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Pastor: Richard Pfeil

Conversion: From Denial to Deliverance

Genesis 32:22-28 (Jacob)

Amen! Wonderful job! Really appreciate that. (Talking to choir). It set the tone for today, and really the whole Lenten season, in that it is a time when we, like Christ, take up our cross, die to ourselves and follow him, and learn how to do that in various areas of our lives. Last week we talked about the area of marriage and dying to insulation and self-protection; developing a more intimate relationship with our spouse, which is a primary way we experience intimacy in our lives. 
If you missed the message and are interested in it, go to our website and see our podcast. You can download the message or you can listen to it, either one. If you ever are out of town or are called away to work, you can still listen to the messages.

Today I would like to look at the issue of moving from denial to deliverance. Every one of us in this room has experienced some painful memories in our past. If we take a moment, some of those painful memories that have shaped our lives come to mind- you will remember some of those things. Do you have some of those memories?

 A lot of these memories cause us to create some unwritten rules that we live by. Those unwritten rules tend to be self-protective. I was watching “The Waltons” on Friday night. My family and I enjoy that old series from the seventies, so we have been purchasing each of the seasons as they have come out. We like to show them to our kids- get the old time values- and the one we just watched this week was called “Burn Out.” It was the story of how they had lost their house in a fire. It had an effect especially on the younger daughter, Elizabeth, who had experienced a lot of losses in her life- the loss of her pet, the loss of her butterfly, the loss of her doll. As a result of these painful experiences and the loss of her house and the potential loss of their family’s life, she made a rule in her head not to get close to people you love or you will lose them. Everyone that she loved, she ultimately lost. So it became an unwritten rule in her head that had a significant impact in her life, and kept her from experiencing the love and intimacy of her family. 
I know, for me, two powerful events that shaped my life, were 1) the divorce of my parents and 2) it still lives in my memory - the first time I ever asked a girl out on a date in sixth grade. I had played footsies with this girl the whole year, you know. I thought I was in there and I asked her out, and she said no. It was that moment, and the divorce of my parents, that confirmed me as a bachelor. I said, “I am a bachelor til the rapture.” Of course, you know I am married and have four kids now, so God does wonderful things in your life. God can change you from denial to deliverance in your life as he has done in my life. 
The problem occurs when these painful events cause us to write unconscious rules in our head that run contradictory to the way God created us to be. When that occurs, we experience dysfunction, a sense of brokenness, a counter-productiveness. Sometimes some of those rules can be very destructive in our lives. What we want to do today is get at some of these rules so that we can undo them, so we can experience the life that God desires us to have.
My hope for today is  1) that, as you walk through this message, God will start to heal those memories of 


     painful events in your life;




2) that we will all learn to un-write those rules that were written in our head,  and let 


    God and his word correct and mold and change those rules so that we come into 


    conformity with our owner’s manual- the word of God.  



3) that God will move us to deliverance - that we will be delivered from these 



    unproductive habits that are getting in the way of our experiencing the fullness of 


    life that God has intended for us. 
A great example of this is Jacobs’s life. The passage I would like to look at is in Genesis 32, so if you will turn to Genesis 32:22-32. It is the story of Jacob. Now Jacob is a great character for us to study because he’s the one patriarch that we know the most about, that was most written about, versus all the other patriarchs. The passage we are going to look at deals with the path to deliverance- the path from denial to deliverance. But if you really want to get a sense for what happened in his life, the back story that caused him to experience the things that he was going through, you need to read chapters 25-32 and look at the painful events in his life, the unconscious rules that he wrote and the setting up of himself for defeat and from experiencing God’s best. 
But rather than focusing on the back story (we are going to deal with it a little bit), I want to really focus more on the path towards deliverance - the path from denial to deliverance. Now he is on the banks of the Jabbok.  Just on the other side of the bank is the Promised Land. But the river of Jabbok is in his way, as well as this mountain of experience that he’s been going through. All the things that have occurred in his life have come to a head at this point. Okay here is what happens, 
“That night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two maidservants and his eleven sons and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. After he sent them across the stream, he sent over all his possessions. So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak. When the man saw that he could not overpower him, he touched the socket of Jacob’s hip so that his hip was wrenched as he wrestled with the man. Then the man said, ‘Let me go for it is daybreak.’ But Jacob replied, ‘I will not let you go unless you bless me.’ The man asked him, ‘What is your name?’ ‘Jacob,’ he answered. Then the man said, ‘Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with men and have overcome.’” 
Let’s pray. Lord open our hearts and minds to what you would have to say to us. Help us move from the patterns of denial and self-protection in our own lives that we may experience your deliverance and your freedom in this new life that you have called us to. Work your will in our lives, as a skilled surgeon, so that we may find healing peace, greater health, in our lives. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen. 
The first thing I want to look at in the passage is Jacob’s Jabbok River experience. Jacob is on the run at this point in time. Behind him is Laban, his father-in-law, whom he has connived, wheeled and dealed, manipulated, anything to get ahead and things go his way. Jacob and Laban had made a deal and Jacob manipulated the results so things would go his way. Laban has caught on to what Jacob was doing and he is in hot pursuit of him. His wife’s side of the family is after him. Now picture that. Have you ever gotten in trouble with your wife’s side of the family? Let me tell you. In front of him is Esau… now the last time he saw his brother Esau it was at his father’s funeral. Esau said this to his brother. He said, “As soon as this service is over, you are a dead man.”
 And Esau has finally tracked him down. He has gathered 400 men and he’s coming for Jacob. Jacob is trapped. Laban behind him, Esau in front of him; and there is no place to go. Finally all the things in his life… all the things that he has done, all the times he has slithered and slunk, manipulated, wheeled and dealed… all of his wheeling and dealing ways have finally caught up with him and he cannot get away. He is forced to face his troubles, troubles he has caused in his life, and there is no way out. You will find him alone on the bank of the Jabbok, wrestling, probably thinking in his head, wondering, “How did I ever get here? Now how did I get here?”

 He begins to take inventory of his life and looks within. He runs through the tape of his life to see what has lead to this outcome, and he does what perhaps a lot of you have at some point in your life when you come to the end of yourself. When you have done your best to run your life the way you thought it should be run and you discover that you are out of control and your life is a mess, you take inventory of it, and you realize “I messed it up. I have messed it up; and God, if you are out there, can you help me?” Have you ever had a Jabbok experience like that? When you come to the end of yourself you realize how much you have messed your life up and finally, like George Bailey in the movie “It’s a Wonderful Life,” you may not be a praying man, but God, if you are out there, I could sure use your help in my life right now. 
If you are experiencing that right now there is some great news for you. Your life is about to change for the good. You are finally at the point in your life that something good can happen to you. The good news of Jacob is that, when you come to the end of yourself, you discover that God is right there for you and will rescue you from your troubles. And you are going to feel awful. Being at the river of Jabbok is an awful experience, but it is a necessary experience to awaken us to what is real, to what is true. That is why James writes this, (this seems very odd to some people), “Dear brothers and sisters when troubles come your way consider it an opportunity for joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, your endurance has a chance to grow.” And the passage goes on and says “and your character also has a chance to grow.” 
Now there are other options Jacob could have chosen. He could have chosen to shut down, to run away, to hide, to deny all the mistakes he made, or continue in them, or get angry and do a host of other things. What I find surprising are the things that Jacob decides not to do. The first thing he does not do is blame all his troubles on all the other people in his life, including (especially) his parents. 
Now everything I am about to say about what Jacob didn’t do is the basis for most of contemporary therapy in counseling, in pastoral counseling. A lot of times they try to get to the root cause of your problems - what the painful events were in your life that brought you to this point. 

If you have read chapters 25-32 you can discover some of those events in Jacob’s life. There were two in particular that became the basis for all the poor decisions he made in his life. The first one occurred in his birth. He happened to be born a twin with his brother Esau. He happened to come out second, and he happened to be grabbing hold of his brother’s heel. Now the word for “ to latch onto someone’s heel” is the word “Jacob.” But in that culture, in that time, that phrase was also a cliché or an idiom for “one who deceives.” Now, I don’t know what the parents were thinking. Maybe they thought it was funny or maybe this was an omen about who Jacob would be in his life, but they decided to name him Jacob - one who deceives. Now imagine, for your entire life, every time your parents called you to dinner or asked you to do something they said, “Hey you, the one who deceives, you deceiver, you weasel, you wheeler dealer.” It is like your parents naming you Loser, and saying to you your whole life, “Hey, Loser, why don’t you come to dinner.” “Hey, Loser, wake up!”

Parents, this is an important lesson for us. Be careful about the words you use to describe your young person; be careful of the words you use to describe your children. Be careful of the vision you cast for them. Your children will live up to whatever name you call them, whatever vision you cast for them. Your children will not disappoint you. If you call them “Loser,” or tell them they will never amount to anything they will not disappoint you. For his entire life Jacob was cast as a person who is deceiver a wheeler-dealer. It is not surprising that that is exactly what he became.
I like the commercial by Bank of America… have you seen it?... where there is a mirror in the street and people look into the mirror and they see their future. Every person who looks in it sees a bright future. There is a woman who becomes a homeowner. There is a little boy who is going to become a doctor. There is a Hispanic guy who is working in the meat market- he is going to own his own business. Isn’t that a wonderful vision for people? That is what we need to do for each other and do for our children. Cast a wonderful vision so that they live up to it. That did not occur in Jacob’s life; his parents did not do that for him.

 The second event is written in Genesis 25:27-28 and here is what it says, “The boys grew up, and Esau became a skillful hunter, a man of the open woods, while Jacob was a quiet man, he stayed among the tents. Isaac, who had a taste for wild game loved Esau, but Rebekah loved Jacob.”

Now, you who have been parents, is that a good way of parenting? You know parenting enough to know- is that the right way to parent.? No! Should you ever show favoritism to any child? No! But you get the picture, Isaac has his taste for game. He is the kind of guy that wears flannel shirts. He is the kind of guy that likes to go hunting; and his first-born son is just like him. He is a woodsman. He has the smell of smoke on him. He is even burly; he is a manly man. The second-born son is shy. He is always around his Mama. He is insecure. He is full of fear and insecurities. He’s also a great cook. He’s domestic, something that was not a good things for boys in those days. He was a bit of an embarrassment to dad. I’m sure Isaac thought, “Where did he come from?”  After having the first son, where did this one come from?
Through his entire life Jacob internalized a lesson he learned from his father. This was the lesson:  if you want to get anything in life, it is not going to be given to you. You can’t even earn it (because he never earned his father’s love), you have to take it!  No one is going to give it to you.  For the rest of his life that is how he lived. He took. He took his brother’s birthright; he took his brother’s blessing; he wheeled and dealed and connived and cheated Laban out of fair wages. (Laban did the same thing to him. It is interesting how birds of a feather flock together). And Jacob, late in his life, it finally all caught up to him, but rather than saying to God, “God my life would have been a whole lot different if you gave me different parents,” that is not what he said. He said, “God, I am sorry for the choices that I made and I was wrong.”

 If you are going to move from denial to deliverance you can’t play the blame game. You need to own up to the poor choices that you have made and ask for God’s forgiveness, and change those ways. Why? Because Jacob knew something that we need to know as well. We are not victims of our past. We are free moral agents. We have the ability to make choices. There are a whole lot of other people who went through the same exact experience that Jacob did, and some of you have experienced the same exact thing, haven’t you- an aloof or unemotional father and a very protective mother- but did you become a wheeler dealer and a conniver? No. A lot of other people made different choices. It happened to be the choice that Jacob made. It was a sinful choice based on some sinful thoughts in his life- that he had to take what he wanted. No one was ever going to give it to him; he had to take it. 
Now this runs contrary to a prophecy he has heard about his life. From the get-go, God said Jacob, the younger, will be lord over the older. The older will serve the younger. It was a promise of God; Jacob did not have to go out and take it on his own accord, by his own action. It was going to be given to him in some way, which is why his action was doubly sinful. God had already promised him these things. All he had to do was trust God, but he didn’t. He didn’t trust God in his life and it led him to very poor choices. But it all caught up with him and he began to wrestle with God. 

The area in which God began to wrestle with him, to deal with him, is owning up to his mistakes. You know he did because, as you read farther in the passage, when his brother Esau approaches him, Jacob sends flocks, sends gifts, saying, “Brother, everything that I have is yours.”  He submits himself to his brother and he gives back to his brother everything that he stole from him. Now that is repentance; that is a change of heart; that is a change character; and it begins when you own up to your mistakes rather than blaming everyone else for your past. 
Why doesn’t Jacob have the right to blame? Why don’t I have the right to blame the people who wronged me in my life? Jesus says in John 13:34 “In this world you will have troubles.” Everyone has troubles. All of us have troubles, and troubles are not an excuse for poor choices. It does however provide a wonderful basis for sympathy, and don’t you sympathize with Jacob? Don’t you? God sympathizes with Jacob. God knows the undermining events in his life that caused him to be the way he was, and God extends to him grace rather than condemnation. The book of Hebrews tells us that God does the same thing for us, that he sympathizes with us, and he sends us his grace. 
Again if you are going to get past these painful events, past the brokenness in your life to deliverance, you need to get past the blame game. Take ownership for your choices, choices made based upon a sin of the heart, the unwritten rules that we have put in our heads that run contradictory to God’s word. Ask for God’s help and deliverance and the power to live a better and healthier life. 
The second thing that Jacob does not do is Jacob does not remain stuck in the reliving of his past failures.  He doesn’t remain stuck in the emotional turmoil that it causes. He doesn’t get stuck in his emotional reliving of these events in his life. Now he could have, he could have been stuck emotionally because here he was in a very helpless and hopeless situation. What a prescription for depression! What a prescription for despair! It is what leads most people to commit suicide. They believe they are in a helpless and hopeless situation and there is no way out. 
What kept Jacob from taking his life or falling into despair or depression? It is something he had learned, or heard about, a long time ago in Sunday School.  If you look at Jacob’s religious life, you discover that it is not very impressive at all. When he seeks his father’s blessing, he refers to God as “your God”, Isaac, dad, the God that you serve. He didn’t say the God that we serve. It is the God that you serve. He just made a covenant with Laban in the chapter before, (all covenants then were based upon a promise to God) and he bases the contract upon this phrase “the fear of Isaac.” What he was saying was, in a senses, “I promise based on that thing that my dad feared, that kept him in line.”  He didn’t call God God at that point in his life. He had no idea who God was. All he could conjure up was that thing that kept his father in line, the thing that Isaac feared the most in his life. 
It was that memory, that in the midst of this Jabbok experience, he remembered. He remembered that there is a way out. He remembered that there is a God and there could be no helpless or hopeless situation ever. So he calls upon God, and God comes to him in his hour of need.
 It is okay to feel bad; it is okay to experience the pain of the past; it is okay to be angry. But you need to get past it.  I counseled someone in my office who wept, who was angry and bitter over losing his job. He lost it two years ago, but he was still angry, still bitter; still upset. He can’t get past the hurt in his life and, as a result he could not move on to deliverance. Hebrews 4:15 says that God sympathizes with us. He sympathizes with us. He also pushes us to the Promised Land as he did with Jacob. And God came to his aid. 
So far we have learned that if you are going to move from denial to deliverance you’ve got to, well, you’ve got to get yourself into a mess. You’ve got to have a Jacob and Jabbok River type of experience, and in that experience, humble yourself before God and call upon him. You have to own up to your past mistakes, but you can’t allow yourself to have a pity party. You can’t get stuck in the emotions. 
It is interesting what God did after Jacob fell on his knees to God, after Jacob humbled himself and faced up to his own mistakes (You can’t fix what you don’t face. You’ve got to face your mistakes). After he went through all the emotions and wrestling with God and wrestling with himself God did this, and it is interesting the questions that God asks. First, God gave Jacob a new identity. It is interesting- the angel asked Jacob, “Who are you?”  What was his response? “I am Jacob.” See, he is owning up to his mistakes. He didn’t say, “My parents named me a blamer, my parents named me a deceiver.” He said “I am Jacob. I am a deceiver.” He owns up to his mistakes, and God says, “From this time forward you are no longer Jacob; you are Israel.” No longer do you have to live to the dictates of your past- what your parent said about you, how others have treated you, or the painful memories of your past. I give you a new identity. If you trust me with your life, I will give you a new identity. You can base your life upon me and my word and my ways. 
Romans 8:1-3 says that God has done the same thing for us. “So now there is no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus. And because you belong to him the power of the life-giving spirit has freed you from the power of sin that leads to death.” 
Notice how, if you live by your own dictates, by your own way, how that leads to death - things just don’t work in your life. It is that which God has freed us from. He has given us a new life in Christ, and as a result, our identity is not based upon what other people have said, or painful experiences we’ve had. It is based upon the vision that God has for our lives and who we are in him. As a result of his power, in forming us as a new person, God changes the way we think. He changes those unwritten rules we have inscribed in our head, and gives us new rules for our lives. 
That is why the passage moves on and says this, “Those who are dominated by the sinful nature think about sinful things, but those who are controlled by the Spirit, think about things that please the Spirit.”  God is  working in his life, putting new thoughts in his head, a better way of behaving. It begins a shift from the unwritten rules in his head toward the truths of God that lead to life. Note how the passage ends: “So letting your sinful nature control your mind leads to death, but letting the Spirit control your mind leads to life and leads to peace.”  Isn’t that what we want? Isn’t that what you want?
Romans 8:13 says you will experience life, you will live, when you reorient your lives according to God’s word. How do we do that? Well, if a particular area of your life is just falling apart, there are a couple of things you can do. One is look up the word… maybe you have trouble with worry. Look up the word ‘worry’ in the bible concordance and begin to read what God’s word has to say about worry and reorient your thought life upon God’s word. Or you may need to talk to pastor or counselor or a trusted friend who is a strong mature Christian, a mature believer. He will give you some passages that will help you think differently about this area in your life to help you behave differently. Or join a small group. Read scripture - that is the most important one - read scripture. Let it soak in. Be patient, and God will change the way you think, and change your life as well. 
The other way to change is to not change and then end up having a Jabbok River-type of experience. They are painful but you can learn from them. They can teach you to learn to undo the bad choices you’ve made in your life and to choose to live in a more healthy way - that is, God’s way. 

 Let’s pray, Heavenly Father, help us, and help us this is a tough one. Help us to change. Maybe someone here right now is experiencing a Jabbok River experience in one area of your life maybe it is a relationship. Maybe it is in the way they handle their finances or they communicate to their spouse. Maybe it is an addiction; maybe it is using alcohol to deal with depression or feeling good about themselves. So many things, events can happen in our lives that can wound us and God, those unwritten rules that are dysfunctional and not healthy at all in our lives and we need freedom from those. To be free we have to own up to them we come to the end of ourselves and say God I made a mess of my life can you forgive me. Can you help me change and learn and live the right way? To undo these written rules in my head and make my life founded upon your word which leads to life and to peace Lord do that in my life change me now.
 (Just continue to pray before God. Lift whatever need you have in your life silently, prayerfully, and in a little while I am going to have the choir sing a song as a concluding prayer for us: Change My Heart O God, make me more like you, mold me and make me. This is what I pray: Change my heart oh God make it ever true, may I be like you.) 

       

