Jacob and the danger of short cuts
One of the more dangerous things to do when trying to achieve a significant goal in life is take a shortcut. It is like cutting in line and making others wait; but more serious. Serious in that while we may get what we want or where we want to go sooner it can have a very negative impact on personal relations and the development of key aspects of character development.

The desire to use shortcuts often relates to time pressures and the expectations of others. We don’t want to wait and we are under pressure to meet some form of deadline or goal. What will happen if I don’t arrive on time or someone else gets there first? The risk is that I won’t get what I want when I want it. To avoid that I will do whatever it takes to get to the front of the line and prevent others from getting there before me. 
God had made a very clear pronouncement regarding the future of Jacob the day he was born (Ge 25:23). He would be the master of his older brother and become a great nation. As the years passed, Jacob became very frustrated with how events were developing. His father was definitely playing favorites and his older brother, Esau, was getting all the benefits. He began to plot, along with his mother how he might supplant his brother or somehow cut to the front of the line.

Here is where the problems began. Jacob’s mother probably had told him about the pronouncement. But he did not take into account that there could be more than one way to become a nation and obtain the more prominent position. All he could see was that his brother was ahead of him to receive the larger portion of the inheritance and that he would not receive the blessing that was given to the first born. So he began to plot how he would steal those emblems of honor and position. 
He took advantage of his brother when he was in a weakened state physically and mentally. He bought the birthright, the inheritance, for the price of a bowl of stew. Then with his mother’s encouragement and help, he tricked his father into giving him the blessing that belonged to the first born. He took advantage of his father’s blindness and carelessness.

Jacob had done nothing to explore the meaning of God’s words. He had done nothing to study the history of his family and how God had worked in their lives. He had depended on himself and his ability to get ahead. It is possible that he knew little about what real physical labor was. He may have been a mama’s boy, a wimp, who depended on his mother and not on learning the skills needed to truly succeed.

All that was changed when his deception backfired. Esau was mad enough to kill him and even made a private vow to do so after his father died. That threat caused Jacob and his mother and so causing him to flee to save his life. All that he had tried to gain was lost. His life of comfort was replaced with difficulty. The image of this young man using a stone for a pillow provides a powerful picture of what had happened. Jacob was in a lonely place. He had stolen and cheated to get ahead and as a result had been, in a real sense, exiled from his family and deprived of all he sought to control.

It was at this point that Jacob’s training begins. Step one involved a revelation of the one who was truly in control. He received a more thorough explanation of the pronouncement that had been given at his birth (Ge 28:13-15) and it had nothing to do with birthright or a father’s blessing. It had to do with the decisions that God makes and the choices he needed to make about listening to God. In this explanation there were no promises that life would be easy, no promises that there would be shortcuts. There is no promise about when he would see the fulfillment or when he would be able to return home. Only the promise that God would be with him, and that God would carry out all his promises to Jacob and that he would bring him back to the land he had promised to give Jacob.
Jacob had a decision to make. Would he go back and try to claim the promise now or would he continue on the journey? To go back (another shortcut) might not bring the results promised. There was a subtle hint that God expected him to continue the journey when he said he would watch over Jacob wherever he went and would bring him back to the land. That meant that Jacob must leave, go on the journey, if he was to be able to come back. Go on the journey. That meant a lot of work and risk, likely more than Jacob had ever dealt with before. You can just imagine the tremor that runs up and down Jacob’s spine as he thought about that. He was afraid but saw no option but to go on the journey. 

Then came the vow. “God if you will be with me, watch over me, supply my needs so I return safely then I will give you a tenth (Ge 28:20).” He was not quite ready to give all, but the training was just beginning and it was a step in the right direction.

Jacob’s classroom was life itself. He had to deal with the same kinds of deception that he used against his brother and father. He had to work hard to gain a wife, years of joyous anticipation, only to be deceived; finding himself working another 7 years of labor that were not as fun. That was followed by more time of harsh labor to care for his growing family and gain the resources to stand on his own. 

There was strife; his poor attitude towards Leah would cause friction. God would bless her one over Rachel so that Jacob had to reevaluate his attitude; there was strife with his uncle and the other family members. His wages were changed over and over. His wives brothers became antagonistic to the point that Jacob became afraid for his life.
In all of this God was working. He provided children to Jacob; he made sure that Jacob’s flocks prospered. He protected Jacob. Jacob learned hard lessons about what happens when people try to cut in line, to get ahead without doing the work required, about the impact of cheating. He also learned that God was faithful. God used the hard situations to build up Jacob’s position and wealth. They cheated him and his flocks grew. This went on until even his wives saw the danger and agreed it was time to leave.

Jacob and his entourage of wives, concubines, children, workers and a very large number of animals and possessions packed up and left. It was a risky move. But it was a move based on a knowledge of how God worked. Jacob had spent twenty years working, learning that God was in control. 
The journey back home brought further evidence of that truth. God prevented Laban from forcing them to return. Jacob started the journey with a staff and now he returned with an immense amount of wealth. Jacob used that wealth to submit to his brother. Instead of trying to supplant him he now called him lord and gave him a gift worthy of that honor. He chooses to destroy all the gods, idols and symbols that represent his attempts at control and gave that place to God. NOW he was ready to carry out the next phase of God’s plan. There would be difficult times ahead but Jacob would no longer be seen as a cheater and trickster. He would be given a new name, Israel, prince with God. 
All of us have a desire to find the shortest way, the easiest way to accomplish our goals in life. Often our ideas on how to do that become the greatest barrier to being truly successful in life and in the work God chooses to give us. Why? Because we can only see what is possible by human efforts. We do not know what is possible when God is permitted to be in control. 
There are no shortcuts when dealing with God’s promises or his will for us. Trying to get the work done by any means (shortcuts) will cause division and strife. The result of our efforts may require the investment of many years of retraining and repair by God before we will be allowed to proceed. We will have to learn to trust God and learn to wait. It will be so much simpler and less frustrating when we let go of our desire to be in control and learn to depend on God. If we don’t be assured God is ready to do what is necessary to send us on whatever journey is necessary for us to learn the lessons that are necessary so that his work will move forward as planned. 
