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Good evening. Last week we began our Lenten series focusing on the topic of forgiveness. We 

heard Pastor Sandy share the definition of forgiveness and related this to the people of 

Jerusalem. Tonight, we will focus on understanding God’s forgiveness through the story of two 

brothers. Two brothers who approached life and relationships from very different perspectives. 

Two brothers who struggled to connect in a family system that was created to keep them 

separate.1  

While Jacob and Esau were still young men, Esau came home one day hungry and tired from a 

hunting trip into the wilderness. Jacob was cooking a pot of lentils and the wonderful smells 

made Esau’s mouth water. As we know, it’s never wise to make decisions when hungry or tired, 

but Esau could not see beyond his growling stomach. When Jacob offered to trade a bowl of 

stew for Esau’s birthright, Esau quickly agreed.2 Not a good decision on either of their parts – 

Jacob shouldn’t have taken advantage of Esau, and Esau shouldn’t have been impulsive and 

reckless with his birthright. Regardless, they both agreed to this life-altering transaction. 

The more we learn about their contentious relationship, the more we see the challenges Jacob 

and Esau faced loving and accepting each other. Over the years, the young men grew into 

adults and established their homes within their father’s camp. At this point, Isaac could no 

longer see, so Esau asked him what was needed to receive his father’s blessing. Esau refrained 

from telling his father he already sold his birthright to his brother for a bowl of stew, so Isaac 

proceeded to tell Esau to bring them something to eat before he would offer Esau his blessing.  

Rebekah overheard this conversation and quickly sent for Jacob. She always favored Jacob, so 

she encouraged him to dress in Esau’s clothing and pretend to be him to receive Isaac’s 

blessing.3 Through this act of deception, Jacob, whose name means ‘The Deceiver’, betrayed his 

father and brother for a second time. No longer young men, these adult brothers entered what 

appeared to be an unforgiveable situation.  

 

Sin and brokenness lead us into dark and dangerous places. Places we would never consider 

when we are in good relationship with God, our selves, and others. The pain and hurt Esau 

                                                           
1 Isaac was the son of Abraham, and he married Rebekah. They gave birth to twins, Esau and Jacob. Even before 

the boys were born, Rebekah spoke of their fighting and wrestling. Esau was born first with Jacob following quickly 

holding fast to Esau’s heel. In their culture, the first-born male received the birthright – he received the spiritual, 

emotional, and financial blessing.  
2 Genesis 25:27-34 
3 Genesis 27:1-40 
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experienced at his brother and mother’s hands opened the door for anger, hurt, and 

vengeance. An unrepentant Jacob and unforgiving Esau created a dynamic that had the 

potential for an eruption that was greater than any of them could ever anticipate.  

Genesis 27:41 reads, “From that time on, Esau hated Jacob because their father had given Jacob 

the blessings. And Esau began to scheme: ‘I will soon be mourning my father’s death. Then I will 

kill my brother, Jacob.’” Unable to express the pain he felt towards Jacob or Rebekah, Esau 

turned inward and made decisions that defied Isaac causing additional pain in the fractured 

family.4 The hatred he felt towards his brother ate away at him emotionally and spiritually. This 

narrative of hatred was passed from generation to generation coloring the lives and 

relationships of Esau and his descendants.  

Many years later, Jacob and Esau recognized they were missing something very important – 

each other. It took them over 20 years to be reconciled, but eventually they were. Jacob offered 

repentance, and Esau offered forgiveness. Both reached towards the other, connecting them 

once again.  

We heard the words of their reconciliation in tonight’s second reading.5 After Jacob stole Esau’s 

blessing, Rebekah sent Jacob to her brother, Laban. For 20 years, Jacob experienced betrayal 

and deceit at the hand of his uncle as he worked to marry Rachel and Leah and to build his 

flock. After 20 years of deceitfulness and treachery, Jacob took his wives, flocks, and slaves, and 

left Laban camp to return home. 

On their journey, Jacob met 400 of Esau’s men. He worried that Esau would not be happy to see 

him, so he separated his flock, divided his family, and sent them ahead hopeful that Esau would 

kill only a part of them. Jacob cried to God and asked for grace, mercy, and forgiveness.6  

With a penitent heart, Jacob approached Esau’s men and threw himself on the ground bowing 

seven times when he saw Esau. In contrast to Jacob’s expectations, Esau ran towards Jacob 

with arms outstretched yelling: “Brother….it is so good to see you.” Brother, a word of love and 

familiarity. “Brother, I love you, and I’ve missed you.” Jacob experienced God’s forgiveness 

through his brother’s warm embrace. Esau experienced God’s redemption for the pain he 

experienced at his brother’s hand. Both experienced restoration in their once fractured 

relationship and felt loved and redeemed. 

 

Many persons struggle with painful, broken relationships. Situations filled with unfathomable 

wrongs where healing seems unattainable. Forgiveness invites us to lay aside our hurt and pain 

to see the ‘good’ in the other. Forgiveness invites us to recognize that we are children of God 

                                                           
4 Issac’s decree that none of his family was to marry a Canaanite – Esau contacted his uncle, Ishmael, 
and married his daughter. 
5 Gen. 32:3-21; 33:1-11   

6 Gen 32:10 
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despite the circumstances that led to our anguish and pain. Forgiveness invites us to release our 

pain to the God who knows us, loves us, and forgives us.  

The reconciliation of Jacob and Esau paints a picture of how God understands and expresses 

forgiveness. The story of Jacob and Esau reminds me of God’s fierce desire for reconciliation 

that is also reflected in the story of the prodigal son. It’s a story of a family fractured by 

unrepentant hearts and anger. A story of a brother falling into a state of unforgiveness and 

turning away from the person that always loved him – his father – just like Esau’s own anger 

fueled him to rebel against his earthly and heavenly fathers. The prodigal son is another 

example of God’s unanticipated grace and mercy when the father races towards the younger 

son even though his actions did not warrant forgiveness.  

The story of Jacob and Esau and the story of the prodigal son demonstrate God’s intense search 

for those who are lost and separated.  They are stories that reflect our need for repentance and 

our need for forgiveness. Ultimately, they are stories where both families experienced 

restoration.  

God repeatedly demonstrates His unfailing love and forgiveness through unwarranted grace 

and mercy. God continues to run toward us with open arms just waiting to embrace us. God 

longs for us to experience the grace and forgiveness that only He can provide, and God 

empowers us to offer grace and forgiveness to others.  

When we experience God’s explosive joy at the time of reconciliation, it is in stark contrast to 

what we expect. We expect God (and others) to be angry. We expect their wrath and terror. 

We do not expect God to be waiting in hopeful anticipation, running towards us with open 

arms, just waiting and wanting to love and forgive us.  

Ignoring painful circumstances does not make them disappear. Pretending harm did not occur 

does not make the pain insignificant. The prodigal son and Jacob tried to run and hide from 

their painful choices. These narratives remind us of our struggle to repent and our struggle to 

forgive. These stories are a window into God’s understanding of forgiveness and an 

encouragement to seek reconciliation in our own relationships.  

When we experience God’s grace and forgiveness, we want to live in ways that please God. 

Forgiving someone does not rest on our feelings, but it depends on a decision to act. We don’t 

forgive because someone deserves it – we forgive because God forgave and continues to 

forgive us. Jacob offered repentance, and Esau forgave Jacob. More importantly, God offered 

transformation for both through the act of grace, mercy, and forgiveness. May we, too, 

experience transformation as we understand God’s grace, mercy, and forgiveness. Amen!  


