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There was once a congregation with critical things to say about their pastor’s sermons. 

Now, as I am sure you know, there are a lot of congregations like that. But in this congregation 

people would stand around in the parking lot and grumble about the sermons Sunday after 

Sunday, and as it often happens when there is routinely bad preaching, fewer and fewer people 

would show up each Sunday. And what was the problem? Was the message a bad message? 

Was it somehow out of touch with what the gospel was to that congregation? No, that wasn’t 

the problem. Was it that the sermons were too long, or too short?  Not that I’ve ever heard a 

congregation complain about sermons that are too short, but no, no that wasn’t it either. Was 

it the particular bible passages the pastor would choose? No, the pastor would preach on all the 

right passages. The problem, though was his delivery. One and all said it was as if the pastor 

was reading the dictionary. He would get up and speak in a monotone without any passion, 

without any emotion, as if he were just reading a list of words that went on for fifteen minutes. 

Well, I have no doubt that if you live long enough you have either heard a speech or a 

commencement address or even a sermon that is delivered so badly, it is as if the person is 

reading the dictionary, and if you ever have, I am sorry, because if you have ever sat through 

something like that, you know it is torture. And that is also why I have never preached on the 

particular gospel passage I am preaching on today. For today, you see, I have chosen to preach 

on Jesus’ genealogy, which is a list of Jesus’ pedigree. It is a list of his parents, and grandparents 

and great-grandparents and so on and so forth going all the way back to what was almost the 

dawn of time. Now, how boring you might say to me. Why not just get up and read the 
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dictionary? Why not? But amid this long boring list of names, a long boring list that I cut short, 

mind you, there is something important that you might miss. What we are told in this list is that 

Jesus is descended from the Old Testament figure of Jacob, the son of Isaac, the grandson of 

Abraham. Now, here’s what I want us to know today. If you were a first century Jew reading 

this for the first time, or you were hearing it read, you would suddenly know that this Jesus 

must be pretty important, because God, God himself identifies himself as the God of Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob.  

In the beginning of the book of Exodus, in a scene that many of you have seen brought to 

life by Charleton Heston in The Ten Commandments, Moses sees a burning bush and as he 

comes toward it, he hears a voice saying come no closer but remove your sandals because the 

place on which you stand is holy ground, and then the voice called to him and said “I am the 

God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” But you see, we shouldn’t be hearing the name of Jacob this 

morning. It’s not supposed to be that way. We should be hearing the name of Jacob’s older 

brother Esau. Esau was the first born, and as such, we should hear Esau’s name mentioned 

when God calls to Moses out of the burning bush. We should hear Esau’s name mentioned 

when we read this long list of names of Jesus’ pedigree. Esau should be the one whose name 

goes down in history, not Jacob. But you see Jacob and his mother Rebekah plotted against 

Esau. They outfoxed him. As the first born Esau was both entitled to a birthright and a blessing, 

but Jacob and his mother spent years looking for the right opportunity to trick Esau out of these 

things. First, it was the birthright. One day Jacob is cooking a delicious lentil stew and Esau was 

out in the fields all day hunting game, and suddenly Esau enters the room with the aroma of 

this stew tickling his nostrils and he naturally says brother Jacob, what are you making that 
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smells delicious. I’m making lentil stew. Oh, well can I have a bowl, I’m starving. Sure you can. 

Oh, but not so fast, first you see first you have to sell me your birthright. Now, I think to 

understand this story we have to see first that this is all quite deliberate on Jacob’s part. Lentil 

stew is probably Esau’s favorite food and Jacob knows that, and he knows Esau will be starving 

when he comes in from hunting all day. This is no accident. It would be like some of us coming 

in from work after not eating all day and being tempted with the smell of lasagna, with the 

aroma of bubbling tomato sauce and mozzarella cheese. So naturally Esau said, of course you 

can have my birthright, Jacob. Just give me some of that lasagna, give me some of that lentil 

stew.  

And then after his birthright came his blessing. One day Esau and Jacob’s father Isaac is old 

and near death, and he tells Esau to go into the field and hunt game and prepare the game in a 

meal for him. And then once you do that, Isaac says, I promise you, Esau that I will bless you. 

Well, you see Rebekah overheard this, probably because as an old man Isaac could barely hear 

and he talked too loud and so she had Jacob disguise himself as Esau so that he could go to his 

father and steal Esau’s blessing. At Isaac’s advanced age, not only was he probably nearly deaf, 

he was also nearly blind, but he knew the difference between his son’s Jacob and Esau because 

Esau was hairy and Jacob’s skin was smooth, and so the bible tells us that Rebekah disguised 

Jacob with goat skins on his hands and chest so that when Isaac felt his hands and chest he 

would think he was talking to Esau, and so that is how Jacob not only tricked Esau out of his 

birthright, but even out of his blessing.   

Now I know, I know you might be saying to yourself so what? So what that Jacob tricked 

Esau out of his blessing and his birthright? Now that’s not to say that this isn’t a troubling story. 
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If there has ever been a family that is in desperate need of some counseling it seems to be this 

one. In what family does a mother and one of her children team up to plot against the other 

child? But with that aside, you might say so what? Why should a first born child be entitled to 

more rights than the second born anyway? If someone has children all their children should 

have an equal share to whatever their parents have. That’s right. But you see that’s our twenty-

first century American experience talking. That’s who we are. The way things are supposed to 

be for us is that every one of your children has an equal share and an equal chance. That’s not 

the way it was for the ancient Hebrews. That’s not the way it was for them. For them, if you 

were the first born you were supposed to get all the good stuff. You were supposed to be the 

one with your name in lights, not your younger brother. That’s not the way it was supposed to 

be. That wasn’t the order of things.   

My dad’s older brother was named Robert. One day as I was going through some old 

papers in my parent’s basement, I found Robert’s resume. It was quite impressive. Captain of 

the Football Team, President of the High School Student Body, Valedictorian in his high school 

class, Senior Editor of the School Newspaper, voted most likely to succeed. This was his high 

school resume, and then he went on to college and had an equally impressive resume, and then 

finally he went on to law school. Robert then passed the bar exam and became a lawyer, and 

not only did he pass the bar exam, his score was so high, that for the next twenty years, his 

notes were passed around to law students for them to study and follow his example. He was 

destined for a brilliant career, he was destined to become a state Supreme Court Judge or a 

federal judge even. He was destined for greatness. But shortly after he passed the bar and 

began his career as a lawyer, something happened. Robert started getting headaches. At first 
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they were pretty minor but they started becoming increasingly painful to the point of being 

excruciating, and they would happen more and more frequently. And then it was his speech. It 

started sounding slurred, and then it was his walk. He started stumbling. An inoperable tumor 

was growing in his brain. Robert died at the age of 25, 13 years before I was born. And I would 

not come to know him as uncle Robert who would dazzle me with the stories of all his 

successes as we sat in rocking chairs on the porch of his majestic mansion. I would only come to 

know him through old black and white photographs and the stories that my grandmother 

would tell me about him as she fought back tears, and that resume that I read one time on old 

yellowing paper.  

It is not supposed to be that way. Mom and dad are supposed to grow old and die be 

buried by their children. They are not supposed to bury their children themselves. It isn’t fair. 

And people who work hard and achieve things are supposed to be destined for greatness. And 

if they should die, they should die noble deaths, fighting the enemy on the field of battle, or as 

martyrs for some great cause. They aren’t supposed to get sick with a random disease and 

wither away in a hospital. That’s not the way we’re taught that life is supposed to be.  

I know that some of you, some of you who are listening to me now have had things happen 

in your life that are not the way it is supposed to be, either. Children who have died before you, 

or you had parents died too young and so you grew up without one or both parents, or you had 

a spouse who died too young, things didn’t turned out the way they’re supposed to be. Things 

turning out in a way that is simply unnatural. And when things happen turn out other than the 

way they’re supposed to be, well, I think it’s natural in those times to become angry with God. 

God, after all, is supposed to make the world orderly, things are supposed to go a certain way, 
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and when they don’t go that way, what else can we say but it must be God’s fault. And as your 

pastor, you probably want to know what I have to say to people who experience that kind of 

anger toward God? Well, you’ve probably heard sermons on this topic before and maybe 

you’ve even heard all the standard answers. One answer is that it is okay to be angry at God 

from time to time because God is big enough to take it. I certainly think that’s true. A second 

thing people sometimes say is that as long as we are in this world, we will experience disorder 

and injustice but God promises to heal this world and make this right. I agree with that as well. 

But I also think that unless we read stories like these, we can miss out on a third answer that is 

just as important as the other two. You know there are people I talk to all the time who have 

never dared to crack open a bible. Now, as I’m sure you know it’s not as if it’s hard to crack 

open a bible, it’s not as if we really live in a world where you have to go out and find one. We 

have one in every pew, you can find one in every bookstore, they’re in every hotel. When I was 

in college the Gideons even handed them out to every student walking around campus for free. 

But in spite of all that, people sometimes do the hard work of never bothering to open a bible, 

and if you were to ask such people what they would expect to find in the bible, what do you 

think they would say. Well, I bet what they would say is that they expect to find stories with 

Hollywood endings, where everything always works out for the good guys, and everything 

always turns out right, and the world is a good and perfect place. But then along comes the 

story of people like Jacob and Esau to tell us they’ve got it all wrong. The bible is realistic about 

the fact that we live in a messy chaotic world, but God is a part of that world even so. I bet 

people would be shocked about that. And maybe that helps from time to time.  
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I also think you can read the gospels and miss the fact that Jesus was killed by the 

Pharisees, who were not just by people who had theological differences with him, but who 

were the religious people of his day, the most religious people of his day. And these were 

people who always expected the world to be well ordered and fair and just. And because he 

refused to teach that they saw him as a threat. So when he was asked questions like who 

sinned that this man was born blind, he or his parents. Jesus said things like neither of them 

sinned, and that was a threat. What do you mean neither of them sinned? What do you mean 

that there can be things that are out of place in this world?  

What has gone on in your life that is unfair, that is unjust, that is unnatural. What has gone 

on in your life which tells you this isn’t the way it was supposed to be? When you cry out to 

God, God hears you. God’s own Son died on the cross for proclaiming this is sometimes the way 

life is, and maybe that helps. Here and there, now and then, maybe that helps.  


