I Love to Tell the Story: Jacob Marries Rachel (and Leah!)  Genesis 29:15-28 

Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf D. Svanoe


I love these stories from the book of Genesis and hope you have been enjoying them this summer. People often say to me that they don’t like the Old Testament because there is no grace and no good news. What we have found in these stories is that there is plenty of grace and good news in the Old Testament. We have discovered a God who is a promise maker and promise keeper. We have discovered a God who loves imperfect individuals and families, and in spite of all their flaws and dysfunction, forgives them and keeps covenant with them. While we can learn many things from these ancient stories we also realize how very different the culture of the Bible is from our own. Today we have a story involving polygamy and very different wedding customs. How exactly is it that Jacob wakes up after his honeymoon night and realizes he is married to the wrong woman? 


Over the last few weeks we’ve learned a lot about Jacob. He was a Mama’s boy who lived by his wits, cheating his way through life. Jacob schemed with his Mother, Rebekah, to deceive his older twin brother, Esau, out of his dying father’s blessing. It’s a soap opera filled with lies, cheating and trickery. This was a hugely dysfunctional family with brothers who wanted to kill each other. Jacob fled from his brother’s anger and traveled to the old country where his mother came from. There he found shelter with his Uncle Laban and fell in love with his cousin Rachel. Laban and Jacob worked out a deal: seven years labor and Jacob can then have the woman of his dreams. Finally, the day arrived. There was a huge party late into the night. And Jacob took his wife to his tent. And they lived happily ever after. Not! Jacob woke up to find he had been tricked. He had married the wrong woman. He was angry and went to his father-in-law. “What is this you have done to me? Did I not serve with you for Rachel? Why then have you deceived me?” Laban answered that it wasn’t proper to marry the younger sister before the older. Work another seven years and Jacob could have the younger one as well. 


There is a certain irony and justice in the story. The deceiver Jacob got deceived. The liar and cheater met his match. Did you notice how Jacob’s punishment fit his earlier crime? He got a dose of his own medicine. He experienced what it was like to get cheated. And he didn’t like it. 


Here we come to the first point. Don’t be like Jacob. You will reap what you sow. It’s a law of life. It may have nothing to do with whether God loves you or not, or whether you get into heaven. Jacob lived by his smarts, cheating and conniving his way through life. But in his Uncle Laban he finally met his match. The story tells us that if we live that way don’t be surprised when we get treated by others that way. In the New Testament Jesus said the same thing: the measure you give will be the measure you receive. Those who live by the sword will die by the sword. Those who cheat will find themselves getting cheated. Those who give, on the other hand, will find themselves generously blessed.


Let me give you a contemporary example. If you’ve ever bought or sold anything on Ebay or Amazon.com you know about feedback. When the deal is completed the buyer is invited to leave the seller feedback. Now if the seller has been honest and provided good service the buyer will leave positive feedback. That feedback is part of your public record that everyone can see. Future buyers will see that feedback and know that the seller is trustworthy. But if you sell something and lied about its condition or misrepresented it in anyway, if you cheated in order to gain a short-term profit, that will come back to bite you. The buyer will leave you negative feedback and future buyers will read that and be reluctant to buy what you’re selling. The online community provides a sense of marketplace justice. You reap what you sow.


In informal ways we go through life leaving feedback for others, and others leave feedback for us. Call it the community grapevine or a public reputation. God wants us to conduct ourselves with honesty, integrity and compassion. We do that because we love God. And we do it because life just works better that way.


Back to our story. One of the most romantic verses in the whole Bible describes those seven years Jacob worked and waited for his bride. Genesis 29:20 states, “So Jacob served seven years for Rachel, and they seemed to him but a few days because of the love he had for her.” Jacob was marrying the woman of his dreams. In fact it makes me suspicious if Jacob were not idealizing her too much? Here we come to our second point, love others as they are, not who you want them to be.


They say love is blind. We have all seen it in young couples before. They are so certain about their emotions. Theirs is a love story for the ages. Nothing could ever make them question their love for their partner. They look at each other with rose-colored glasses and tend to gloss over those things that they don’t want to believe about the other person. When I do pre-marriage counseling with couples I use an instrument called Prepare. One of the things Prepare measures is realistic expectations. Are couples realistic about the challenges and demands of marriage or are they idealistic about their relationship and tend to deny or minimize any problems? These are things couples need to explore before they get married. Otherwise what happens is that six months into the marriage they will wake up one morning and stare at the person laying in bed next to them and wonder who they are. Jacob thought he had married his ideal- Rachel- only to find out later that he had really married Leah. Lots of couples get to the altar thinking they are marrying their ideal only to find out later that their partner isn’t quite so ideal. Those problems or issues they ignored before the wedding grow larger with time. A few months or a few years into the marriage and the feelings they had are gone, and they wonder- did I marry the right person? 


Jesus said that the great commandment was to love God and love your neighbor. Who is your neighbor? Well, if you are married your “first neighbor” to learn to love is your spouse. Not the idealized spouse. Not the spouse of your fantasies or dreams, but the real person you wake up with everyday. God calls you to love your first neighbor with all their faults and flaws. Love them as they are, unconditionally. That’s the kind of love God has given us in Jesus Christ, a love that sees us exactly as we are, with all our sins and rebellion, all our character defects and flaws. In Christ God has forgiven us and loved us and made promises to us that God will never break. God asks us to do the same. God asks us to love each other, flaws and all. God even asks us to love our enemies. That’s a pretty tall order. In fact it’s almost impossible to do. But God invites us to lean on him to do in us and in our relationships what we cannot do by ourselves.  


Jacob had lessons to learn in life and so do we. We learn that deceit and cheating does not get us ahead. God wants us to live with honesty, integrity and compassion. We learn that we need to love people as they are, unconditionally. Next week we will find out that Jacob had to learn something more. He had to come to the end of his own strength so that he could learn to trust in God. That’s perhaps one of the hardest lessons we all have to learn.

