
1 
 

 
7th Sunday after Pentecost 
July 25, 2021  Trinity UMC   

Pastor Geri Hamlen 
 

Opening Prayer 
 Almighty God, Creator of the whole earth and everything on it,       

help us to love and care for those we find hard to like.  

Teach us to accept and treat with dignity all who have been so hurt by life  

that they become the agents of that same hurt.  

Protect us from the false security of denial or willful ignorance.  

May we forever remember to live in and through Jesus Christ,  

whose healing power brings wholeness of life 

to those who truly follow him.    Amen. 

 

Sermon/Scripture combined:   ‘The World According to Uncle Laban’   
 

I am continuing with this summer’s topic about Family Conflict in the Bible.   
The book of Genesis is kind of like a soap opera…or one of those old fashioned prime time series like 
‘Dynasty’ or ‘Dallas.’   Tag line/Synopsis Greed. Seduction. Betrayal. Revenge. Dynasty has it all 
and more! 

Families are a universal source of interest and entertainment and lessons to be learned.   That’s 
why there are so many family histories in the Bible…because God wants us to pay attention and learn from 
other people’s family dramas so that we can be more like the Family of God, brothers and sisters together 
in Jesus Christ, on earth as we will be in eternity…God willing.    

So today, I am going to piggy back off of Joyce Erickson’s preaching last week.  
She did such a great job of reading and describing the family dynamics between Jacob, his first wife Leah, 
second wife Rachel, two maidservant wives, Zilpah and Bilhah who were possibly half-sisters to Leah and 
Rachel—imagine that-- and his father in law Laban.    I strongly encourage you to go back and listen to 
Joyce from last week in order to learn more about Jacob’s family struggle with faithful love, love rejected, 
children born to make up  for lack of love and  bargains for surrogate motherhood when babies weren’t 
forthcoming and then there was Laban. Jacob’s Uncle Laban on his mother’s side.   Laban, Father in law 
from the dark side and a manipulative, money grubbing, wheeler and dealer patriarch in his own right.   

Uncle Laban deserves to have a voice in this story so I’m going to ask him to come in and tell the 
pre-quel, the earlier story before all those weddings and babies started being born to Jacob and his harem.   
Hang on just a second and here’s Uncle Laban.  (When I’m wearing this tunic, I am the voice of Laban.) 
 
Laban:   My good people…The story of Jacob and Esau and yes, yes, all those women, began long 
before any of them were born.   You have to go all the way back to Abraham’s brother Nahor who 
married Milcah (NOT to be confused with Zilpah or Bilhah who came much later).  While Abram and 
Sarai, as they were known in those days, were  taking their orders from the LORD and heading for 
the land of Canaan,  his brother Nahor and Milcah  had 8 children.   Oh yes, that really made Sarai 
miserable, as badly as she wanted children but none-the-less, one of those 8 children of Abram’s 
brother was Bethuel who was my father and I had a sister, named Rebekah.  Abraham was our 
Great Uncle Abe. 

Now don’t worry if you can’t keep it all straight…just know that Rebekah and I are brother 
and sister and Rebekah, my dear sister,  married Isaac…Abraham’s second born son, the one who 
came after Ishmael.   So let me tell you about my sister.  

 Rebekah never gets near as much attention as Sarah or Rachel and Leah but she really 
should.   Because Rebekah was a beautiful girl, a little head-strong maybe but helpful and 
energetic and ready for adventure.  Like  that day at the well, in her youth, when  a stranger 
approached her.   Abraham’s servant had travelled far and wide and  asked her for a sip of water, 
Rebekah  gave it to him AND watered his camels too.   She basically convinced him, a stranger,  
that she was  Abraham’s dream come true to be the wife of his son Isaac.    That’s what the 
stranger was looking for And she agreed…she was ready to get up and go.   

My father and I talked it over and thought…it would be a good match, even a lucrative 
match for Rebekah to marry Isaac: 
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…the servant of Abraham brough gifts for Rebekah 
…ornaments and jewelry of gold for us. 

He told us that Isaac would inherit all of Abraham’s wealth…flocks and herds, camels and donkeys, 
gold and silver.  Who wouldn’t want that for their sister, for their daughter. This could turn out to 
be a brilliant match.    

But something nagged at me.   Rebekah was marrying into Abraham’s  family, chosen by 
God to become a mighty nation.  With descendants more numerous than the stars in the sky and 
the grains of sand on the beach.  Which may all sound good and wonderful except this God they 
spoke of waited until Abraham and Sarah  were 90 plus years old to give them Isaac.  I briefly 
wondered, if Rebekah knew what she was getting herself into?    Was she even aware that Isaac 
was held in covenant with this God, this Lord, that we, my family,  didn’t even totally subscribe 
too?  No, we still had household gods.  And a lot of respect for what Abraham’s family was called 
to by His God but was Rebekah really ready for all of that?  So young.  So beautiful.  So innocent.    

But who can turn away from gold and jewelry and the chance for all that great wealth. Not 
me and not my family.  We said to the servant:      
Gen. 24:50 -51  
 ‘This thing comes from the LORD; we cannot speak to you anything bad or good about it.  Not for us to 
say.   Look, Rebekah is before you, take her and go, and let her  be the wife of your master’s son, Isaac, 
as the LORD has spoken.’   

We tried to negotiate for her to stay for 10 days with us…in case, maybe she changed her 
mind but the servant of Abraham was eager to return to Abraham and Isaac and Sarah.  It was a 
long journey…some 500 miles perhaps…and Rebekah put up no argument.  We asked ‘Will you go 
with this man?’  She said, ‘I will go.’  So we wished her well and sent Rebekah away with her nurse 
maid to join Abraham’s family as the wife of Isaac.   

And it was a long time later before I heard anything more from my sister.  My sweet and 
beautiful and energetic, helping sister.   Word from afar was that she too, like Sarah, struggled with 
getting pregnant.  The curse of Abraham’s tribe, this barrenness…but one day the word came to us 
and I would read to you the good news, or so we thought, of Rebekah and Isaac’s family to be.   

 
Scripture  Genesis 25:20 - 29    

When Isaac was forty years old, he married Rebekah,[aa] the daughter of Bethuel the 

Aramean from Paddan Aram and sister of Laban the Aramean.[ab] 
21 Isaac prayed[ac] to the LORD on behalf of his wife because she was childless. 

The LORD answered his prayer, and his wife Rebekah became pregnant. 22 But the children 

clashed together inside her, and she said, “Why is this happening to me?”[ae] So she asked 

the LORD,[af] 23 and the LORD said to her, 

“Two nations[ag] are in your womb, 

and two peoples will be separated from within you. 

One people will be stronger than the other, 

and the elder, the younger’s slave.” 
24 When the time came for Rebekah to give birth,[ah] there were[ai] twins in her womb. 25 The 

first came out reddish[aj] all over,[ak] like a hairy[al] garment, so they named him 

Esau.[am] 26 When his brother came out with[an] his hand clutching Esau’s heel, they named 

him Jacob.[ao] Isaac was sixty years old[ap] when they were born. 
27 When the boys grew up, Esau became a skilled[aq] hunter, a man of the open fields, but 

Jacob was a simple man, living in tents.[ar] 28 Isaac loved Esau because he had a taste for 

fresh game,[as] but Rebekah loved[at] Jacob. 
 

Laban:   So 20 years went by before  my sister finally got  pregnant  and she felt awful… like there 

was  a war going on inside her.  She must have given up on our household gods and turned to the 
Lord of Abraham and Isaac asking for help to  understand the pain and struggle of this long-hoped 
for pregnancy and she received word from the Lord…twins!   Not only twins but warring, 
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competitive, as strong as nations little guys, in conflict with each other from before they were even 
born.    

When I heard the good news and the clash of brothers I had to laugh.   Because that’s how 
it is on my side of the family.   We are born knowing that we have to fight for whatever it is that we 
want.  We don’t have the blessing of Abraham’s God to give us animals to herd, crops to eat, 
shelter that we can count on.  We, the family of Bethuel, nephew to Uncle Abraham,  have to work 
hard for what we want—don’t you?   

And over the generations, we have figured out how to do that pretty well because we are 
always looking for the most favorable position in any negotiation.  Always figuring that if we don’t 
look out for ourselves, no one else is going to do it for us.   You know what I’m saying, right? 

I’m not saying that we are blood and guts  fighters…no, that would be too dangerous and 
doesn’t generally get you what you want.   But we are tricky.  We know how to find the other 
person’s weak spot, their craving or secret desire, their blindness to consequences and then we 
play that to our advantage.   Don’t you ever do that too? 

Every now and again I would hear something about  Jacob and how he was getting good at 
doing that kind of  sly and effective wheeling and dealing.   Let me read to you:     
 
Genesis 25:  29 – 34 
29 Now one day,  Jacob cooked some stew,[au] and when Esau, his twin brother,  came in 

from the open fields, he was famished. 30 So Esau said to Jacob, “Feed[av] me some of the 

red stuff—yes, this red stuff—because I’m starving!” 
31 But Jacob replied, “First[ay] sell me your birthright.” 32 “Look,” said Esau, “I’m about to 

die! What use is the birthright to me?”[az] 33 But Jacob said, “Swear an oath to me 

now.”[ba] So Esau[bb] swore an oath to his brother  and sold his birthright[bc] to Jacob. 
34 Then Jacob gave Esau some bread and lentil stew; Esau ate and drank, then got up and 

went out.[bd] So Esau spurned his birthright. 
 

SCORE!!  That’s my boy, Jacob!   I don’t know how old he was when that happened but I 
could see my side of the family all over that move!  I was proud to hear that Jacob was a natural for 
just exactly  that sort of wheeling and dealing.   No wonder his mother, Rebekah,  favored Jacob  
over Esau…like is drawn to like.  She recognized her birth family in Jacob and the two of them 
probably  had an intuitive understanding of what needed to happen in order to get what they 
wanted.    

Rebekah, so young and helpful and excited about life, was changing after her 20 years of 
waiting for a child.  I wonder if she was having second thoughts about Isaac who never really did 
‘get it’ that the world is a tough game that has to be played carefully, with an eye always for what’s 
best for you and your family.    

Isaac…he was a dreamer.   He was always out walking and meditating and communing with 
his God.   Probably trying to figure out how he, with just Rebecca and 2 rambunctious  boys was 
ever going to be the father of a great nation.    

That day, coming in from the field,  poor Easu didn’t even know what hit him.   You know, 
some people, like Esau,  live on such a simple, moment to moment level,  they don’t even know 
when someone is playing them 5 moves ahead.   Yes, I do believe that Jacob was setting the stage, 
whether he knew it or not, for an ever bigger grab to come.   Maybe not consciously but Rebekah 
would have known. 

 I can see her now…watching and waiting.  Dreaming, as we in my family do,  of even more 
riches and greater fame.    Makes me think that  maybe this marriage between my  sister Rebekah 
and Isaac IS a perfect match.   Our worldliness from Bethuel’s side  partnered with God’s covenant 
on Abraham’s side…what an empire we could build with that combination!   What do you think?    

Time went by and the next thing I knew…there was my nephew Jacob on my doorstep!   
Looking for shelter and saying he needed to be protected from the wrath of his brother Esau, who 
wanted to murder him.  No problem,   I was there for him. Uncle Laban.   Ready to take in my 
sister’s son and give him shelter because I thought, ‘This could be an opportunity.’  But I really 
wanted to know what happened.   I couldn’t help it…dreams of empire still danced in my head.   
And here’s what I found out:    

Genesis 27: 1 – 24 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+25&version=NET#fen-NET-688au
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+25&version=NET#fen-NET-689av
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https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+25&version=NET#fen-NET-692ba
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+25&version=NET#fen-NET-692bb
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When[a] Isaac was old and his eyes were so weak that he was almost blind,[b] he called his 

older[c] son Esau and said to him, “My son!” “Here I am!” Esau[d] replied. 2 Isaac[e] said, 

“Since[f] I am so old, I could die at any time.[g] 3 Therefore, take your weapons—your quiver 

and your bow—and go out into the open fields and hunt down some wild game[h] for 

me. 4 Then prepare for me some tasty food, the kind I love, and bring it to me. Then[i] I will 

eat it so that I may bless you[j] before I die.” 
 

5 Now Rebekah had been listening while Isaac spoke to his son Esau.[k] When Esau went 

out to the open fields to hunt down some wild game and bring it back,[l] 6 Rebekah said 

to her son Jacob, “Look, I overheard your father tell your brother Esau, 7 ‘Bring me some 

wild game and prepare for me some tasty food. Then I will eat[m] it and bless you[n] in the 

presence of the LORD[o] before I die.’ 8 Now then, my son, do exactly[p] what I tell you![q] 9 Go 

to the flock and get me two of the best young goats. I’ll prepare[r] them in a tasty way for 

your father, just the way he loves them. 10 Then you will take[s] it to your father. Thus he 

will eat it[t] and[u] bless you before he dies.” 
 

11 “But Esau my brother is a hairy man,” Jacob protested to his mother Rebekah, “and I 

have smooth skin![v] 12 My father may touch me! Then he’ll think I’m mocking him[w] and I’ll 

bring a curse on myself instead of a blessing.” 13 So his mother told him, “Any curse 

against you will fall on me,[x] my son! Just obey me![y] Go and get them for me!” 
 

14 So he went and got the goats[z] and brought them to his mother. She[aa] prepared some 

tasty food, just the way his father loved it. 15 Then Rebekah took her older son Esau’s best 

clothes, which she had with her in the house, and put them on her younger son 

Jacob. 16 She put the skins of the young goats[ab] on his hands[ac] and the smooth part of his 

neck. 17 Then she handed[ad] the tasty food and the bread she had made to her son Jacob. 
 

18 He went to his father and said, “My father!” Isaac[ae] replied, “Here I am. Which are you, 

my son?”[af] 19 Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau, your firstborn. I’ve done as you told 

me. Now sit up[ag] and eat some of my wild game so that you can bless me.”[ah] 20 But Isaac 

asked his son, “How in the world[ai] did you find it so quickly,[aj] my son?” “Because 

the LORD your God brought it to me,”[ak] he replied.[al] 21 Then Isaac said to Jacob, “Come 

closer so I can touch you,[am] my son, and know for certain if you really are my son 

Esau.”[an] 22 So Jacob went over to his father Isaac, who felt him and said, “The voice is 

Jacob’s, but the hands are Esau’s.” Isaac did not recognize him because his hands were 

hairy, like his brother Esau’s hands. So Isaac blessed Jacob.[ao] 24 Then he asked, “Are you 

really my son Esau?” “I am,” Jacob[ap] replied.   

 

I heard this much and I was pumped!  This Jacob was genius! 

 First the birthright for a cup of soup. 
Then the blessing from blind old Isaac.  
Double score, I’m here to tell you!!  That’s my nephew we’re talking about.      

And Rebekah too.  She  was in rare form.   Eavesdropping.  Engineering a mistaken 
identity.   Convincing Jacob…yes, did you hear that Jacob wasn’t 100% behind this plan from the 
beginning?   He didn’t really think it could be done…he and Esau were so very different and that 
was good for planning purpose to consider all the possible outcomes.   But his mother still had a 
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few things to teach him about cross-dressing with his brother’s clothes and covering his fair skin 
with animal skins.  And he went through with it, didn’t he?  Wouldn’t you?  

But it did get a little tricky because old, blind Isaac must have thought something was not 
quite right.  4 times Isaac questioned Jacob but…Jacob and Rebekah pulled it off.   That’s my side 
of the family for you.  I was proud of them.  And there was more to come. Because Esau was 
talking bloody murder and Rebekah told Jacob to run away and come and find me. 

Now I may not have had a covenant with Abraham’s God.    Me and my off-spring never 
made a nation like Abraham did.   But I did get to have Jacob along with me for many years of good 
hard labor.   And he took both of my daughters off my hands.  And the two of us made great 
partners and built up our earthly empire to the point that my own sons were jealous of Jacob 
because he was more like me than they were.  And in my family, that kind of rivalry, competition is 
a good thing!     

But even in the most like-minded families…even when working together for the good of our 
families…the days came when Jacob wanted out. After 20 years, somewhere between one baby 
and the next, Jacob had enough and wanted to return home.   It was shortly after his beloved 
Rachel finally had her first child with him.   Maybe that was the call from deep to deep…A  child 
born of deep love between  himself and Rachel, somehow was calling him home to the place of his 
childhood and youth.  And I didn’t want him to go.  We were too good together! 

And so began my final Uncle Laban chapter in the saga of Jacob and boy did the wheeling 
and dealing heat up then!    I knew his weaknesses and he knew mine.  We struggled over the 
division of property.  I swear to this day he or someone in his household stole my family 
gods/statues.   And that young scamp slipped away while I was out shearing sheep. Taking all my 
daughters and my grandchildren and the flocks that one of our many complex and convoluted 
agreements had yielded up to him.    It was 3 days before I even knew he was gone!    

My blood ran hot.   I’m wasn’t a young man any longer and thought myself past the violent 
anger and hot-headedness of youth but something took a hold of me.  The family drive to get the 
best, to have the best, to keep the best burned like coals of fire in my soul.   Wouldn’t you feel the 
same? 

I thought, I can’t let this younger man get the better of me.  There must be a way to finagle 
one more time to take back some of what he has called his own.  That’s what we do in my family 
and he was good at it but I, I knew I was better.  

 Except that…wouldn’t you know.    This God of Abraham, the LORD that my father’s Uncle 
followed so faithfully…took this moment, of all times to come to me, of all people…Hear how it 
happened. 

Read in first person   Genesis 31:23 – 29 . 23 So I  took my kinsfolk with me  and pursued 

Jacob  for seven days until I  caught up with him in the hill country of Gilead. 24 But God 

came to me,  Laban the Aramean,  in a dream by night, and said to me, “Take heed that 

you say not a word to Jacob, either good or bad.” 
 

25 Laban/I overtook Jacob. Now Jacob had pitched his tent in the hill country, and Laban 

with his kinsfolk camped in the hill country of Gilead. 26 Laban/I  said to Jacob, “What 

have you done? You have deceived me, and carried away my daughters like captives of 

the sword. 27 Why did you flee secretly and deceive me and not tell me? I would have 

sent you away with mirth and songs, with tambourine and lyre. 28 And why did you not 

permit me to kiss my sons and my daughters farewell? What you have done is 

foolish. 29 It is in my power to do you harm; but the God of your father spoke to me last 

night, saying, ‘Take heed that you speak to Jacob neither good nor bad.’ 
 

Whatever my family traits.  Whatever my personal ambitions and desires.  Whatever my 
hopes and dreams.   Somehow,  when the  God of Abraham and Isaac came to me,  the fires that 
had me chasing my nephew all over the country side were quenched.     For the first time in my 
life…I felt like maybe I have enough.   Maybe I don’t need to keep struggling for more and more 
animals and land.   Maybe peace in the family might actually be more precious than gold and silver 
and jewelry.  For a minute, anyway, I had that thought that maybe truth and hope and love is  more 
valuable than the family business.   Maybe God’s way is the better way than this messed up family 
tradition.   We’ll see. What do you think?    
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May these words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your 
sight, O Lord.  Our rock and our redeemer. Amen.  

 

Pastoral Prayer followed by the Lord’s Prayer 
Jesus, we turn to you for guidance when our Families of origin  

sometimes feel like they are drifting too far from your path.   
 Show us how to be brothers and sisters with and for each other.  
 Allow us to grow free from our family’s misconceptions 

 while staying connected to each other by bonds of blood and love.   
 Plant in us the seeds of hope and generosity towards all we meet 

 so that we can be your family, your light in the darkness of this world.    
In your name we pray…Our Father…. 

  

   


