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 I’ve already told you that Genesis 32:22-32, the text that tells of 
when Jacob wrestled with the LORD, is my favorite story in the OT. I 
love it because, as Israel was supposed to do from the story, I 
identify with Jacob. I was a man who was stubbornly self-sufficient in 
my drive to make God’s promises happen. 

 It was my performance-oriented form of finding personal significance 
instead of finding all my significance in God. Years ago, I wrestled 
with the LORD and he made it clear to me that any life in Christ I 
experienced would only be by his grace and blessing, not by my own 
accomplishments. 

 That lesson, still sometimes forgotten, has allowed me to be satisfied 
with what some might think of as a strange “career path” that has 
defined “success” very differently than most of my peers and many 
American Christians. That lesson, probably more than any other, has 
shaped how I have seen my role in CCBC, NUBF and FBCCS. 

 Now, at this late date, I need to admit to you I have found an OT 
passage that I appreciate nearly as much.  

 When you think about it, this is not surprising. This new passage is 
linked to Jacob’s wrestling match with God as the beginning of the 
process that brought him to that concluding place. The passages 
frame the transformation of God’s chosen man who barely noticed 
the presence of the LORD in his life to God’s chosen man who could 
never again ignore that presence of the LORD. 

 The new, nearly favorite, story begins in darkness and Bethel in an 
encounter with the LORD. My all-along-favorite story ends as the 
light of dawn breaks at Penuel after an encounter with the LORD. 

 So, in keeping with this arrangement of two critical points, one at the 
beginning and one at the end, I have arranged my sermon and what 
follows it today in the same form. If you will listen carefully up front 
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and then again nearer the end of the service today you will catch the 
important frame for all that comes in the middle. I still prefer you try 
to listen to the whole thing. 

 Here is the important opening idea. It again comes from a quotation 
I wrote down some time ago as I was going through Waltke’s 
commentary on Genesis. 

 “Until God reveals his presence at Bethel, Jacob’s place appears 
dark, stony and hard. However, when his eyes are opened to se 
beyond his physical surroundings to the meta-physical, his hard 
place is transformed into an awe-inspiring SANCTUARY, the axis 
between heaven and earth.” (Waltke p.395)…AGAIN… 

 “Until God reveals HIS presence at Bethel, Jacob’s place APPEARS 
dark, stony and hard. However, when his eyes are opened to see 
beyond his physical surroundings (and beyond the immediate 
feelings physical appearances create in him…eyes opened…) to the 
(true realities of God and the spiritual realms), his hard place is 
TRANSFORMED into an awe-inspiring SANCTUARY, (a clear place of 
connection) between heaven and earth.” (Waltke p.395) 

 This is encounter with God #1 for this morning. WE will experience 
this Holy encounter through the Scripture in Genesis 28: verse 10-22. 
Let’s look at together. Genesis 28:10-22 

 10 Jacob left Beersheba and set out for Haran. 11 When he reached a 
certain place, he stopped for the night because the sun had set. 
Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head and lay 
down to sleep. 

 Remember why it is that Jacob had to leave home where he was 
comfortable and well-practiced at attempting to make God’s 
promises come true using his own power and by his own pragmatic 
means so that he felt in control of his own life. 
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 The last straw was the trickery he and his mother Rebekah used 
against doddery old Isaac to steal the family blessing rather than to 
trust God to provide it. It is very sad to watch an old man being used 
by devious people to get what they want. The result of this 
deception was a murderous, cheated brother. Jacob needed to get 
out of there before Esau could kill him. 

 Of course, the public reason given for leaving was “in order to do the 
LORD’s will” by finding an non-Cannaite wife for Jacob in the house 
of Uncle Laban in Haran. 

 Please notice that the place where Jacob stops for the night while 
escaping is called “a certain place.” That is the NIV translators’ way 
of rendering the Hebrew words that indicate a vague “ANYPLACE” in 
the world of Jacob. It is Moses’ way of saying Jacob sees nothing at 
all special about this place when he stops for the night. As I said, it is 
just “ANYPLACE.” 

 The “Pillow Man” says he has been silenced for his views but his loss 
is our gain. The discounts he is now offering on TV for King-size 
pillows is so good I almost bought some for Mary’s birthday. I wasn’t 
sure whether the medium soft or firm would be more comfortable.  

 However, I am sure Jacob’s “pillow” was not very comfortable. When 
you guys go hunting or hiking overnight in the forest do you usually 
grab a sizeable comfortable rock for a pillow? 

 Waltke caught the same thought I had when he described Jacob’s 
circumstances as “dark, stony and hard.” It was nighttime in a lonely 
place. His pillow was an uncomfortable rock. He was in a “hard” 
place in more ways than one. He was running away from his family 
all alone because of the consequences of his devious choices. 

 Things did not look good for Jacob. Things did not feel good for 
Jacob. He was likely sacred of what he had done in the past and 



Series: “Genesis: The Beginning Continued” 
Sermon: “It’s Just ‘Anyplace’ Until You See God Is There” 
Text: Genesis 28:10-22 
RGGJR/FBCCS/ 11-21-21 UNEDITED 

4 
 

sacred about an unknown future. I am surprised he could sleep at all 
much less with his hard head on a hard rock. 

 Then Moses records something amazing in verse 12… 
  12 He had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, 

with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were 
ascending and descending on it. 

 While he is sleeping—at a time when he is not in his usual control-
and-make-things-happen mode—while her cannot actively 
scheme—God, by his own initiative, shows Jacob something 
wonderful. It is a new reality to Jacob. The eyes of his heart are 
seeing something for the first time.  

 Jacob didn’t ask for this work of God. Jacob did nothing to deserve 
this work of God. Jacob had no right to expect or to demand this 
work of God. God did it because God chose to do it at this time and 
in this ANYPLACE. 

 The description is contrary to the Tower of Babel built by men to 
reach the gods through their own abilities and powers. This is a kind 
of stairway or ladder (maybe even a ziggurat shaped structure) that 
goes back and forth from heaven to earth. God is not opposed to 
communing and interacting with humans and this world. God is 
opposed to communing and interacting with humans in this world on 
their own autonomous terms rather than by faith. 

 But there is more to what Jacob sees in this just ANYPLACE—things 
that he has never before seen—never before known as realities. 
There are also words that he has never before heard quite this way. 

 Look at verses 13-15… 
 13 There above it stood the Lord, and he said: “I am the Lord, the 

God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac. I will give you 
and your descendants the land on which you are lying. 14 Your 
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descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread 
out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All 
peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring. 15 I 
am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will 
bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done 
what I have promised you.” 

 The LORD himself is above or alongside of all of this coming and 
going. He is the Lord of it all—the designer, the controller, the one 
who empowers of it all. He is the SOVEREIGN LORD of Heaven and 
Earth. 

 He is the same sovereign Lord of heaven and earth and of the 
covenants—the One who made promises and worked to bless in the 
lives of Jacob’s father, Isaac, and his grandfather, Abraham. This is 
the same LORD and the same plan.  

 Jacob needs to see his role in this plan differently than he has seen 
it.  

 The promise of the land where ANYPLACE is located is repeated. So 
also is the promise of having so many descendants that they will be 
like dust spread over the earth. 

 The promise that all the peoples of the earth will be blessed through 
the lineage of the family is just as certain now as it had been to the 
previous two generations. 

 Verse 15 makes another promise to Jacob but it is a little different. 
The Lord had promised Isaac that he would be with him if Isaac 
stayed in the Promised Land during a famine rather than moving to 
Egypt like Abraham did. That promise was a specific promise of the 
Lord’s presence for that specific situation. 

 Now, the LORD promises Jacob he will always be there with him in 
“ANYPLACE”—wherever he might go. The purpose of the LORD’s 
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unbroken presence will not be so that Jacob always has good luck or 
so that his human schemes work and make him a success. The 
purpose is not Jacob’s comfort and ease of life. The purpose will be 
the fulfillment of God’s promise by bringing Jacob back to the 
Promised Land where he belongs. 

 “I will not leave you,” the LORD says to Jacob. Presumably this 
means he always be there with Jacob even when Jacob forgets he is 
there—even when Jacob is unaware he is there—even when 
circumstances don’t look like the LORD is there with him. 

 Maybe my favorite understatement in all of Scripture comes next in 
verse 16-17… 

 16 When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, “Surely the LORD 
is in this place, and I was not aware of it.” 17 He was afraid and 
said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house 
of God; this is the gate of heaven.” 

 “God was here and I missed him!” I think it’s my favorite 
understatement, again, because it applies so much to me and not 
just to Jacob and the coming Israelite generations who will occupy 
the Promised Land. 

 I’ve learned this applies not only to places but to circumstances in 
my life. God was there in those circumstances and I missed him! This 
is why I decided some time ago to cultivate perceiving God’s 
presence in all places and circumstances. I make it a point to ask, 
“Where is God in this?” I don’t always have the answer to that 
question but if I don’t ask it, I think I will miss him far more often. 

 This is why even when apparently bad things happen I  try for my 
first response NOT to be,  “How can I fix this so things will be like 
they were and I felt more comfortable and in control?” Instead, I try 
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to ask, and I fail many times to do it, where might God be in this 
mess? 

 For me the onset of the COVID pandemic was clearly an opportunity 
to practice this awareness rather than try to fix things to a 
comfortable normal. 

 I wish politicians and TV pundits, and popular leaders who profess to 
believe in God would pause and ask this question more often rather 
than immediately moving to fix things how they would like them to 
be. “Where is God in this?” is a good question for all of us to ask and 
to ask often! 

 Jacob realized God had indeed been there in that just “ANYPLACE” 
and it woke up[ his thinking—his perspective of reality and truth 
when he awoke from his physical sleep. Of course there was fear 
because he realized how close he had been to the awesome God. 
This now made this just “ANYPLACE” and “awesome” place! 

 An awesome “ANYPLACE” deserves a name. Jacob now sees this just 
“ANYPLACE” as the front gate to God’s house. Jacob decides this 
“awesome ANYPLACE” needs to be rembered. Look at verses 18-19… 

 18 Early the next morning Jacob took the stone he had placed 
under his head and set it up as a pillar and poured oil on top of it. 
19 He called that place Bethel, though the city used to be called Luz. 

 What Jacob saw in the dark of night through eyes of faith remains in 
his heart as reality in the daylight. 

 The hard-rock pillow becomes a memory stone—a pillar—a marker 
of a Holy place. He consecrates the standing rock that others will 
now see with a precious offering of oil. I bet he didn’t have much oil 
with him to “waste” by offering to the LORD. 

 Now, just “ANYPLACE” is named with the wonderful, awesome name 
of “House of God”—“Bethel.” God was (maybe is) there and where 
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God is, it not just “ANYPLACE.” It is special place, maybe even a holy 
place. 

 This place, now finally revealed by Moses as the pagan, God-
rejecting, Cannaite city of Luz, has been changed to Bethel—the 
house of God—God’s gateway between heaven and earth. 

 Where God is, there is a new reality—that is not actually new—it is 
just the heretofore-unseen reality of God! When God teaches, it 
opens the way to seeing this reality even for people who might 
usually miss the fact that “the LORD is in this place” and be 
“unaware of His presence.” 

 Jacob responds to this new vision of reality with a slightly altered 
vision of his role in it. Remember, I said at the beginning, this is just 
the start of a process to change Jacob. Look at verses 20-22… 

 20 Then Jacob made a vow, saying, “If God will be with me and will 
watch over me on this journey I am taking and will give me food to 
eat and clothes to wear 21 so that I return safely to my father’s 
house, then the LORD will be my God 22 and this stone that I have 
set up as a pillar will be God’s house, and of all that you give me I 
will give you a tenth.” 

 Jacob thinks he is still setting the conditions of the plan. “IF” God will 
be with me “THEN” I will bow to him as my God. It’s silly after a 
vision of the LORD’s sovereignty like this that Jacob would condition 
his response on the LORD keeping his promises. 

 Jacob’s faith in the LORD is not yet very strong. It is not like 
Abraham’s when he could offer Isaac and expect the LORD to raise 
him from the dead to keep his promises. 

 The pillar of stone will mark God’s house and Jacob will honor God 
with a tithe—a tenth of all he acquires—IF God comes through for 
him. At least the “grabber” now potentially becomes a “giver.” 
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 BUT, do you see it? Jacob is still trying to make deals on his own 
terms. Now, instead of dealing with a carnal brother living for 
immediate gratification and a weak old dad unable to discern 
much—now Jacob is making deals with God! 

 Silly? Yes. But don’t we sometimes do this as well even if we don’t 
state our terms explicitly and out loud? “God I’ll give you glory if you 
heal all my hurts and make my life swell and comfortable!” 

 “God, I’ll serve you on your mission, if you tell me all I want to know 
in advance and make it relatively comfortable and make me feel like I 
am always safe and I am in control and I get personal significance 
from doing that ministry.” 

 “God, I will see you in all those happy, good things that are my 
preferences for my life but I’m not even going to look for you in any 
of the painful, unexpected unwanted parts of life. You need to fix 
those before they happen God or I will fix them!” 

 What a wonderful story! What a lesson to Jacob, Israel and to us. 
God is in the just “ANYWERE” places of life—even the “dark, stony 
and hard places” of life. 

 As I thought of Jacob’s response, finally beginning to see this reality, 
I was reminded of when the Peter James and John saw the LORD 
Jesus transfigured on a mountaintop to make his glory more visible. 

 What was their first response? “Let’s capture this experience of 
seeing God in this place.” “Let’s stay in this special—even holy place 
and worship because we have seen God here!”  

 Then a voice from heaven strongly explained they had missed the 
point and told them to get up off their faces because they weren’t 
staying there to worship. They went down the mountain and back to 
work on God’s mission with Jesus among the people. 
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 I hope they realized the lesson. God was not just in that place that 
had become so special to them. God was in “ANYPLACE” and indeed 
in “EVERYPLACE” when they were with Jesus on his mission. Like 
Jacob, they had failed so many times to realize God was there and 
they were not even aware of his presence. 

 What does this teach us that makes a difference where we are at 
today and for tomorrow? The author of the letter to the Hebrews 
was finishing the epistle with some instructions on how God’s NT 
people were to live in a world that was rejecting their Savior and 
them more and more. 

 The admonition was practical and had to do with concerns about 
money and all the worldly stuff that money could provide and the 
discomfort that might come from not having the worldly stuff they 
wanted to have. They were told to “be content.” Why? “Because God 
has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.’ So we say 
with confidence, ‘The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid.’” 

 How much does the stuff of this world matter for the mission? How 
much do we need to be concerned and worried about stuff for doing 
the mission from a single sharpened #2 pencil to a building in which 
we can meet? How much must we control when we are told by the 
LORD, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you’?” 

 What things absolutely must we have as a church to carry on the 
mission when we are told by Jesus himself that he will build his 
church and all the powers of Hades will not defeat that building 
program? 

 What more do we absolutely have to have to be Fellowship Bible 
Church on mission when the commission we have reads like this: 

  Matthew 28:16–20 16 Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to 
the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. 17 When they saw 
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him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. 18 Then Jesus came to 
them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. 19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have 
commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end 
of the age.” 

 Did you catch that last line? “Surely I am with you always…” What 
more do we need when we have that promise? 

 But, are we like Jacob? Do we awake to say with surprise, “Surely the 
Lord was in that place and I was not aware of it.” 

 The just “ANYPLACES” of our city show themselves to be “awe-
inspiring SANCTUARIES, the connections between heaven and 
earth” when we open our eyes to the reality that God is there when 
we are there. 

 We are the church. Jesus is the head. We are the body. Where we 
are God is even if it might appear be a “dark, stony and hard” place. 
In my experience, it’s those places that make the best cathedrals. 

 As we draw near to the season when we celebrate the coming of 
Emanuel—God with us—what does it mean for us as a church 
together that God is with us right now? With this reality, what more 
must we have as a church on mission in this world and why do we 
want it? Let’s focus on this together in the next few weeks ahead. 

 I said the Waltke quote was the first part of the frame for today. 
What is the second part I want you all to hear? 

 Get your ears ready! You’ll need to wait for the announcements to 
the body for that closing 2nd part in just a few moments from now. 


