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Sermon 

John 1: 47-51, Genesis 28:10-17 

Praise the Lord, all you his angels, 

You that excel in strength: you that fulfill his word, 

and obey the voice of his commandment! 

This week one of my dear friends died. Her cancer came back and within 

three months she left us.  She was a women my age, a gentle and happy 

spirit, and we’re both of the 1962 vintage, so still in middle age by my 

calculations.  We’d worked together at Baptcare and collegiality quickly led 

to friendship.  So, my thoughts this week have been on the nature of 

heaven (and earth), and as it happens we’re also celebrating St Michael 

and All Angels - life and scripture appeared to be aligning and giving me 

food for reflection.   

As I mulled over the text, I realized that it’s my first time to preach about 

angels and also the first time to wear a cope.  The richness of the text and 

the images generated by the language in both Old and New Testament 

readings, and our hymns, somehow match this ornamental and somewhat 

grand vestment.  Out of curiosity, I went to Wikipedia to see what it said 

about copes and there I found that in art, angels are often shown wearing 

copes.  My mind then wandered to my favorite depiction of angels which is, 

perhaps unsurprisingly, Rublev’s icon of the Trinity, a copy of which is just 

over there by the candle pit near the choir.  It shows three angels in 

colourful clothing, messengers of God, to Abraham, in just one of the very 

many scriptural texts that refer to angels.   

And all of our texts today refer to angels.  Our Gospel reading is the calling 

of Nathanael.  I love this particular piece of scripture because it 

underscores the nature of Christ – his all knowing vision, his understanding 
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of us all and his invitation to us to be in relationship with him.  Today 

though I want to focus on the reading from Genesis which Jesus alludes to 

in the last line of the Gospel when he says  “Very truly, I tell you, you will 

see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending 

upon the Son of Man.”  The reading from Genesis that Jesus refers to, is a 

powerful metaphor for the relationship of God and humanity, and the nature 

of heaven and earth, and also has significant coherence with the broader 

Gospel messages. 

Well our scene is set with Jacob, the son of Isaac and grandson of 

Abraham, lying down to sleep after running away from his family because 

he has done the wrong thing, and duped his older brother out of his 

birthright and his father’s blessing.  Jacob is a fugitive and in a bad place.  

He’s in a place with no name.  He’s between the past, with all the home 

comforts that a loving middle class family brings, and the future, with all its 

question marks.  He is in a liminal space, a threshold, and into this space 

God decisively enters.   

I wonder how many of us have been there too?  How many of us have 

been running away from something, perhaps ashamed of something? What 

could the message be in this story for us?  

Well, the text says: 

And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, the top of it 

reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and 

descending on it. 

Jacob is sleeping and in this vulnerable state he is dreaming.  The wakeful 

world of Jacob is a world of fear, loneliness and unresolved guilt, and the 

dream permits the presenting of an alternative life, a life with God.  And the 

good news is, that there is traffic between heaven and earth.  The ladder or 
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ramp between these two spheres of life mean that earth is not left to its 

own resources, and heaven is not some remote place for the gods.  This 

vision, shatters Jacob’s assumed position of travelling alone with the sole 

objective of survival.  Earth is a place of possibility because it will not be 

cut off from the sustaining role of God.  And there are angels, messengers 

of God: the kingdom of God is here.  The old kingdom of fear is overcome.  

And these sublime visual messages in the dream, set the scene for God’s 

surprising entry into this fugitive’s life. 

Then God is present and says: 

“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; and 

your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread 

abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south; 

and all the families of the earth shall be blessed in you and in your 

offspring.  Know that 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.” 

God makes three promises and these are the heart of the text.  The first is 

“I am with you” and this is demonstrated by the ladder.  Heaven has come 

to be on earth.  God has not abandoned the fugitive.  And this promise is 

the central thrust of biblical faith.  It returns in multiple ways across 

scripture even with the naming of Jesus as Emmanuel, meaning “God with 

us”. 

The first promise is about presence and the 2nd promise is about action: “I 

will keep you.” Again refuting that Jacob, or Israel as he becomes known, 

will be left to his own resources.  Unlike humankind, where Cain refused to 

be his slain brother’s keeper, God promises to keep us and protect us.   
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And the third promise is about homecoming.  This is good new for us all 

and for the fugitives among us.  God promises to bring us home, to bring us 

back into community.  Heaven on earth is a place where relationships are 

mended. 

And so Jacob awakes, and he finds the world of the dream more 

convincing and compelling than his old world of fear and guilt.  He accepts 

that God’s kingdom is at hand, and resolves to embrace this new world.  

He is prepared to repent and to believe.  The appearance of God leads 

Jacob to make deep commitments and decisions.  And it does not leave 

him free to be merely a spectator of some religious phenomenon but rather 

a person who reshapes his life toward God. 

So what about us?  I know I’ve spent my time running away from the stuff 

of life and from God.  And this text with its images of angels and ladders, 

and promises of God, to be with us, to keep us and to bring us home, is 

comforting, inspiring and motivating.  It’s also significant that God 

intentionally enters into the life of the outcast, the runaway – something 

Jesus did too!  We might want to run away from God, but surely God will 

find us.  So, let’s be like Jacob and consider how we can orient our lives 

towards God and perhaps even echo Jacob when he said: 

“How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and 

this is the gate of heaven.” 

  

  

 

 

 


