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God’s Stairway to Heaven  
 
Genesis 27:41-28:22  
Chapter 28 launches the biography of Jacob as an 
independent personality, the patriarch of the next generation 
of the covenant family, the man who would eventually give his 
other name, “Israel,” to the descendants of Abraham. Coming 
on the heels of Esau’s threat, Jacob’s entry into the world as 
the next patriarch began in the darkness of exile, uncertainty, 

and threats. Through those difficulties, stretching over the next twenty years, his character would be tested 
and transformed. The only detail we have of Jacob’s journey is the account of his extraordinary encounter 
with God himself in a dream.  
 
The chapter begins with Isaac having finally accepted the sovereign will of the Lord. No longer will he 
contrive foolish plans to subvert God’s will. Rather, he blessed Jacob once again with eyes wide open, so 
to speak. Isaac then sent his younger son to Paddan Aram to escape the wrath of Esau and find a wife in 
the household of his uncle Laban. Jacob went there with the full blessing of the Covenant Patriarch, the 
son of Abraham. For the young man who was so anchored to home, hearth, and his mother, this flight to a 
strange place under threat from a murderous brother must have been painful, disorienting, and frightening. 
 
Isaac’s Faith (28:1-5)  

• The old Patriarch finally came around. Rebekah’s bitter words concerning Esau’s intermarriage with a 
pagan woman serves, no doubt, as a rebuke to Isaac for preferring a covenant breaker over Jacob. After 
having witnessed God overrule all of his efforts to pass the covenant blessing on to Esau, Isaac now 
submits to God’s will and blesses Jacob, as Jacob. In this, Isaac acted in faith. Jacob is now formally 
recognized as the steward of the Covenant promises. 

 
Esau’s Heart (27:41-46; 28:6-9)  

• This passage gives us a view into Esau’s heart and the picture is not a pretty one. He determined to 
murder Jacob once Isaac died. Not only that, he married yet another Canaanite woman. It seems that up 
to this point Esau did not even realize that intermarriage among pagans was forbidden. Does this speak 
to his spiritual indifference or Isaac’s poor fathering? It is likely both. Esau’s sins are not incidental to his 
indifference toward God but manifestations of that indifference. “Psalm 83:6 mentions an alliance of 
Edomites and Ishmaelites against Israel. Again Esau is a figure of tragic irony. His journey parodies 
Jacob’s. Ishmael is the rejected natural offspring of Abraham.”1 

 
Jacob’s Flight (28:10-11)  

• The setting sun may be taken as a commentary on Jacob’s experience of turmoil. Having been driven 
from his home by a murderous brother, Jacob’s future seems dark, uncertain at best. We cannot help but 
wonder whether Jacob was beginning to regret his deceitful actions which contributed to his exile in a 
harsh land.  

 
Jacob’s Dream (28:12-15)  

• Along the way Jacob found a place to sleep for the night near Haran. Alone in the desert with a stone for 
a pillow Jacob’s body gave in to exhaustion and there he dreamed. It is made clear that the dream is a 
vision from the Lord and the vision illustrates one thing supremely: God’s unmerited grace. All of the 
action in the dream belongs to God and his holy messengers. Jacob’s only action is to hear and receive 
with gratitude and worship the promises of God. The ladder is not provided so that Jacob, or anyone else 
for that matter, may climb his way to God. Rather, the ladder, or stairway, is meant to show that God 
himself has made the way to reach his sinful and weary people.   

• The Lord is depicted as presiding over this entire event. God rules over heaven and earth; over the seen 
and unseen. Indeed, God is the central point of concern in the vision. It is God’s speech, God’s goals, 
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and God’s initiative which matter most. Even in that desolate place so full of uncertainty and threat God 
is seen as being fully present and directing all which comes to pass. And when God speaks, he chooses 
to repeat the promise of his unconditional and gracious covenant (vv. 13-14). Notice that the promise of 
people and place are central to the covenant. God, by his grace, will make for himself a people and 
provide them with a place of eternal joy and rest in his presence. All the nations of the earth will be 
blessed through Jacob because his greatest descendent, the Lord Jesus, will accomplish salvation for a 
vast company of men and women from among all the nations.  

• The events recorded in this ancient passage clearly anticipate the gospel of Jesus Christ. On the one 
hand we are witness to God’s initiative to bless his people with his presence, his forgiveness, and his 
salvation. On the other hand, we see God’s people respond to his promises in faith, gratitude, and 
commitment. This is the utterly unique character of the biblical religion. Every other religion and 
philosophy of man seeks to secure God’s favor by merit or technique. Only in the Bible do we read that 
God bestows his grace freely, personally, well beyond the dictation of man.  

 
Jacob’s Response (28:16-22)  

• Astonished at what he saw, Jacob responded with an appropriate mix of fear, worship, and commitment. 
Some have speculated that perhaps his vow (vv. 20-22) is flawed because of the “if / then” condition: “If 
the Lord does these things then he will be my God.” But I think such a 
reading is flawed. It seems better to take Jacob’s vow as more a 
statement of fact: “If the Lord does all that he says then it will be confirmed 
that he is my God.” Jacob’s response is the proper response to grace: 
wonder, worship, and dedication. 

• Recall the conversation that Jesus had with Nathaniel in the first chapter 
of the Gospel of John. Philip told his friend Nathaniel that he had found 
the Messiah. When Nathaniel went with him to meet Jesus, the Lord said, “Here is a true Israelite in whom 
there is nothing false.” Nathaniel naturally wanted to know how the Lord knew anything at all about him. 
And Jesus had replied that he had seen Nathaniel when he was still sitting under the fig tree, before Philip 
had found him. Nathaniel had heard enough. “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” 
To that comment Jesus replied: 

“You believe because I told you I saw you under a fig tree. You shall see greater things than that. 
I tell you the truth, you [“you” is plural; you and all those who believe in me as you do] shall see 
heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” 

• That is the Bible’s way of connecting the dots, of telling us that the Lord Jesus himself is the stairway to 
heaven; the only Way to communion with God. Jesus brought heaven to earth in order to bring sinners 
to heaven. All the promises that God made to Jacob and which then are repeated over and over again in 
the Word of God, all of those promises are realized and fulfilled in the life, the death, and the resurrection 
of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

• There is a sense in which we are all Jacob. We suffer from time-to-time the consequences of our own sin 
and foolishness. We also suffer from the sins of others. Add to that the uncertainty each of us face. We 
do not know what the next hour will bring much less the next week. Such burdens can feel overwhelming 
at times. And through it all we find ourselves wresting with and even against God. But in the middle of 
our sin and folly, our doubts and stubbornness, God has come to us in Jesus Christ. He meets us in our 
desolation and despair. The same promises made that night to Jacob are made to all believers in a way 
appropriate to their era of redemptive history. The Lord will be with you, he will be your God, he will keep 
you, and he will bring you to that great everlasting home in due time. And since that is true, let us do what 
Jacob did and live from this point forward, standing on those promises, grateful that they have been made 
to us.  
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