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Sermons 
Jacob’s Ladder
Genesis 28.10-19

Rev Dr Jos M. Strengholt

Many people think the christian life is like a ladder that we 
have to climb.  If only we do this and that, if only we do 
many good things, if we just stop with this bad habit, then 
we can hope that God is maybe satisfied with us.  

That is a very natural attitude, common in all religions.  
We want to do something for God and hope that He then 
accepts us.  

And often even theologians in the church have used the 
ladder that Jacob dreamt of, as a framework for explaining 
all steps we must take to please God and to reach him.  

1.  Revelation of the Jacob’s ladder

We have read that “Jacob left Beersheba and went toward 
Haran.”  Beersheba was a good place, with much water.  
Life there was secure and stable.  And Haran was far away, 
a long journey through the desert, full of dangers.

Why did Jacob leave the security of Beersheba? You probably know the story… He 
has stolen the first birth right  from his brother Esau, and Esau had sworn that he 
would kill Jacob.

Jacob’s mother, Rebecca, knew that Esau wanted to kill Jacob, so she warned him and 
told him to flee.  And she advised him to go to where the family had originally come 
from.  

I think if the media would today report about Jacob’s character, they might not be that 
friendly about him.  He did really cheat his brother and his father.

The result for Jacob was that he had to escape 
from the land that God had promised to his 
grandfather Abraham and his father Isaac.  

He left the family, his father, his mother, the 
land, the herds of animals, and what was the 
value of the birthright that he so badly wanted? 
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Two decades later Jacob, when he was about to come back to the same place 
Beersheba, said in a prayer to God that “with only my staff I crossed this Jordan 
River”.  (Genesis 32.10) 

He left his family and his land empty handed.  As we sometimes make choices that 
are purely wrong.  Or half-wrong.  Imperfect.  And we pay the price for it.  

And just as Jacob was there, empty handed, we sometimes feel empty.  And especially 
in regard to God, we come with empty hands, only with our own moral emptiness.

Jacob left actually not completely empty-handed.  He left with a dream, and when 
a dream is given by God, it can be worth more than any material goodies we might 
desire.

Jacob dreamt of a ladder to heaven.  The commentaries that I read on this ladder all 
agree that we should actually think more of a ziggurat, the Mesopotamian temple-
towers.  These consisted of a pyramid-structure built in successive stages with outside 
staircases.

Those towers were seen as stairways to heaven, and on top of those towers there was 
always a small shrine where priest for the middle-eastern gods could worship their 
own divinities.  

These ziggurats often had names indicating that they were meant as stairways to 
heaven.  One of those ziggurats, the one in Larsa, was called:  “The House of the Link 
between heaven and earth.”

The most famous of those ziggurats that you of course know, was the tower of Babel.  
That name means “Door to God”.

The different between those ziggurats and the stairway of Jacob is clear.  In the 
religions of the Middle East, the priests had to climb all the way up to their gods.

But when Jacob sees a stairwell to God, he does not need to climb all the way up.  
Jacob is on earth, and God speaks to him there.  God reaches out to Jacob, and Jacob 
does nothing but sleep and dream.  And even in his dream, Jacob does not go up.

If you read the bible text, you see that Jacob was below, and he saw the ladder, and 
“behold, the Lord stood above it.”  So you get the impression that Jacob was under 
the ladder, then the ladder went high up to heaven, and there, high up, the Lord stood 
above “it”.
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Actually, it is just as proper to translate it differently and say, “Behold, the Lord stood 
above him," above Jacob that is.  The Lord stooped over Jacob to speak to him.  

With either translation, one thing is clear, Jacob could just be who he was, and where 
he was, for God to take care fo him.  He was empty handed, with a stone heart, a bit 
of a cheater, but that did not stop God from reaching out to him.

And I find this a very encouraging thought.  God reaches out to undeserving people.  
To us.  

2.  Promise and commandment for Jacob

Now, what did God communicate to Jacob? 

God encouraged him with a promise.  “I am the LORD, the God of Abraham your 
father and the God of Isaac.  The land on which you lie I will give to you and to your 
offspring.”

Jacob was still in the promised land, and he was about to leave and travel far away, 
scared to be killed if he lingered.  And he did not have a wife and children.

But God promised that Jacob would return and that his own children would possess 
the land.  That was an awesome promise in his circumstances of that moment.

And God repeated what 
he had promised before 
to Abraham and to Isaac, 
that Jacob’s posterity would 
multiply and fill the land.

You remember what God 
commanded Adam: take 
care of the world and fill it 
with people.  Rule over the 
world.  That is, manage the 
earth well.  

And to Noah, God said: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth.”  And he told 
Noah to rule over the world.  To develop it.  

To Abraham God gave the same commandment, and to Isaac, and now also to Jacob.  

Jacob, you are to multiply, fill the land from east to west and north to south, and be a 
blessing for the whole world.  

This has always been God’s plan with his people, with us as well.  That we manage this 
earth well and that we are a blessing for all people.  
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And because this is not so easy, God underlined to Jacob that He really abides by 
what He promises:

Behold, I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this 
land.  For I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.

Wherever Jacob goes, God will be with him.  In the Middle East in those days, 
people served gods who were local divinities.  Jacob may have feared that when he left 
Canaan, God would no longer be with him.

But our God is not a local divinity.  He is the Creator of all things.  It is impossible to 
escape from Him.  He knows where you are and what you do.  He knows your heart.  
And He is always with you.

Look at that Jacob-type.  A very imperfect man, but God promises to be with him 
always.  Wherever he goes.  

By the way, this does not mean that Jacob would have happy God-experiences all the 
time from now on.

Until 20 years later when Jacob returns to Canaan, we do not know of any appearance 
of God to him again.  No more ladders.  

The Lord sometimes allows quite a time to go by when we do not feel his presence.  
God sometimes fills you with light for a while and sometimes He does not.  

But the Lord is always infinitely good for you.  That is why those moments of light 
are enough to help you carry on; but the times when you see no light are also good for 
you; they teach you to be faithful.  They make you stronger.  

For Jacob that appearance of God and his promise was the right word at the right 
time and the right place.  God told him,“behold, I am with you always, to the end of 
the age.”  

That is the promise of Jesus to his disciples when He sends them into the world, to 
call people back to God and to be a blessing.  Just as we are also called by God to 
leave our comfort zone, and to be a blessing for others.  But with a promise as well: 
“See I am with you always.”

We may not be perfect yet, we may feel total losers sometimes, and scared, insecure.  
But we are sent into the world to love and serve the Lord.

3.  House of God, gate of heaven

This story of Jacob and the ladder has always intrigued the fathers of the church.  
They wrote much about.  And artists have painted it in many forms.

Some saw in it an image of how we have to ascend to God, and on our way up to 
God, it is so easy to fall of the ladder.
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St Jerome said in a sermon:

It is very difficult indeed to ascend from earth into heaven.  We fall more easily than we 
rise.  We fall easily; it requires great labor, a great deal of sweat to climb upwards.  If I am 
on the lowest step, how many more are there before I reach heaven? 

Most church fathers suggest that the ladder is a reference to Jesus Christ, or even to 
his cross.  Because it is Jesus who truly connects heaven and earth.

He is the bridge to bring God and us together.  And a bridge gets trampled on.  

And Jesus himself referred to this ladder of Jacob.  When Nathanael, his disciple, 
realised that Jesus is the ‘Son of God!… The King of Israel!’, Jesus said to him: 

Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and 
descending on the Son of Man.  

Jesus compares Himself with that ladder between God and man.  

When we are at our wits end, alone, maybe having family problems like Jacob, when 
we need God’s outstretched hand, there is Jesus.

We do not have to climb the ladder, but He stands there, watching over us, and 
sending his angels to serve us.  He is God with us.  

And Jacob, when he wakes up, exclaims:
Surely the LORD is in this place, and I did not know it.  […] How awesome is this place! 
This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.

It had come totally unexpected for Jacob.  He met with God - He met with Christ - 
and he realised that this place was for him a house of God.  A temple.  
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Why was that place a temple? Because it seemed thick with the presence of God.  
Because there, God reached out to Jacob.

Conclusion

And because we meet today with the same Jesus Christ that Jacob met with, because 
Jesus also stretches out his hands to us, where we are now is also a temple.  Especially 
as we celebrate Holy Eucharist - which is Christ reaching out to us.  

And when you are at home, and you pray to God, all alone, your home can become a 
house of God, a temple.  Because his ladder is set up at any place where people seek 
Him.  Any place can become a gate of heaven for you.

You do not have to climb up; God has climbed down in Jesus Christ.

As one day heaven and earth will be united fully, when the New Jerusalem - the 
temple of God - descends from heaven to fill our earth.

That is the goal of God with you and with our world.  That we are together again.  
United through Jesus Christ.  

+ Amen


