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Last week, we talked about what it means to be adopted as sons and daughters of God.  Since the beginning of Creation, God has established a covenantal relationship with us despite the sinful and rebellious nature of ourselves.  It appears that our relationship with God has become more distanced, as the world we live in and priorities placed upon our lives have become more and more perplexed, with each passing generations.  We find ourselves asking the question, “It wasn’t like this before when we were young.  What is going on here?”  


It seems that we have drifted further and further apart from God.  Our intimate relationship with God has become diluted (or perhaps even tainted).  Yet, out of God’s grace, God sent the Spirit of adoption into our midst to serve as a gap-filler…. narrowing the gap that separates us from one another and from God.  

Human beings are created to be in relationship with God and with one another.  When God saw that it was not good for man to be alone, what did God do?  God created a companion, a helper for Adam.    It was God’s intention that we are to live eternally with God and to enjoy what God has entrusted us with forever.  However, because of our human sinfulness, we’ve deprived ourselves of God’s grace and corrupted our relationship with God.  We have separated ourselves spiritually from God because of our own failings.

Before we go further, I want you to think of a time when you felt disappointed, whether it was self-caused or by others?  How did you feel?  Perhaps you feel that you were betrayed or abandoned?  We might have been disappointed by our own performance due to our lack of effort.  Maybe we should’ve done our readings, paid a little more attention in class, or studied sooner instead of cramming at the last minutes.  Maybe we should’ve asked for help from others rather than relying on ourselves.  


Perhaps we might’ve felt a sense of abandonment and separation by God when things just didn’t work out the way we would hope.  We have a tendency to neglect God when things are going well, but what about when things are NOT going well.  We feel abandoned or separated from God in the loneliest place on earth.  No else seems to understand what was going on and what we’re going through.  Have you ever had those moments?  I’m sure we all have.  

Our Old Testament reading today picked up right where we left off from last week.  If you recall, we were reading about how Jacob had deceived his older brother – Esau and his father – Isaac into receiving his family’s blessing.  Literally he was now on the run….not only was he running away from his brother, but he was also running away from God….well, best of luck in trying to do that!  



When Jacob arrived to his uncle Leban’s household, he fell in love with one of his uncle’s daughters – Rachel.  I supposed it was not uncommon during those days, to marry one of your cousins.  In order for Jacob to receive Rachel as his wife, Jacob worked out a deal with his uncle that he would do 7 years of labor for him, in exchange for Rachel.  Sounds fair enough, right?  Well, not so fast….. Unfortunately that didn’t quite work out that way.  There’s always a twist (an asterisk) to the story, just like many other stories in the bible.

One of the reasons why I appreciate reading many of the Old Testament narratives is that they are full of human drama and emotions with irony and metaphors.  Our story today would’ve made into a classic soap-opera episode for daytime television, filled with surprises and unpredicted outcomes and sub-plots.  

Just as Jacob tricked his older brother for his birthright, now he himself was now receiving a taste of his own medicine of being tricked by his own uncle.  Instead of receiving Rachel as his wife, Leban “baited and switched” Jacob into taking his older daughter – Leah instead.  Jacob was robbed!  He didn’t get what they had worked for all those years.  What had Jacob done to deserve all of this?   You’ve gotta be kidding me?  

Jacob could’ve told his uncle that all bets are OFF, NO DEAL!!!  And demand some retribution and payback.  But instead, Jacob demonstrated grace by willing to serve 7 more years in order to receive the woman whom he loved at first sight.  He could’ve walked away from all of this, when this trust was violated….but he chose to stay.  This also showed how much did Jacob really love Rachel, that he was willing to devote 14 years of labor in order to finally get her.   I don’t think you would find many people who would be willing to do that, after s/he has been betrayed and betrayed like that.  Talk about persistence, don’t you think!   

Just imagine…Imagine if you found yourself to be in Jacob’s position?  How would you feel?  How would you feel to be abandoned and betrayed like that by your own family member?  


This is another familiar story in the Bible that’s worth a 2nd look or a closer examination, instead of just scratching the surface for its obvious interpretation.  Perhaps the focus of our story isn’t so much about what do we get as our reward or return…whether WHO receive the better end of the deal or not.  Somebody needs to bite the bullet, swallows the pill…in order to fulfill the broader purpose of God’s story.  Perhaps our focus really should be upon God’s providence and God’s covenant that is already at work among the people.  It’s not about what WE would get out of this but collaboratively we may catch a glimpse of God’s commitment in relationship with the people, in the midst of human misfortune, deception and personal greed.  

We must look beyond our self-interest and consider the larger picture of God’s grace at work in spite of the evil circumstances that overshadow us.  


Many of us I’m sure have felt betrayed at some point in our lives…perhaps by our friends, co-workers, relatives, family or even fellow church members.  How did you feel when that happened?  Would you seek retribution when the right opportunity comes along?  Would you question God for all the “misfortunes” that happened in our lives? 

As the Apostle Paul wrote to the early church in Rome, their challenges were even more extreme.  It was a matter of life and death to the early believers.  Their faith in Christ was the only thing that had kept them in relation with God.  Paul wrote this pastoral letter to encourage those fellow Christians to stay firm to their faith, by anchoring their lives in the heavenly hope and not on temporary trials and earthly suffering.  Resist from the earthly temptations while focus on the heavenly prize.

This calls for the discipline of perseverance and trusting in God’s will and faithfulness.  As Paul wrote in v.28 “We know that all things work together for good1 for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.”
  All of us are called into a relationship with God and with one another, under God’s grace and God’s sovereign plan.  Our greatest challenge is to remain focus and not lose sight of God’s commission to us as God’s disciples.  As Christ proclaimed that we are to “Abide in Him as He abides in us. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can we unless we abide in Him.  He is the vine, we are the branches.  Those who abide in Him and He in us will bear much fruit, because apart from Him we can do nothing.
  


I would like to share with you about the story of a personal friend of mine. About two years ago Joan was diagnosed with a rare form of lung cancer, even though she was not a smoker or not even come in close contact with someone does.  For the past 2 years, she has been undergoing numerous treatments and was contemplating about her diagnosis and the meaning and purpose of life in general.


Back in June, I had a chance to sit down and talk with her.  Joan shared with me that at times she felt that she was in the loneliest place on earth.  She could get away from people (or even her own family) but she realized that she could not get away from God’s presence.  It was an odd feeling that on one hand she felt totally alienated and separated from God, but on the other hand, she felt fully embraced and in God’s presence.  She realized that every moment is God’s moment and God’s blessings in her life were to be witnessed and shared with others of what God has been doing in her life.

Joan shared openly with her friends and colleagues about her experience and how her faith has anchored her in seeing things through God’s perspective and not through our human perspective.  It is ultimately God’s will on display in our lives.  

Whenever someone asked her about “what keeps you strong spiritually?”  She would always proclaim that it is her faith that has sustained her and kept her encouraged and motivated, in overcoming all of her struggles and challenges.  She’s not afraid about what will happen, only God knows!  All she knows is that God will be there with her to the end no matter what.  She trusts that everything is in God’s hand and that “nothing will separate her from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
  

Psalm 71:5-14 "You have been my hope, Sovereign Lord, my confidence since my youth. I will ever praise you.  I have become a sign to many; you are my strong refuge.  My mouth is filled with your praise, declaring your splendor all day long.  Do not be far from me, my God; come quickly, God, to help me.  As for me, I will always have hope; I will praise you more and more."  What a powerful testimony?

Whenever we feel that we are in a far-away, remotest corner of the earth from God, God is only a simple prayer shout-out away.  I don’t care what carrier you might have on your cell-phone, there will always be some locations where you will not get any signal reception at all.  But the good news is that God has the best signal coverage plan.  We are always covered wherever, whenever and whatever.   

God yearns for us to have an intimate relationship with Him.  It doesn’t mean that we should only pray to God when we are in trouble asking for some miraculous healing.  God wants to hear from us also whenever we are feeling blessed, even if it means a simplest thing as waking up each morning, remembering and thanking God for another day and seeing God’s presence in the little things in life.  

Scripture remains us that we shall pray without ceasing
, not only for ourselves but for others and to re-establish that intimate relationship once again with God, as the Holy Spirit continues to pray for us.  


Despite our rebellions, the “Spirit [continues] to intercede for the saints according to the will of God.”
   God knows us more than we know ourselves.  God knows what’s on our mind and knows exactly what we need in order to overcome our challenges.  The question is, do we have the faith to believe in what God can do in us?

Our God is a sovereign and a purposeful God and all of God’s creation (and that includes people as well) work together in a cohesive manner, complimenting and “fitting in” together in order to fulfill God’s purpose.
  Our world is comprised of series of overlapping circles of influence…whatever we do, does have an impact upon those around us….and vice versa.  We are called not only to be dependent upon our Creator but be inter-dependent with one another.  

The Spirit unites us and keeps us under the sovereign grace of God, whether we notice it or not.  In the midst of differences or disagreements, we recognize that God is still in our midst, Holy and Wholly in the Spirit of unity among the Body of Christ.    

From the words of our Presbytery’s Executive Presbyter – Rev. Bob Foltz-Morrison, he shared with us in his recent report to the Presbytery, “Argue we will with one another, but love we must as Jesus commands us to do.  Let us work on deepening our trust in what the Spirit calls us to be and do as the church, so that our fellowship and trust in each other as Presbyterian Christians will be enriched.”


The Spirit continues to inspire us, convict us, and reassure us of God’s presence in our lives through our challenges, as well as blessings... for neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
   

Throughout this coming week, I would encourage you to meditate upon this verse alone.  What does it mean to be “separated from God”?  Would you still be able to go on with your life, if God is remotely present in your life?  Where do you see God fitting into your life right now?  Is God even on your radar screen at all? 

Perhaps all you need is some time to be alone, to have a heart-to-heart conversation to be re-acquainted with God.  Perhaps the god that you are familiar with is not the God there is…that we’ve been pursuing other gods in our lives?  If it has been a while....maybe it’s time for us to rekindle that passion and renew our intimate relationship once again.  


Simply invite the Holy Spirit to speak to us…through Scripture and our prayers.  Open the doors of our hearts, be attentive in listening before speaking or doing, and most of all be faithful and obedient to what the Spirit has to say to us today and in days ahead.   

In the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit,  Amen.
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