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Text 
Jacob looked up and there was Esau, coming with his four hundred men; so he divided the children among 

Leah, Rachel and the two maidservants. 
2
 He put the maidservants and their children in front, Leah and her 

children next, and Rachel and Joseph in the rear. 
3
 He himself went on ahead and bowed down to the 

ground seven times as he approached his brother. 
4
 But Esau ran to meet Jacob and embraced him; he 

threw his arms around his neck and kissed him. And they wept. 
5
 Then Esau looked up and saw the women 

and children. "Who are these with you?" he asked. Jacob answered, "They are the children God has 

graciously given your servant." 
6
 Then the maidservants and their children approached and bowed down. 

7
 

Next, Leah and her children came and bowed down. Last of all came Joseph and Rachel, and they too 

bowed down. 
8
 Esau asked, "What do you mean by all these droves I met?" "To find favor in your eyes, my 

lord," he said. 
9
 But Esau said, "I already have plenty, my brother. Keep what you have for yourself." 

10
 

"No, please!" said Jacob. "If I have found favor in your eyes, accept this gift from me. For to see your face 

is like seeing the face of God, now that you have received me favorably. 
11

 Please accept the present that 

was brought to you, for God has been gracious to me and I have all I need." And because Jacob insisted, 

Esau accepted it. 
12

 Then Esau said, "Let us be on our way; I'll accompany you." 
13

 But Jacob said to him, 

"My lord knows that the children are tender and that I must care for the ewes and cows that are nursing 

their young. If they are driven hard just one day, all the animals will die. 
14

 So let my lord go on ahead of 

his servant, while I move along slowly at the pace of the droves before me and that of the children, until I 

come to my lord in Seir." 
15

 Esau said, "Then let me leave some of my men with you." "But why do that?" 

Jacob asked. "Just let me find favor in the eyes of my lord." 
16

 So that day Esau started on his way back to 

Seir. 
17

 Jacob, however, went to Succoth, where he built a place for himself and made shelters for his 

livestock. That is why the place is called Succoth. 
18

 After Jacob came from Paddan Aram, he arrived safely 

at the city of Shechem in Canaan and camped within sight of the city. 
19

 For a hundred pieces of silver, he 

bought from the sons of Hamor, the father of Shechem, the plot of ground where he pitched his tent. 
20

 

There he set up an altar and called it El Elohe Israel. 

 

Introduction 
 Have you ever been estranged from someone?  Is there anybody you’re estranged 

from right now?  Have you ever had an enemy?  Ever had a relationship splitting 

argument?  I just joined Facebook this week.  Here’s a question for those of you on it: is 

there someone, anyone whose name could pop up as ‘people you may know’ who you 

wouldn’t request to be friends with? 

 Have you ever experienced reconciliation?  Restoration?  Ever experienced a 

relationship being healed?  Or do you usually just go your separate ways and ‘time covers 

over a multitude of sins’ (cf. 1Pet. 4:8)? 
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 Have you left a trail of dead relationships in your wake, wherever you’ve gone, or 

do you have a track record of being a peacemaker, a healer? 

 Today’s story is about that, but it’s about more.  It’s a portrayal of the joy found 

in reconciled human relationships but it’s also a picture of the lavish grace and 

forgiveness God has made available to us in the gospel.  Just like Jacob and Esau were 

alienated from each other from birth (before birth really), so we are born at odds with 

God.  We’re running from him.  As my 22 month old says, “I dumatoo obey!”  That 

about sums it up. 

What’s more, we’ve offended God.  He is righteously angry with us.  We know 

we need to pacify him, but there’s no way we could ever give enough or do enough to 

erase the infinite debt we owe him.  In fact, our prideful and/or paltry attempts are really 

just more slaps in God’s face. 

 But the good news is that God has provided a solution that only he could provide.  

The Apostle Paul said to the first-century Christians in Colossae – “Once you were 

alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior.  But 

now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in 

his sight, without blemish and free from accusation” (Col. 1:21-22).  For those who (like 

we saw last week) are broken and lean hard into Christ, trusting that Christ died for their 

sins and God credits them with Christ’s righteousness… they find themselves embraced 

with an extravagance far beyond their wildest dreams.  As Romans 5:10 says, “For if, 

when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, 

how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!”  “God was 

reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them” (2 Cor. 

5:19).  This is the Christian message. 

Today’s passage has caused me to reflect on the interplay between these two 

kinds of reconciliation – human-to-human and human-to-God.  There’s a fascinating link 

made in this text.  Reconciliation in the divine realm no doubt produces and motivates 

reconciliation in the human – “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each 

other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Eph. 4:32).  But it’s also true that reconciliation 

in the human realm can picture and mediate reconciliation in the divine realm.  In short, 

what I hope we’ll see today is just this: your face can reflect God’s grace. 

 

Let’s pray… 

 

Reconciliation With a Brother 
 So we’ve seen how God has been working on Jacob, changing his character.  And 

this could only happen after God unconditionally pledged himself to a man of 

questionable character.  That’s an understatement.  Jacob was downright bad.  But God 

revealed himself to Jacob nevertheless and declared himself to be with Jacob no matter 

what. 

 Then Jacob entered the school of sanctification, which involved suffering – being 

duped and used by his uncle Laban over the course of 20 years.  Through it all, Jacob 

learned to trust God’s promises and when God called Jacob back home it looked like he 

had arrived.  But as we saw last week, he still had a long way to go. 

God wanted to break Jacob, to wean him off of himself even more, to cause him 

to rest in his status before God and stop wrestling everyone for acceptance and position 
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and self-worth.  And that’s what happened at Peniel (Peniel means ‘face of God’).  Jacob 

had a profound experience with God.  He saw him face-to-face and yet lived.  Jacob 

threw all his weight on the Lord and experienced even more deeply God’s grace and 

received a new identity from him – Jacob was now Israel. 

 Jacob/Israel limped confidently from that encounter, but there was still something 

that needed to happen.  Jacob still had to meet his brother, Esau, who he had cheated and 

ripped off and who, the last time they were together, was plotting to kill him.  But now 

Jacob was ready.  “Jacob looked up and there was Esau, coming with his four hundred 

men” (v.1).  What was the posse for?  To attack Jacob?  To simply protect Esau as he 

ventured through the countryside? 

 Jacob divided up his wives and their children in a way that still showed 

favoritism, but at least this time “he himself went on ahead [of them] and bowed down to 

the ground seven times as he approached his brother” (v. 3).  He put himself out there, 

protecting his family, and bowing in contrition to his brother – a physical plea for mercy 

and forgiveness. 

 Did Esau change his mind in that instance or had it been changed already in the 

many years prior?  We don’t know.  But what happened next is totally unexpected.  

“Esau ran to meet Jacob and embraced him; he threw his arms around his neck and kissed 

him.  And they wept” (v. 4).  It’s a beautiful scene isn’t it?  Something that makes our 

souls leap for joy to see.  It’s a picture of reconciliation.  Words were few, but their 

embrace and tears made words unnecessary.  They were reconciled. 

 Psalm 133 exclaims, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in 

unity!  It is like precious oil poured on the head, running down on the beard, running 

down on Aaron’s beard, down upon the collar of his robes.  It is as if the dew of Hermon 

were falling on Mount Zion.”  It’s one of the sweetest sights and experiences ever. 

 Jesus says in Matthew 5:9 – “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called 

sons of God.”  These kinds of reunions are most certainly what God desires to see 

happening – fractured relationships healed and restored.  Let me just ask, “Are you a 

peacemaker?”  Or do you have a reputation for going through relationships like Andre 

Agassi goes through tennis rackets?  Have you ever experienced this precious oil 

dripping down off your head?  Or do you find yourself with the taste of bitter gall in your 

mouth more often than not?  Who is it that you are estranged from today? 

God wants you to resolve to resolve your conflict.  If you’ve offended you need to 

ask for forgiveness.  If you’ve been offended you need to forgive.  And chances are 

you’ll find yourself on both sides of the equation. 

I pray that God would give you a desire to see restoration happen in your 

relationships.  It’s a beautiful thing.  I pray that God would make you the kind of person 

who “if it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live[s] at peace with everyone” (Rom. 

12:18).  I’ve been reading a practical book on this topic called The Peacemaker: A 

Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal Conflict by Ken Sande and it has a lot of helpful 

stuff about how to go about reconciliation with other people. 

I thought about going through some of that with you here today, but you know 

what?  There’s really no way you can even begin to be a peacemaker, a person of 

reconciliation with other people, unless you’ve experienced the power of reconciliation 

with God.  It’s going to take more than a campaign for love and forgiveness 

(www.loveandforgive.org) to effect meaningful change in individuals and society, as 
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great as that cause is because there is real evil in the world; it has to be dealt with 

somehow.  And it’s going to take more than a belief that “love is the core energy that 

rules everything… the one ingredient that holds us all together” as the campaign’s 

founder says, because human nature is naturally unloving.  There has to be a higher 

power. 

That power is the gospel.  The only way to truly become a loving, forgiving, 

peacemaking, gracious, self-sacrificial person is by drinking deep of the gospel and what 

do you know, we see it clearly foreshadowed here in Genesis 33! 

 

Reconciliation With God 
 First of all, we see Jacob’s recognition of grace all over the place.  Esau asks him, 

“Who are these with you?”  Jacob answered, “They are the children God has graciously 

given your servant” (v. 5).  Later in v. 11 when Jacob is insisting that Esau accept his 

gifts he says, “…for God has been gracious to me and I have all I need.”  Jacob is aware 

of God’s grace to him.  And that word ‘favor’ (3x he says he yearns to find ‘favor’ in 

Esau’s eyes) is the word for grace.  Jacob is aware of his need for and desperate for a 

fresh experience of grace. 

 And look at v. 10.  Here we see that by extending grace to Jacob, Esau was 

picturing forth to Jacob something of the gracious reconciliation God gives.  “For to see 

your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have received me favorably” (v. 

10).  Jacob had just seen God’s face at Peniel and lived.  It was an intense foretaste of the 

forgiveness and grace ultimately shown in the gospel.  Because of God’s grace we can 

see his face and not die.  Instead, Jesus took the devastating frown of God for us on the 

cross.  By clinging to him we can experience the smile of God.  We can be received 

favorably, accepted. 

 Here Jacob sees Esau’s face and is spared.  He is not killed.  His offenses are 

forgotten.  He is only embraced.  And in Esau’s embrace, in Esau’s face, Jacob saw again 

God’s grace, God’s face.  Esau’s face reflected God’s grace.  Jacob deserved to be 

killed.  But he came bowing and broken, low to the ground and instead of annihilation 

when he beheld Esau’s face, he received reconciliation.  Do you see the parallels? 

Does any of this story sound familiar?  Does it ring a bell with anything you know 

from the NT, another story of reconciliation, another picture of the gospel?  Commentator 

Derek Kidner points out – “Our Lord could find no better model for the prodigal’s 

father… than Esau.”
1
  Fascinating!  You know the story of the Prodigal Son that Jesus 

tells in Luke 15?  A son goes to his father and says, “I want my inheritance now.”  And 

he takes it and runs away, spending it all on wild living, seeking satisfaction outside his 

father’s house.  What happens?  It doesn’t work.  He hits rock bottom and comes to the 

end of himself.  He is truly weaned of all self-reliance and he decides to throw himself on 

his father’s mercy.  He comes back bowing and broken, low to the ground saying, “I’ve 

sinned against heaven and against you.  I am no longer worthy to be called your son” (Lk. 

15:21).  And how does the father figure, representative of God, respond in this story?  

“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion 

for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him” (Lk. 15:20). 

That is how God embraces broken sinners on account of Christ.  That is how Esau 

greeted Jacob here.  The general contours of the gospel are recognizable in this story.  

And so Jacob could say in v. 10 that he saw God’s grace in Esau’s face.  Have you seen it 
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before in other people?  I hope that you can you make it out here?  It’s a beautiful thing, 

isn’t it?  The lavish grace and love that God has made available in Christ, the 

reconciliation with God that is now possible through the cross… 

Have you ever thought about how your face can reflect God’s grace?  In our 

relationships, in the way we forgive and pursue reconciliation we can be mirrors of God’s 

grace to other people.  We can make the gospel come alive to them.  And the gospel can 

come alive to us as we experience it from others.  And you know what?  We need to 

extend and experience this constantly.  Because you know why?  We’re all still sinners. 

 

Israel Still Jacob 

 That’s what we get from the last half of this chapter.  It’s astounding at first 

because we think that after all this, finally Jacob would get it and be transformed.  But 

even though Jacob had encountered God face to face and been spared and seen him again 

in Esau’s face… even though he was now Israel, he was still Jacob. 

 “Then Esau said, ‘Let us be on our way; I’ll accompany you’” (v. 12).  It was 

another kind gesture, but Esau lived in Seir.  Seir was outside of the Promised Land Jacob 

knew he was called to (cf. 28:15).  But as one person I read said, “[Jacob] was ever so 

‘Jacob’ in his demurral.”
2
  “But Jacob said to him, ‘My lord knows that the children are 

tender and that I must care for the ewes and cows that are nursing their young.  If they are 

driven hard just one day, all the animals will die [how did they make it that far already?].  

So let my lord go on ahead of his servant, while I move along slowly at the pace of the 

droves before me and that of the children, until I come to my lord in Seir’” (vv. 13-14). 

But Jacob had no intentions of ever going to Seir!  As one person put it, “Jacob’s 

facile lie contradicted his stunning experience and affirmations of the previous day.  He 

was both Jacob and Israel.  Israel would have spoke the truth in love.  Jacob rationalized 

that, well, one day he might go to Seir.”
3
  “Esau said, ‘Then let me leave some of my men 

with you’” (v. 15).  “No, no, no, that’s not necessary.  Just go on ahead and I’ll meet up 

with you.”  “So that day Esau started on his way back to Seir.  Jacob, however, went to 

Succoth, where he built a place for himself and made shelters for his livestock.  That is 

why the place is called Succoth” (vv. 16-17).  ‘Succoth’ means shelter.  Now, unless 

you’re an ancient near eastern geography buff you probably don’t know this, but Succoth 

was north, back across the Jabbok river!  Jacob didn’t go into the Promised Land, he went 

farther away from it!  As Kidner says, “Succoth was a backward step, spiritually as well 

as geographically.”
4
  Not only has Jacob not arrived, he’s going backwards! 

 Finally, we read in v. 18, Jacob made his way into the Promised Land, settling 

near the city of Shechem, buying some land and building an altar for his God – calling it 

El Elohe Israel (“Mighty is the God of Israel,” i.e. the God of me).  It’s touching, but 

most people agree that Jacob was supposed to go back to worship God at Bethel, which 

he eventually does in ch. 35, but not before Shechem turns out to be a snare in ch. 34.  

God is patient, isn’t he? 

 I read this, which I thought summed things up well – “Despite his total 

capitulation at Peniel Jacob kept his scheming ways, pretending one thing and intending 

another.  He remained the same Jacob as Esau had known years earlier, giving his brother 

the slip under cover of following gently for the sake of the children and tender animals.  

Heartening as it would be if defects of character were immediately removed by a 

conversion experience, evidence from Scripture and from life indicates otherwise.”
 5
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Evidence from life and from Scripture (we’ve been seeing it over and over again in 

Genesis) show us that even after conversion, even after experiencing God’s grace and 

believing the gospel, we remain sinners in need of God’s grace and the gospel.  Article 9 

of the Anglican Thirty-Nine Articles puts it thus, “And this infection of nature doth 

remain, yea in them that are regenerated.”  Martin Luther said it this way: simul et justus 

et peccator; simultaneously a sinner and justified; simultaneously Jacob and Israel.  It’s 

the beauty of the gospel and it is a beautiful thing, isn’t it? 

 

Conclusion 
 This morning, I am Christ’s ambassador, “as though God were making his appeal 

through [me].  [I] implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God.  God made him 

who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God 

[fully accepted and received into his presence]” (2Cor. 5:20-21).  Stop scheming, stop 

depending on your own efforts, be broken and let Christ be your atonement.  Let him be 

your righteousness before God and experience God’s lavish embrace of you. 

For those of you who have been reconciled to God, you’ve come face to face with 

God and face to face with your sin and seen the Savior standing in between and been 

given a new identity – righteous in Christ!  Yet the old man, the old woman still lives.  

We’re all still flawed men and women.  Prone to wander.  We need to see the grace of 

God and the face of God in the faces of our brothers and sisters.  We need to be reminded 

that God looks on us with favor if we are in Christ. 

This is why we need each other.  We need to be in community to have our sins 

surface and see them and then experience God’s grace – through Word and sacrament, 

but also through each other as we constantly extend forgiveness to each other. 

 I can remember vividly an incident when out of fear and selfishness I let someone 

down big time by failing to stand up for them in public when they were counting on me.  

Afterwards he approached me, hurt and surprised, and I felt so ashamed, so embarrassed, 

so weak.  I apologized, looking at the ground and he put his hand on my shoulder and 

looked me in the eye and said, “Nathan, the blood of Christ covers you.”  It was 

powerful! 

 Your face can reflect God’s grace.  I want to see this church be a place full of 

sinners who relish the fact that God has reconciled them to himself in Christ and who 

extend that grace to each other so that as we go through life we are constantly reminded 

of the lavish grace of God by the way we treat each other.  When people hurt us and 

betray us we refuse to become bitter and instead extend grace and forgiveness.  When we 

hurt people and betray them, we apologize and ask for forgiveness and are reminded 

again of the gospel as we see God’s grace in our brother or sister’s face.  1 John 4:12 

says, “No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love 

is made complete in us.”   May that, by God’s grace, describe this church! 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 God has ordained to use us, as we foster reconciliation with each other, as pictures 

for each other of God’s reconciling love in Jesus Christ.  He has also given us the Lord’s 

Table to come to every week, remembering our sin and yet remembering that Christ’s 

body was broken and his blood was shed to pay for our sin and to present us to God 

without stain or wrinkle.  This week as we come to this table, let me remind you as I do 



7 

every week that if you’re not trusting in Christ as your only means of reconciliation with 

God not to come and take this because everyone else is doing it or because you think it is 

somehow a good thing to do to make God happy. 

 But let me also address those of you who are believing the gospel with Matthew 

5:23-24.  Jesus says, “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there 

remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of 

the altar.  First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.”  I 

think an appropriate application for today would be that if there is someone in this room 

that you are unreconciled with, tap that person on the shoulder, go out to the stairwell and 

apologize and be reconciled before you come together to this table to eat together.  It can 

be a powerful thing! 

 

Benediction 
May you live in peace with each other and may the God of love and peace be with you. – 

2Cor. 13:11 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 31, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Derek Kidner, Genesis: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1967), 171. 
2
 R. Kent Hughes, Genesis:Beginning and Blessing, Preaching the Word (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 406. 

3
 Hughes, 406. 

4
 Kidner, 171-72. 

5
 Joyce G. Baldwin, The Message of Genesis 12-50, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 

Press, 1986), 141. 


