truce between these two kinsmen.  But at least it was a truce, and so far as I know, they both kept it. With God as their witness. 

And from that day until today, trust has been a big issue in relationships, whether it’s with the in-laws, within a marriage or a friendship, in church, in politics. 


One of the big stories in the New York Times this week was about the world leaders’ concern about Iran and the potential for developing nuclear weapons.  The agreement being worked on right now is for Iran to export most of its enriched uranium for purposes other than weapons, so that there is less uranium for them to think about using to make weapons.  But the world community is uneasy.  Can we trust Iran’s word?


We are so accustomed to people (whether as individuals or in groups) pursuing their own agenda at the expense of others, that it can be tough to trust.

In the late nineteenth century there was a welterweight boxing champion by the name of Norman “Kid” McCoy.  In 1896 he was fighting a man who was deaf. Once McCoy discovered his opponent’s disability, he wasted no time in taking advantage of it. Near the end of the third round McCoy stepped back a pace and pointed to his adversary’s corner, indicating that the bell had rung. “Oh, thank you so much,” said McCoy’s opponent. “Very civil of you.” But the bell hadn’t rung, and as soon as the other boxer dropped his hands and turned away, McCoy immediately knocked him out. (ibid) 


This is what we are used to in this world, aren’t we?  Watch your back! If it’s not a direct hit, then it’s an email telling you you’ve inherited millions of dollars from someone in India, or you can make millions of dollars working a few hours a day on your home computer. Just send in $500 and we’ll tell you how to get your millions.  There’s an Uncle Laban hiding behind every ATM it seems. 

So this is not just about trouble with the in-laws, is it?  It’s about the tendency of relationships to disintegrate into distrust at every level.  

So, Jacob and Laban part company with a stalemate.

Yet there is hope. In spite of all of Jacob’s character flaws, God has called Jacob to have a significant role in the creation and development of God’s people. Now, God has called Jacob to begin a new chapter in his life.  God has called Jacob to go back to his homeland.  And a big piece of his going home involves reconciliation with his brother Esau. So, in spite of the uneasy truce that he leaves behind with Laban, Jacob will move forward to the grace of true resolution. 


This is a good time to bring in the second Bible reading, from Ephesians, because this will describe where we all are headed.  From the beginning, it seems that the tendency of people has been to alienate each other.  And Jacob is certainly a good model of that tendency. Yet, God’s intention is to bring everyone together by the blood of Christ.  Jews, Gentiles, men, women, people of all races and all cultures and all nations. (Read it)


This is God’s intention—this is where God is leading us.  Just as surely as Jacob was heading for a meeting with his brother Esau, God’s people are heading in the direction of reconciliation—the dividing wall of hostility has been broken down by the blood of Jesus. Yet God still allows choice.  That freedom did not end with Adam and Eve.  And what that means is that even today we can cooperate with God’s intention, or not. 


When we look at the need for reconciliation on a global scale,  the task seems virtually impossible.  Peace on earth is a prayer too big to pray.  It’s too nebulous. Out of reach. 

But reconciliation doesn’t begin on a global scale.  It begins on a personal scale, between the Jacobs and Labans and Esaus of today. And it begins specifically, I believe, with God’s people.  God’s people – those who have already been reconciled to God in Jesus-- need to cooperate with God’s goal to reconcile the world.  If we can’t do it among ourselves, we certainly can’t expect the world to do it. 


But if we do cooperate with God’s intention, then the church will be a beacon of peace in a troubled world, and as that beacon shines, the world will begin to change, a little bit at a time.  


So the rubber meets the road in our own relationships.  With the in-laws and the outlaws of our lives.  Is there someone in your family, in the church, or somewhere else, with whom you have a Jacob/Laban relationship?  A person with whom there is a constant bickering or competing or one-upping, or hurting? 


Like Jacob, God is calling you forward into the next chapter of life. You need to go, yet there is this unresolved relationship lurking.  


What can you do? What will you do? 


I’m going to suggest two practical ideas.  One is to respect the Mizpah boundary.  Do no harm to each other. No gossip, no abusive talk, no retaliation. No harm. With God as your witness. Will you at least do what Jacob and Laban did? Think of how different our world would be if people simply kept their promise to do no harm?


There is a higher goal, of course, and this is to embrace the reality of Ephesians 2, and accept that Jesus has broken down the wall of hostility.  Will you take that risky step? To genuinely forgive, accept, tolerate, that other person? Will you pass over that broken down wall?  Will you go beyond the promise to not harm, all the way to loving and nurturing and supporting that other person for whom Christ died? 
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