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“Surely the Lord is in this place – and I did not know it!”
These words jumped out at me from this story of Jacob and his dreaming.

“Surely the Lord is in this place – and I did not know it!”

These are powerful words, and surely offer us something to reflect on in our own lives.

Part of me is tempted to simply leave the sermon at this point, and for us each to think about what these words mean to us.

“Surely the Lord is in this place – and I did not know it!”

Jacob has fled the wrath of his older brother Esau (ee-saw) and is moving across country.

When it gets dark he stops.

The place he stops has no particular significance, other than it is where he is when the sun goes down: “He came to a ‘certain place’ and stayed there for the night, because the sun had set.”
He certainly didn’t choose the place for the fine choice of pillows available to him!

Lying down with his head on a stone he falls into a deep sleep (and why wouldn’t you, with a comfy pillow like that...?!      To be fair, he had been walking all day, and was probably pretty bushed)
It’s while he’s asleep that he has this amazing dream, and in response to God’s revelation he exclaims:

“Surely the Lord is in this place – and I did not know it!”

The situation for Jacob has changed – it has changed big-time.

The night before when he lay his head down on his comfy stone, he had no idea that God was going to have this encounter with him.

‘Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!’

‘How awesome is this place!’

While Jacob expresses the massive change in his situation as an appreciation for the significance of that place, we shouldn’t overemphasis the importance of that place alone.
For Jacob immediately moves on from that place. 

In this encounter with God, Jacob understands better not so much where God is (as in the geographic location) but more significantly THAT GOD IS.
Although he has had an encounter with God in a specific moment and place (“this awesome place”), Jacob understands that God is not confined by time or place. This is the God who freely comes to us, surprising us with grace, mercy, and love.

Do we trust God to this extent?
Do we trust the character of God to be so faithful as anticipate God’s presence everywhere?

Or do we confine God to special moments and places?

We have probably all felt God’s presence to a greater extent at some moment. 
Maybe in a time of quiet, 
in a beautiful setting of nature, 
in a worship service, 
in a beautiful church somewhere, 
at a camp, 
at Parachute music festival,
hearing a brilliant sermon (()...  
These moments are important, they lift our spirits and sustain our faith.
But let’s not restrict God and God’s presence to those moments. 
Even weekly worship is too restrictive, ...if we only expect to encounter God’s presence then.

What Jacob understands in his encounter with God is that God’s presence expresses God’s promises; the special moment and place expresses God’s faithful, ongoing constancy. 
We hear God’s promise is this: “Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go.”

Jacob can go on from that place, because he knows that God is always with him.
God is present; alive; active; interested.

Jacob’s exclamation ‘Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!’ is one of surprise.  
God was always present – what has changed is that now I know that God is present.

This story is consistent with the whole great journey that is the biblical story. Throughout the books of the Bible the story tells of God being present with people; 
God choosing to be present with people;

revealing both who God is, and who we are because of God.
This story then is carried right through different encounters with different people in lots of different contexts, all the way through Israel’s colourful history to the time of the New Testament where God’s revelation is made most explicit, ...in the person of Jesus Christ.
Indeed, this story of Jacob’s dream is directly referred to in the New Testament:
At the start of John’s Gospel, Jesus declares “Very truly, I tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.” (John 1:51)

What’s happened to the ladder?

Jesus is the ladder.

(as I talked about with the children) Jacob’s ladder is the symbol of God’s encounter and presence in the Genesis story, and this symbol is fulfilled in the person of Jesus. 

Jacob’s Ladder has become Humanity’s Ladder.

“Very truly, I tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man (this title ‘the Son of Man’ of course being one Jesus used to refer to himself)
I don’t know about you, but I’ve never appreciated the significance of Jesus as the ladder of God before.

I want to suggest two other images from the New Testament that connect with this story of Jacob.

Today’s reading from Matthew’s Gospel is also a story of encounter;
a recognition of the presence of God in an unexpected context.

The image we have is the human figure of Jesus walking across the stormy sea.

This miraculous moment reveals the identity of Jesus for the disciples, as we hear in their declaration: ‘Truly you are the Son of God.’ (v33)

And Jesus reveals more than his own divine identity.

As Jacob understood the promises of God presence; the God who comes in grace, mercy, and love,... Jesus reveals that in him, God is present in the storms of our lives;

that God is sovereign over all creation;

that God is for us – and rescues us from the chaos.

This image of Jesus walking across the stormy see is a promise of God that brings us great hope and comfort.

In the most confusing and scary times of life; when we feel most vulnerable and anxious; God is with us.

Jesus’ words speak to us too: ‘Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.’ (v27)
The third and final image of the NT that resonates with the story of Jacob is from the Book of Revelation.

Reading any part of the final book of the Bible, you’ll find a range of images, sometimes the most bizarre – as apocalyptic writing it deliberately uses vivid symbols to convey spiritual meaning.
However one of the most powerful images is one of the least bizarre.

The promise of God’s presence; the God who comes in grace, mercy, and love,... is given as Jesus knocking on a door:

 “Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me.” (Rev 3:20)

This image is famously depicted in the painting by Holman Hunt... 

Titled ‘The Light of the world’ it pictures the Saviour standing in the darkness bearing a literal light as he knocks on a door overgrown with weeds.
What this image strongly evokes is the suggestion that we need to make a response to God’s grace.

In the Gospel reading the disciples response to Jesus coming to them across the water is worship.

And it’s worship that is at the heart of the relationship offered to us through Jesus Christ.
When we recognise God’s grace, mercy and love, we discover a desire to cooperate with the Spirit of God. Such a response leads us to worship.
True worship enabled through Jesus Christ is not best understood as bowing and scraping in the dust before a majestic and distant deity.

The letter of Hebrews states the confidence we can have on account of the grace mediated through Jesus Christ:

“...we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin. 16Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness...”  (Heb 4:15-16)
In all three New Testament images – ladder, water-walker, and door-knocker – allude to personal conversion. That is, a new recognition and understanding of God.
However, we should never ignore God’s interest in continual transformation; the ‘evolution of our souls’ by the work of the Holy Spirit.

And on this basis I want to finish this reflection by asking us to think about how this third image relates to our life now.

What door of your life is Jesus knocking on?

Is it the door of home?

The door of Office or workplace?

The garden shed?

The classroom?

The car door?

Like Jacob, God can surprise us in the most unexpected situations and contexts; 
in ordinary places (even when we might be up to no good).
Might we be surprised by where we are encountered by the living God?

Then we may well join Jacob in exclaiming:

“Surely the Lord is in this place – and I did not know it!”
