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Jacob’s Ladder 
Genesis 28:10-22; John 1:43-51 

 
I wonder what you think of when you hear “Jacob’s Ladder”. 
Me as a prog rocker I think of a Rush song of that name, some other Hip to be 

squaresters might think of a Huey Lewis and the News song, others might be pondering 
perennial favourite Stairway to Heaven. 

Those with a more creative and crafty bent might think of a particular patchwork 
pattern or something you can make out of a circle of string. 

Those who like to get out and about might think of a long and winding road on the 
way to the summit of Ben Lomond.   

But all these images find their origin in the story of one who is taking a long and 
winding road because he has been crafty and the only song he would be singing is “All 
by myself” 

Jacob is suffering the consequences of his actions, his deception has taken him 
away from home and family, yet even here God reaches out and down to him and if we 
will understand what happens, the deceiver sees a ladder or stairway in his dream we 
may understand that there but with the grace of God go I. 

LIVING WITH CONSEQUENCES GENESIS 28 

THE LEAVING 
Genesis 27 ends with a family in disarray, Issac and Rebekah had each backed 

their favourite son and through blatant deception Jacob received his father’s blessing.  
Not surprisingly Esau is non best pleased and has determined that once his father is 
dead he will do away with his meddlesome younger twin brother. 

Esau does not come across as the kind of man to keep such thoughts to himself 
and so it is no surprise that Rebekah hears of Esau’s plans and realises that she must 
send her beloved son away to somewhere safe, so she tells him he must go to Haran to 
where her family still lives. 

But somehow she has to convince Isaac that this is a good idea, and here we 
learn of where Jacob got his craftiness from.  We have been told that Esau had 
previously married two Hittite women who had been troublesome to his parents and so 
Rebekah raises the possibility of a third Hittite bride joining the family, saying that if this 
happens “what good will my life be to me” 

Isaac seemingly horrified at the idea of yet another local bride decides that he 
should send Jacob away to his wife’s family, unwittingly doing Rebekah’s bidding.  So 
Isaac sends Jacob away with a true, rather than stolen, blessing this time, praying that he 
may have the blessing of Abraham. 

Meanwhile Esau hearing that his wives had been the cause of this decided that he 
would marry one of Ishmael’s daughters to see if that will do the trick.  Poor Esau, he just 
doesn’t get it and one gets the impression that this latest marriage would have brought 
yet more grief to his parents. 

THE PROMISES 
Jacob however has set out, and so the home boy finds himself all alone.  This is 

emphasised in that unlike other stories where travellers find lodgings for the night Jacob 
has to rough it.  He is in the wilderness, facing an uncertain future and all of this would 
have weighed on his mind as he lay down to sleep. 

You may remember times when you have found yourself in similar situations all 
alone, either through circumstance or through your own decisions, your mind all a whirl. 
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As Jacob sleeps he sees a ladder or stairway leading up to heaven, with the 
angels of God ascending and descending upon it, they are going about God’s work and 
his purposes no matter how things appear to Jacob.  But dominating the scene is God 
who speaks words of blessing and promise to him.  As he is the God of Abraham and 
Isaac he reaffirms to Jacob the promises made to them, of land, and bringing blessing to 
the world (13-14).  But Jacob receives a new promise, the first time this promise is made 
in the Scriptures, the Lord promises to be with Jacob to keep him and to bring him home 
(15). 

It is worth us pondering this act of God for a moment.  Jacob is no travelling 
pilgrim or returning prodigal yet God comes out to meet this unrepentant reprobate.  
Abraham showed great faith, Isaac showed well some faith, but Jacob has been a 
complete bounder and yet God shows him utter grace and mercy.  More than this there is 
no word of reproach from God, no “See what a fine mess you have got yourself into”.  
Rather there is simply a reaffirmation of God purposes of blessing.   

It is hard to imagine a better image of grace, God’s undeserved favour than we 
see here.  In his loneliness Jacob is assured of God’s purposes and that he is not alone. 
God is with him and God will bring him home. 

THE RESPONSE 
Jacob’s response to this divine visitation is marked by awe and fear, this is an 

awesome thing that has happened in the truest sense of the word, this lonely place is the 
place of God and the gate of heaven. 

He responds also following customs of the day by making a pillar out of the rocky 
pillow and pours oil on it, naming the place Beth-el, house of God. 

So far so good but we have to wonder about what Jacob does next.  For despite 
the grace and assurances given it certainly sounds as if Jacob is still trying to make a 
deal with God. If you do this stuff, all of which is quite self centred and the idea of getting 
a wife seems somewhat forgotten, and only then, will you be my God!  Hmm.   

Whilst Jacob has had an awesome vision of God he has an awful lot left to learn 
about the Lord who will be with him on the rest of his journey. 

THE BIBLICAL FAITH 

In fact this entire story can help us learn more about the Lord, the God of Abraham 
Isaac and now Jacob.  The end of the narrative has Jacob naming this place, this 
awesome place as Bethel, the house of God.   

It appears from other evidence that this place was already known by this name yet 
the understanding of God is completely transformed and any pre existing religious 
connections are abandoned. 

For instance are a number of links to the previous story in Genesis of the Tower of 
Babel, reaching to heaven (12), gateway to heaven (17).  Yet here it is not humanity 
trying to reach God’s domain rather it is God who takes initiative, it is not Jacob’s ladder 
at all, but it is the Lord’s. 

Jacob has not gone there because it is a religious site, he is not expecting a 
spiritual experience, rather it is the presence of God which makes the place awesome.  
Furthermore Jacob memorialises this experience with a stone pillow, not a magic stone 
with special powers as in much pagan thinking.  The focus is completely on the God who 
has revealed himself in that place, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

In part then this story is not only about a journey of Jacob and his spiritual journey, 
but it encourages other readers to leave behind old ideas of God and religious practices 
and come to the one true Creator God and know his ways and his promises and his 
blessings.  He is the God who reveals himself, and who make the connection between 
heaven and earth. 
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JESUS’ LADDER 

JESUS CRITIQUE OF RELIGION 
This line of biblical thinking reaches its climax in the coming of Jesus. It is clearly 

in view as Jesus speaks to Nathaniel, who Jesus calls a true Israelite, the name which 
Jacob would later be called, and he is described as without guile or with no deceit, again 
seemingly a reference back to Jacob who had plenty. 

But Jesus says to this true Israelite, all that Jacob could be, that what he really 
needs to understand is that Jesus is now the means of connection between heaven and 
earth, on which angels ascend and descend, he is the means of God’s revelation. 

Just as the story of Jacob’s ladder critiques previous religious understandings 
Jesus says now even Jewish thinking needs to be rethought around him.  If we are to 
learn more and truly about God we need to look to Jesus 

JESUS PROMISES 
It is no surprise then that in Jesus we learn again of God’s promises of blessing.  

The promises to Abraham find their fulfilment in Jesus, for in him is all the world blessed. 
But more particularly in Jesus that promise first made to Jacob is extended to us 

for Jesus is God with us (Matthew 1:23) and he will never leave us (Matthew 28:16).  He 
will protect us (John 10:27-29) and provide for us and prepares a home for us (John 
14:1-6). 

Again all these promises and blessings are to us, people who do not deserve it.  
We are reminded that the same grace that reached out to Jacob that lonely night reaches 
out to us, to assure us of God’s good purposes for us.  We don’t have to buy a stairway 
to heaven, it is gift in Jesus.  Jacob’s ladder reminds us that God reaches down to all of 
us wherever we are and reminds us of God’s presence and his promises.  There with the 
grace of God go we. 

What we should think of when we hear the words Jacob’s Ladder should be the 
grace of God and how that is fully revealed in Jesus Christ. 

OUR RESPONSE 
But is that enough to get from this story. 
I started to think more about how Jacob responded to this revelation of this 

gracious God.  It would perhaps be easy to criticise his response as looking as if he was 
doing a deal with God and reminding us that we can’t do that. 

But I wonder if that is being too hard on Jacob and perhaps not hard enough on 
us.  Jacob in being confronted by God’s presence and grace responds with speaking of 
awe, and performing acts of worship, and as best as he knows how tries to respond. 

In this sermon, in our readings, in all our services we are reminded and confronted 
with God’s grace, as we partake in communion we have reminders of his presence, but 
are we moved to speak of how awesome is this God and have a sense of holy fear that 
God is with us. 

Perhaps we are more like Jacob when he is asleep than when he is awakened. 
At least when Jacob was awake he tried to grapple and grasp and understand 

God’s purposes.  All to often God’s grace seems to leave us simply unmoved.  When was 
the last time you understood something more of what God has done for us in Jesus and 
thought how awesome that is or be moved by holy fear that the God of all creation should 
do this for you. 

We need to wake up to God’s grace in Christ and say how awesome, this grace is 
the gate of heaven. 


