Relationship
Punchline: Jacob committed to give back one tenth of everything God promised because he wanted to be in relationship with God, not just a recipient.
1) <slide 1> (Stewardship series: We all want to give more, but we need to find the right reasons.  If we give for the wrong reasons (worldly reasons), we are hesitant, begrudging, and guilty for what we couldn’t give.  If we give for the right reasons (spiritual reasons) we gain freedom and joy through the very act of giving.

2) Role Play:

a) Imagine you’re the pastor, someone walks in looking for some money to help pay for rent.  They tell you their story and why they can’t pay the bill and why they need the money.  Imagine you write a check for that person to pay their rent and they take it and leave and you never see them again?  How do you feel?

b) Now imagine the exact same scenario, but this time after the person takes the check he or she says, “I’ll pay you back when I can.”  And a few months later that person does come back and does pay it back?

c) Or maybe they start coming to worship?  Or maybe they agree to do some work around the church?  Or maybe they only pay back a portion?  How do you feel?

3) For me, I can honestly say that I feel completely different about the people in the second category than the first.  Why?  Because they took time to form a relationship.  I can’t say exactly what people who don’t come back think or feel, but it sure seems like they are only interested in money – not me as a person, not my interests, thoughts, advice, feelings.  But people who come back, for whatever reason, even just to say thank you, demonstrate that they are interested in more than just money.  That I am not a means to an end, but an important person that even to the littlest extent, they want to have a relationship with.
<slide 2>When I read this text about Jacob and the promise, I wondered for a long time, why Jacob made the commitment to tithe after he had received God’s promise.  Remember that Jacob had just defrauded Isaac out of his brother’s blessing (he dressed up like his brother and tricked his father into thinking he was Esau so he could receive Esau’s blessing).  Esau threatened him and so he ran away from home.  He left behind everything: his family, his livelihood, his security.  And yet, God appeared to him (with the stairway or ladder) and God promised him all the things he had promised Abraham: descendants, land, wealth AND promised that he would be with Jacob and protect him in his wanderings.

The thing that puzzled me was that God’s promise was not conditional.  He didn’t say, “Jacob, IF you behave well or IF you impress me or IF I decide you’re worthy, I will do all these things.”  No, God just promised them unconditionally in his grace.  So why did Jacob make the commitment to give 1/10th of it all back?  Jacob could have kept it all and would have been perfectly justified, so why did he give anything back?

I think the answer has everything to do with our role play.  After Jacob received the promise, he didn’t just want to be a recipient from God.  He wanted to be in relationship with God.  Jacob realized through God’s promise that he was more interested in having a long term connection with God than he was in just getting things from God.  He loved God for more than just what God could do for him.  He loved God because of who God was – he saw that God was worthy, was gracious, was righteous, and was forgiving…and so in his awe and in his desire to be in relationship, he made that commitment.
See, to people who do not understand the value of relationship, Jacob’s behavior doesn’t make any sense at all.  If he’s going to get the promise for free with no strings attached, why would he give any of it back?  But to we who understand relationship, it makes perfect sense.  Jacob was willing to part with material goods in order to strengthen his relationship with God.
So brothers and sisters, my challenge and God’s challenge in this text is this:  How much do you want relationship with God?  Are you comfortable being a recipient from God?  Or do you want to be in relationship with God?  Do you love God for what he provides?  Or do you love God for who God is?  Is God “the one who keeps us safe and puts food on our table”?  Or is God “the one who loves us and whom we love”?
Because if you really know God and if you really want to know God more, it is not enough to receive what God gives you.  You must give back to God and you must build a relationship.
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