The Sovereignty of God

In last week’s portion, Abraham purchased the cave of Machpelah, which exists to this day, to bury his wife Sarah.  We also saw that after the death of Sarah, Abraham’s servant was sent to Kharan to find a wife for Isaac.  Isaac takes the lovely Riv’ka, Rebecca as his wife, which brings us up to this week’s portion, Toldot.

The portion starts out in Gen 25:19 telling us about Isaac whose father is Abraham and Rebeccah whose Father is Betuel from Syria and her brother, Lavan, whom we have not heard the last of.  As was the case with Sarah, Rebecca has been barren now for almost 20 years.  Isaac asks the Lord to give Rebecca a child, and shortly afterward, she becomes pregnant with twins.  The Lord tells Riv’ka in Gen 25:23, “There are two nations in your womb.  From birth they will be two rival peoples.  One of these peoples will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger.  

When the twins are born, the firstborn is red and hairy and is named Aysav, which means?  50/50 chance and the Hebrew word for red is edom.  Aysav in the Hebrew becomes Esau in the English.  The younger twin is named Jacob, meaning he catches by the heel or he supplants.  The Hebrew word of heel is akayv, first found in the famous prophecy of Gen 3:15 where God tells the serpent, “he will bruise your head and you9 will bruise his heel.”  Jacob is Ya’acov in the Hebrew.
According to Gen 25:27, Aysav grows up to be a skillful hunter, while Yaacov grows up to be a quiet man who dwells in tents.  Isaac’s favorite is Esau because Isaac has a taste for game, and Rebecca’s favorite is Jacob.  Two parents favoring two different children sounds like a recipe for disaster, doesn’t it?  But God is able to use this situation to accomplish His plan to bring Messiah to His people.
At some point, Esau comes home hungry from the field, and Jacob has cooked some red pottage, something like a stew.  When Jacob requests Esau’s birthright (the extra portion that goes to the oldest child) in exchange for some stew, Esau agrees to the exchange.  
In this account, we see a precursor to Yeshua being tempted in the wilderness.  Yeshua has been fasting for 40 days when in Matt 3:3, Ha Satan suggests that he turn a few of the nearby stones into bread.  Yeshua responds by quoting the Torah (Deut 8:3), which says man does not live on bread alone, but as my granddaughters can testify, he needs peanut butter and jelly also.  No, this is serious, Yeshua says man does not live on bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.  But in Esau’s case, his hunger overrules his appreciation of his birthright.  

In Heb 12:16-17, Esau is described as profane or Godless for giving up this birthright.  Part of the responsibility that goes along with the birthright is to carry on the work of the father.  And despite Esau’s repentance and tears, he failed to do this.  According to Gen 26:34, Esau takes two Hittite women for his wives, which greatly displeased his Mother and Father.
Israel is also described as the Lord’s firstborn in Ex 4:22, meaning that they have the birthright – they are also supposed to carry on the work of their father.  And like Esau, many of them have failed to fulfill their calling, but today, through the Messianic movement, Israel is once again testifying to the world of the work of the Father.

As we begin Gen 26, we see similar events taking place with Isaac that had occurred previously with Abraham.  A famine comes over the land, and Isaac will go to G’rar, where the Philistine King, Avimelech, Abimelech has already had dealings with Abraham, unless Avi Melech is a title rather than a name for a Philistine King.  Avi Melech means My father is King.  Here, the Lord tells Isaac to stay where he is and not to go down into Egypt.  The Lord says in Gen 26:2 that He will tell Isaac where he is to live.  
The Lord pledges to fulfill through Isaac the covenant promises he made to Abraham, telling Isaac that his descendants will be as numerous as the stars in the sky, and that they will be a blessing to all the nations of the earth.  Then the Lord tells Isaac in Gen 26:5, all this is because Abraham heeded what I said and did what I told him to do – he followed mitzvotai, my commandments, khukotai, my regulations and toratai, my laws or my teachings.  Then, as happened before with Abraham, Avimelech discovers that Rebecca is Isaac’s wife and not his sister, as Isaac had told him.  The Hebrew word for sister can also mean a female relative, which would be true, not brother and sister, which would be a lie.  

Avimelech sees Isaac caressing Rivkah, the King James says sporting, actually the Hebrew is M’tsakhayk, but if I change the vowels it would be Mitzchak, which rhymes with Yitzkhak because it comes from the same Hebrew root, which means laughter.  So Avimelech warns all of the people that no one is to touch Isaac or Riv’kah, upon penalty of death.  According to Gen 26:12, Yitzchak plants crops in the land and reaps a hundred times what he had sown because when the Lord blesses, he doesn’t mess around.
Abraham had dug wells in this same area previously, but the P’lishtim, the Philistines had filled them with dirt after Abraham left.  Avimelech comes to Isaac and tells him to leave because he has become too powerful.  So Yitz’khak goes to Vadi G’rar, and reopens some of Abraham’s wells and then heads off to Shava b’ayr.  The Lord appears to him that night and tells him, “I am the God of Avraham Avikha, Abraham your Father, Do not be afraid for I am with you.”  I will bless you and increase your descendants for the sake of Abraham, my servant.  There, Isaac builds an altar and calls on the name of the Lord and there, Isaac’s servants dig a well.

Avimelech takes two people, a friend and the captain of his army, in Hebrew, sar ts’va’oh,  literally prince of his army, to go to Isaac and Isaac asks him, “Why are you coming to me when you just sent me away?”  They respond that they have seen that the Lord is with Isaac.  So they make an oath or an agreement not to harm one another.  Isaac prepares a banquet and the next morning they leave peacefully.  That same day, Isaac’s servants tell him that they have dug a well and found water.  So Isaac calls the well as a sign, shiv’ah which can mean either seven or oath.  The surrounding city is called Shevah B’ayr, which means 7 wells.  Today it is called B’ayr shevah, Beersheba.
Chapter 27 brings us to a time when Isaac has grown old and his eyes have dimmed.  Shortly before his death, with Rebecca’s help, Jacob puts on Esau’s clothes and puts goat skins on his arms so he will seem hairy like Esau.  As a result of the deception, Jacob receives the blessing Isaac had intended for Esau.  Isaac’s blessing of Jacob is found in Gen 27:28-29.  Isaac tells Jacob, “May peoples serve you and nations bow down to you.  May you be lord who is strong over your kinsmen.  Let your mother’s descendants bow down to you.  Cursed be everyone who curses you, and blessed be everyone who blesses you.” 
Those last words probably sound familiar to most of you, because they are part of the covenant promise that the Lord had made with Jacob’s grandfather Abraham in Gen 12:3.  Isaac then goes on to pronounce a blessing over Esau.  His words include, “You will live by your sword, and you will serve your brother.  But when you break loose, you will shake his yoke off your neck.”  
After receiving an inferior blessing, Esau decides that he hates Jacob and he plans to kill his brother after their father dies.  When Rebecca finds out about Esau’s plans, she sends Jacob to her family in KHaran, where he will find his future wife or actually wives, Rakhel & Leah, daughters of his Uncle Lavan.  

Speaking of wives, Esau had already married two Hittite women, despite the disapproval of his parents.  The portion ends with Esau taking a third wife, this wife is a descendant of Ishmael.  So Esau has married three women outside the line of promise, he has sold his birthright for some stew, and he plans to kill his brother Jacob when the time is right.  No wonder we find in Malachi 1:2, the Lord saying through the prophet Malachi, “Jacob, I have loved, but Esau I hated.  
You know, there are skeptics who believe that man has made up the Bible because all of the other religions have man-made sacred texts, such as Islam and the Mormons for example.  But if man were making this up, surely he could have said, Jacob I loved, and Esau, um not so much.  But hate is used here as the opposite of love, and throughout Scripture, we find these opposing pairs -- love and hate, good and evil, life & death, blessing and cursing, light and darkness, you get the idea.  
The Haftarah portion for this week is Malachi 1:1 – 2:7, where we find the Lord explaining to Israel that he has raised them and nourished them, and yet they have rejected Him.  His love is displayed in the blessings that have come to Jacob’s descendants.  Missing out on his love is seen in the experience of Esau’s descendants.  Malachi records that the land where Esau’s descendants have settled, called Edom or Edom, which means red.  It says the Lord has made this land desolate.  
Like we have seen with the Harbinger verses of Isaiah 9:9-10, Malachi tells us in 1:4 that Edom says that they will rebuild, but the Lord says that he will demolish whatever they rebuild.  The Passage also says that Edom will be called the land of Wickedness, and the people that enraged the Lord forever.

Now there are some who think that it is not unusual to find a God who hates in the Old Testament, but as you know from the reading earlier, Jacob I loved and Esau I hated is used in Rom 9:13 as Shaul is explaining the election of the Jewish people.  

Shaul reminds us in Rom 9:11 that the election of our people is based on God’s sovereignty, that it is while Jacob and Esau are yet in the womb that the Lord tells Rebecca that the older will serve the younger.  God’s election is not based on works, it is based on His sovereign choice, which argues against replacement theology, the idea that Israel has been replaced as the chosen people of God because of their actions.  
Replacement theologians accuse the first century Jewish leadership of denying Messiah (which is true), and conclude based on their isogesis (making the Scriptures fit their theology) that this action has caused God to change his mind about their election (which is false).  In taking this position, ironically, they, without realizing it, may very well be guilty of denying the sovereignty, the Kingship, the authority of God, himself.
There is no injustice in God’s election of one over another, because just like Jacob and Esau, we are all sinners who deserved death, instead of blessing.  God’s choosing to bless Jacob, to love him, is not injustice.  It is a demonstration of God’s mercy, which gives hope to each one of us because we need his grace and mercy, perhaps even more than some of us realize.  

Grace is usually defined as God’s unmerited favor, as getting blessing that we don’t deserve.  This is not the same as God’s mercy when we do not get God’s punishment for sin, which we do deserve.  When it comes to making our relationship right with our Creator, we are like newborn babies, who can’t do anything for themselves, but instead of crying for food, we cry, Abba, Father, by your grace, have mercy upon us.  

We need his mercy because our works cannot produce righteousness, they are described as filthy rags in Isaiah 56:6.  The world tells us that we are basically good.  Many people believe that they deserve God’s blessing because they are good.  But the Scriptures tell us that we are anything but, and Shaul quotes Psalms 14 and 55 in Rom 3:10-12 to illustrate that neither Jew nor Gentile is basically good.  He writes: 

There is no one righteous, net even one!  No one understands, no one seeks God, all have turned away and at the same time become useless; there is no one who shows kindness, not a single one.  Paul goes on in Rom 3:13-17 to quote other passages from Psalms describing what our people had become.  
Here is just a part of the description of their works:  “their throats are open graves, their tongues are used to deceive, viper’s venom is under their lips, and their feet rush to shed blood.”    

These words are being used to describe a people who had been given the Torah, God’s instructions, but instead of relying on the Lord, they start to rely on their own understanding, more isogesis, and they become legalistic about the outward appearance of keeping the Torah, while missing the deeper truths behind the instructions of a loving God.  According to Shaul in Romans 3, they end up rejecting God’s ways and turning on each other.  They no longer have concern for the weak and defenseless amongst them.  

Many people today are in the same boat.  The world tells us not only that we are basically good, but according to some of our brightest minds today, our world has come to its current state because nature operates according to the principle of survival of the fittest.  Have you heard that recently?  Well that is just a lie from the pit of hell.  It’s not survival of the fittest, it’s survival because of the Lord’s mercy upon us.  All other understanding is just men’s foolishness.  

All we can do is cry out for His mercy, and he makes it available to us, in the form of His Son, Yeshua.  Will we accept or will we reject God’s gift of mercy, His salvation, his Yeshua?  That is our decision to make.

When we question God’s choices, his sovereignty, we are thinking that we are on His level just like Adam and Eve and the men who built the tower of Babel tried to do.  Isaiah 55:9 tells us His ways are higher than our ways, his thoughts are higher than our thoughts.  In other words, He knows what he is doing, right?  We should take comfort in that in our world today, it should give us hope in the midst of the hopelessness that exists for those who are trying to figure out what is going on in the world, who might admit that despite their efforts to make things better, they only seem to grow worse.  They can’t overcome the fallen nature of humanity.  While there are occasional exceptions, generally speaking, man left to his own devices does not give us a pretty picture.  Look around.  Is human reasoning and our technological advances causing things in this world to get better or worse?  
Or perhaps what we see going on in the world around us today might be better explained in terms of a Spiritual battle that is being waged, as the adversary, Satan, continues to inspire those who would come against God, to turn their wrath on His representatives -- his physical representatives, Israel and his Spiritual representatives, the entire believing community, most of whom call themselves Christians. 

Perhaps you are here tonight and you have never really understood the love of God before.  His love was demonstrated when His son, Yeshua, in accordance with His father’s will, voluntarily went to the execution stake as the acceptable sacrifice for your sins and mine.  Will you accept this act of love on your behalf tonight?  With every head bowed and every eye closed, if you would like to receive Yeshua as your Messiah tonight, all you have to do is raise your hand right now as a sign that you are crying out to him for his mercy.  Lord have mercy on all of us, for we fall so far short of your standard of righteousness.  Will you receive Yeshua tonight?  Is there anyone?

Dear Lord, 
I acknowledge you     
as my creator.    
I ask you to forgive me of my sins.  
I thank you for sending your son, Yeshua 
to be my atonement.     I thank you for your Spirit  that helps me to understand your truths.
I now desire to live according to your will.
I thank you for giving me eternal life

as I enter into covenant with you,
and I ask these things 

in my Messiah Yeshua’s name, amen.

Perhaps you are here tonight, and you have been living out your walk with the Lord based on your reasoning, your isogesis, trying to figure out why he does things so differently from the way you would have them to be done.  Will you acknowledge his sovereignty tonight?  Will you trust in him with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding more in the days ahead?  I would encourage you tonight to repent, to accept his sovereignty in doing things according to his theology, in choosing Israel, in choosing to bless in certain situations and to not bless in others.

Maybe you have doubted his promises.  You can reestablish your trust in Him tonight.  Will you humble yourself in the sight of the Lord tonight?  Perhaps you have been running around telling others or telling the Lord what you deserve.  Tonight you can thank him that you don’t get what you deserve.  Will you thank him for his mercy tonight?
If you feel the Spirit of God working in one of these areas or some other area in your life tonight, will you raise your hand to acknowledge your commitment to be more conformed to the image of Messiah tonight.  Is there anyone?

Lord, we thank you for your mercy.  We thank you that we don’t get what we deserve.  We thank you that by your grace, that you sent your son, to offer up his life that we might have forgiveness of our sins.  We thank you that you sent your Spirit to help us to better understand your ways, which are higher than our ways.  Lord, help us to better understand your love in the days ahead as we seek to live out your truths in our lives and in the life of our congregation.

Lord we humbly ask these things in Messiah Yeshua’s name, amen.
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