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“Jacob’s Ladder” 
Preaching Text: Genesis 28:10-22 

10 June 2012 
2nd Sunday after Pentecost 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
“Ideologies separate us. Dreams and anguish bring us together” (Eugene Ionesco). 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  
Hear the day’s lesson, Genesis 28:10-22: 
Jacob left Beer-sheba and went toward Haran. [11] He came to a certain place and stayed there 
for the night, because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it under his 
head and lay down in that place. And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, 
the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.  
 
[13] And the Lord stood beside him and said, “I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and 
the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring; [14] and your 
offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the 
east and to the north and to the south; and all the families of the earth shall be blessed in you 
and in your offspring. [15] Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will 
bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.” 
[16] Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not 
know it!” [17] And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than 
the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” 
 
[18] So Jacob rose early in the morning, and he took the stone that he had put under his head and 
set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. [19] He called that place Bethel; but the name 
of the city was Luz at the first. [20] Then Jacob made a vow, saying, "If God will be with me, and 
will keep me in this way that I go, and will give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, [21] so that 
I come again to my father's house in peace, then the Lord shall be my God, [22] and this stone, 
which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God's house; and of all that you give me I will surely give 
one tenth to you" (Genesis 28:10-22). 

 
In an interview years ago, Richard Pryor (d. December, 2005) once recalled his struggles with drugs and 

depression. The interviewer asked, “What do you dream of doing now?” Pryor answered, “I try not to 
dream. Dreaming is too painful for a man in my condition” (Pulpit Resource, Will Willimon, Vol. 24, No. 3 [A] Logos 

Productions: July—September 1996, p. 14). More positively, the Zionist, Theodore Herzl, said to those who thought 
his dream of a Jewish state was—just a dream: “If you will it to be so, it is no dream” (ibid). 

Today’s Genesis text relates a well-known biblical dream—of angels ascending and descending on a 
ladder from heaven to earth. We remember that earlier Jacob tricked his older brother Esau out of his 
birthright for a bowl of soup. Jacob also manipulated old father Isaac into giving his blessing to him, the 
younger son. Jacob made out like a bandit and stole their father’s most valued gifts: the birthright and 
the blessing. 
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When Esau discovered the scheme, he vowed to do in his little brother as soon as they entombed 
old Isaac. Yet, Jacob and his mother Rebekah had other plans. Isaac urged Jacob to marry within his own 
ethnic group because Esau had married two Hittite women—Judith and Basemath (see Gen. 26:34). Isaac 
sent Jacob to his mother’s people in Haran. Thus, as a pretext for running away, Jacob is going to find a 
wife among his mother’s people. So, acting as if to stumble on a wife, Jacob is in reality fleeing Esau’s 
wrath as he escapes toward Haran. He sleeps near a place he will name Bethel. Jacob dreams a 
wondrous vision.  

We note some engaging items in this oft-told Jewish story. First, there is business between heaven 
and earth. As the angels/messengers “ascend” and “descend,” they are like prayers—going up and 
down, answered one way or another.  

Perikles Alexander wrote of his anguish in ministry. Ready to give up, like Jacob, he too was trying 
to run away. One morning, plagued by dismay, he prayed, “God, if you want me to continue, show me a 
sign.” Then he went for a morning run. While running, he noticed some construction workers putting up 
a sign. The visible words were, “Don’t give up.” Further, another billboard: “Don’t give up. It’s just a little 
further.” Perikles knew the signs were advertising. But he also believed he had his “sign,” an answer to 
his prayer. You never know!! 

Obviously, Perikles took these words utterly out of context. Truly, he didn’t know the context. Still 
that day the billboards were messengers of God—for him. They were like God’s angels. When God’s 
message of direction, of confidence, of healing, of hope, gets through to us, the carrier of the message—
a person, a song, a poem, a scripture, a symbol, a feeling—is the angel (Robert Flaherty, Following the Dream, 

paraphrased unpublished sermon [27/12/98, Roseburg UMC, OR]). There is business between heaven and earth. 
Second, often our dreams project our highest hopes and aspirations. We might call dreams 

unconscious prayers. You may have heard of Randy Pausch (pow-sch) who died on 25 July 2008 at his 
home in Chesapeake, VA, at 47. He had many admirers saddened, gladdened, and inspired by him. Ten 
months before his death he delivered a seventy-six-minute lecture: “Really Achieving Your Childhood 
Dreams.” It was part of a series Carnegie Mellon called “The Last Lecture.” The school asked some 
professors about what mattered most to them and give a hypothetical last lecture. What Pausch said 
was not as profound as practical. His lecture is a playful, but serious celebration of how he realized his 
dreams. Clearly what he had to say never suggested how you can achieve your dreams. He merely 
shared how he achieved his dreams. 

The only way a person can fulfill dreams is to have a dream. It has to be your dream, not someone 
else’s dream or even someone else’s dream for you. It has to be something that you want so much that 
you will take risks to get it. Pausch believed it is all in how you lead your life in the development of 
balance in your relationships and your profession that will let “the dream will come to you.” 

Third, dreams also represent the Word of God. There are eighty-one instances of the word 
“dream/s” in the NRSV. God speaks to people like Abraham, Laban, Joseph, Solomon, Ezekiel, Daniel, 
Joseph, The Magi, Ananias, and Paul. Each got several of God’s sent visions/revelations in dreams. 

What we might reasonably expect from Jacob after this close encounter seems to happen. He sets 
up an altar, offers pious words of praise, and performs an act of worship—set up a pillar and poured oil 
on it. Yet, a closer look at our last few verses shows Jacob’s true colors: 
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[20] Then Jacob made a vow, saying, "If God will be with me, and will keep me in this way that I go, and will 
give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, [21] so that I come again to my father's house in peace, then the 
LORD shall be my God, [22] and this stone, which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God's house; and of all 
that you give me I will surely give one tenth to you” (Genesis 28:20-22). 

 
Jacob is constantly bartering, trading, and manipulating all those around him—even Yahweh. 

Perhaps, Jacob will learn his lesson, but to this point in the Genesis story he does not seem to be getting 
close to the truth about himself or the way God functions. Does Jacob’s story have anything to do with 
us? My guess is that we all have that component in our lives in which we do good and act morally 
upright because we think that somehow being faithful will offer us a substantial payoff. But God is good 
to us whether or not we deserve it. Do any of us truly want what we deserve? Wouldn’t recalling God is 
good to us because this is God’s nature better serve us? 

Several of Hendrik Kramer’s friends contacted him in 1939 because he was a Dutch theologian. 
They were anxious because many of their Jewish friends were missing. They asked Kramer what they 
ought to do. He said to them, “I cannot tell you what to do. But I can tell you who you are. If you know 
who you are you will know what to do.” Those who asked then organized the Dutch Resistance 
movement. 

As trials and temptations come to us, we need to remember who we are, and then we will know 
how to act and what to do. We are sinners saved by grace. Therefore, “live your life in a manner worthy 
of the gospel of Christ” (Phil. 1:27; Pray in This Way: Sermons on the Lord's Prayer, John Stroman, Abingdon Press, 1995, 

pp. 72-3). 
This may be a lesson that Jacob will eventually learn, but that is a story for another day . . . a day in 

which the dream will turn to terror! 
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