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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart

My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Counterfeit God’s - #2
Love & sex
God made humans with a wonderful capacity for relationships – we are made in him image and He is a community. We are made for community also – we are social creatures, we get on best when we interact with others and are diminished when we are alone. One of the biggest problems of our time is that of loneliness. Study after study shows that loneliness contributes to so many other social and health problems. We are made for relationships.

It has to be said also that God also created us as man and woman with all the sexual implications and desires that go with that! Yes, God in his grace and goodness gave us the wonderful gift of the joys and delights of male and female intimacy (how can I say it without embarrassing my children!). 
Sadly, like so many other good things this wonderful gift can become a counterfeit God. Without saying too much I think it is very likely that groups like Perspectives are necessary because for some people the need for relationship, the need for love or the sheer the need for sex dominates and governs their thinking so much. They look to relationships to give them what only God can give them, they look to other people for the love and affirmation that really only God can give them and they look to the thrill of sex for the ultimate sense of delight and pleasure. It has taken the place of God! 
In Genesis 29 we have a classic example of someone who, for various reasons, makes this very mistake. Jacob; explain the background and setting then
Read Gen 29:13-30

Jacob had run away from a home where, though he was spoilt rotten by his mother he was never really accepted by his Father. His father favoured his rough, tough outdoor brother and he knew it. His stupid actions of deceiving his brother out of the birthright led to him fleeing for his life to some family many, many miles away.
He ends up, without knowing it at his uncle Labans farm. Turns out that uncle Laban has two daughters, Leah, the oldest is plain and has a problem with her eyes – probably something like cross eyed. The younger one however is to die for! V17 – lovely in form and beautiful. Simply means she had a great figure and was very, very pretty. And Jake is smitten, in fact he falls head over heals in love and lust for his cousin.
After a few weeks Uncle Laban sees real potential in Jake and offers him long term work and says ‘Name your wages’. The answer is simple: ‘Rachel! I’ll work for you for you for 7 years  if you’ll let me marry Rachel.’ 

So he worked 7 years, and you know what – they seemed like nothing to Jake, and on day 2556 he went to Laban and sais ‘OK, I’ve done my time, now let me have my wife.’ But he adds a little more NIV ‘I want to lie with her’. Man, that’s pretty brazen, full on. 

There are a number of things here that reveal to us that Jake was totally overwhelmed and governed by his love and lust for Rachel:

· The wages – years work equated to about 5x more than the usual dowery price.

· V20 - But they seemed like a few days to him because of his love for Rachel

· His brazen openness of his desire for his wife! That wasn’t normal, even in those times! 

What was the matter with the man? Well, remember who he was? Rejected by his father, he’d lost his mother’s love, hated by his brother and probably far from a relationship with God. Now he sees this beautiful woman, everything he ever dreamed of – and he concludes that if he can juust have her everything will be alright; she’ll fix it. All the longings of his heart for meaning and affirmation were fixed on Rachel.
In this Jacob is no different to so many people today; all I want is to be loved; all I want is a woman to love me, all I want is a man to care for me; all I want is someone to tell me I’m special, someone who delights in me.
It’s a heart cry of young and old. Our culture is a culture of couples; if you haven’t got a partner then somehow your less than normal. And many, espe woman really, really struggle with singleness. More tears in my office from single 20 & 30 something than anything else. 

Understandable! But the great danger for such people is that they can end up looking in a partner what can really only be found in God – and that is a recipe for great disappointment. Such was the case for Jacob!
Wedding night bliss and wedding morning horror – wrong woman – v25! Imagine opening your eyes in the morning to look at you’re bride and seeing not beautiful Rachel, but her unattractive older sister!

I bet the air was blue in the Laban house that morning – but the only happy person that day was Laban who, as he renegotiated a further seven years out of Jacob, (a deal which again shows Jacobs total infatuation with Rachel) probably congratulated himself on finding a very clever way to get his ugly older daughter married.

Meanwhile, poor Leah, who’d lived all her life in the shadow of her beautiful sister is again in a situation where she is unwanted. She’d probably been passed over by other men and agreed to Labans deceit as a last chance to get married, to have what every girl wants. But it turns out to be a loveless marriage. Jake will keep her, but for one purpose! And the names she gives the children reveal just how sad in heart she is:  - v32, v33, 34. How utterly sad, and how heartless Jake must have been! Fancy having your wife give your children those names and not objecting! Had he no shame?!

Poor Leah keeps hoping that by giving him what he wants she’ll earn his love; that was what she really, really wanted – just to be wanted, loved, appreciated. 

But her mistake is to look for happiness, value through her family. She hoped being a good wife, giving her husband lots of sons would do it – but it didn’t. She was looking in the wrong place for real happiness. 

The thread running through this story is the repeated failure of people, relationships, sex to fill the void where God should be. ‘If I can just have this, do that; if I get this girl, that boy; if I have this relationship, that child’ – what in reality, when we wake up in the morning it’s always Leah and never Rachel! 

I’d like to say that there is a happy ending to this sorry saga; but I can’t. The family lived riven with jealousy, anger, sadness and rejection.

However, there is a sense of redemption in it. And for that we have to look again at poor Leah.
We’ve seen the names she gave the first three children – Reuben, Simeon & Levi - all pretty plaintive, wistful. But the 4th was different; somewhere something changes in her. This son, who turns out to be her last for several years, she calls Judah, which means ‘This time I will praise the Lord’. 
What a change, total shift of focus! No more feeling sorry for herself, no more hoping her husband will change his attitude to her – no, this time her focus is on the Lord. She’s going to settle for thanking him for what she does have rather than pining for what she doesn’t have. Finally, it seems, she’s stopped opining her hearts hopes on her husband and her children and put them on the Lord. 
What happened to her, why did she change? I think that v31 might hold a clue for us ‘when the Lord saw that Leah was not loved, he opened her womb’. I believe that Leah came to realise that these children, these boys she bore were not just the result of physical union with her husband, but were gifts from the Lord, the result of his favour to her began to realise that her hope and fulfilment wasn’t in Jacob, but in the Lord; in a strange but wonderful way she realised that actually God was more important than Jacob, her husband. She maybe wasn’t loved by him, but God loved her, cared for her and had mercy on her and that was enough, which was, in the end, what really mattered. Her life, her attitude and her sense of contentment changed when she shifted her focus away from men and babies and onto the Lord and realised that in him she had a real husband, the sort she always wanted.
And this is always to way to overcome our idols – to see that Jesus is better! That he gives and fulfils better than anything or anyone else. He is enough. He loves and cares and values us whoever we are, whatever we are, whatever we have or don’t have. He will not ultimately disappoint.
Two things as a post script:

· It was through Judah’s family line that the Saviour, Jesus was finally born. God had come to the girl no-body wanted, who’s father could only get married by deceit, a girl who was unloved and given her the priv to make her to ancestral mother of Jesus! Salvation came into the world, not through beautiful Rachel, but through the unwanted one, the unloved Leah.
· And in a real sense Jesus was Leah’s son- not just by genealogy, but in his life experiences. He became the man no one wanted, born in a manger, came to his own but they didn’t want him, abandoned by all and cried ‘My God, why have you forsaken me?’

He became that for you and me, to be our saviour, rescuer. He’s our redeemer, the one who fulfils us and makes us whole. He is the one to whom we must look, in whom we must be in love, the one to satisfy us. He is, to put it simply, the answer to our idols. As we look at him, follow him marvel at him the less those other things will hold us, the less attractive they will become to us.

Prayer: For those who live with rejection by people; or who feel they have been rejected; for those who are disappointed in love and friendship; for those who have the pain of childlessness. 

Thanks for Jesus, a husband to the husbandless, father to the fatherless.

Sing: O for a closer walk with God 
