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Colossians 3:12-14; Matthew 18:21-35; Genesis 33

Our final Scripture reading today comes from Genesis 33.  May God bless the reading of 
His perfect, infallible, and trustworthy Word.  “Jacob looked up and there was Esau, coming with
his four hundred men; so he divided the children among Leah, Rachel and the two maidservants. 
He put the maidservants and their children in front, Leah and her children next, and Rachel and 
Joseph in the rear. He himself went on ahead and bowed down to the ground seven times as he 
approached his brother. But Esau ran to meet Jacob and embraced him; he threw his arms around
his neck and kissed him. And they wept. Then Esau looked up and saw the women and children. 
“Who are these with you?” he asked. Jacob answered, “They are the children God has graciously
given your servant.” Then the maidservants and their children approached and bowed down. 
Next, Leah and her children came and bowed down. Last of all came Joseph and Rachel, and 
they too bowed down. Esau asked, “What do you mean by all these droves I met?” “To find 
favor in your eyes, my lord,” he said. But Esau said, “I already have plenty, my brother. Keep 
what you have for yourself.” “No, please!” said Jacob. “If I have found favor in your eyes, 
accept this gift from me. For to see your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have 
received me favorably. Please accept the present that was brought to you, for God has been 
gracious to me and I have all I need.” And because Jacob insisted, Esau accepted it. Then Esau 
said, “Let us be on our way; I’ll accompany you.” But Jacob said to him, “My lord knows that 
the children are tender and that I must care for the ewes and cows that are nursing their young. If 
they are driven hard just one day, all the animals will die. So let my lord go on ahead of his 
servant, while I move along slowly at the pace of the droves before me and that of the children, 
until I come to my lord in Seir.” Esau said, “Then let me leave some of my men with you.” “But 
why do that?” Jacob asked. “Just let me find favor in the eyes of my lord.” So that day Esau 
started on his way back to Seir. Jacob, however, went to Succoth, where he built a place for 
himself and made shelters for his livestock. That is why the place is called Succoth. After Jacob 
came from Paddan Aram, he arrived safely at the city of Shechem in Canaan and camped within 
sight of the city. For a hundred pieces of silver, he bought from the sons of Hamor, the father of 
Shechem, the plot of ground where he pitched his tent. There he set up an altar and called it El 
Elohe Israel.”

We’ve all heard about the Titanic’s fateful voyage and how an iceberg spotted too late 
brought her down.  It’s famous mostly because of the tragedy and how many lives were lost.  But
it turns out icebergs are still sinking ships today!  The last major vessel to sink due to a collision 
with an iceberg was the MS Explorer, a cruise ship specifically designed to travel through icy 
waters, which went down in 2007.  Apparently, it wasn’t as prepared for ice as they thought!

Icebergs pose a threat because with a typical iceberg, only 10% of it is visible above the 
water line.  90% of its area lies under the surface.  By the time you spot an iceberg, it may be too 
late to get the ship moving in the right direction because of the iceberg’s hidden depths.  Despite 
new technologies that can spot icebergs below the water, the danger still lurks there.
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As we come to the finale of the story between Jacob and Esau, I want us to keep our mind
on the iceberg.  Because what is so important about this tale are its hidden depths, all the things 
hinted at but left unsaid.  The relationship between these two brothers seems to have a happy 
ending, one I still remember from my Bible story records of my youth.  But the story also points 
to the need for us to have iceberg forgiveness – forgiveness that isn’t just on the surface but goes 
through our whole person and shows genuine love to those who’ve hurt us.

Jacob’s lived in fear of Esau for the last twenty years, and last week we saw how it was 
God’s grace working in Jacob’s life that allowed him to finally approach his brother; he didn’t 
have to do it, he could have gone right straight through to Canaan and avoided Esau altogether, 
but eventually he was going to have to face him.  But when word got back that Esau had 400 
men with him, Jacob panicked.  He split his family into two parties, sent several caravans of 
animals to Esau as gifts, and then wound up wrestling with God all night long.  Now the limping 
Jacob, touched by God and now needing a walking stick, has to face his destiny with the brother 
that 20 years ago had plans to kill him.

Jacob, still holding on to his favorites, puts Rachel and Joseph at the very back of the 
entourage, hoping that if Esau pulls something, they’ll be able to escape.  Then Leah and her 
sons, then the maidservants nearer the front – it’s important to remember, because Jacob is 
setting a pecking order that will come to haunt him in the future when his boys grow older.  
Jacob is trying to protect that he loves the most.  Still trusting in God, but also still making 
contingency plans.  But strikingly, Jacob isn’t a coward; he doesn’t send the womenfolk in first.  
He takes the lead of them all, approaching Esau and bowing to him 7 times.  You might 
remember from other studies we’ve done that 7 was to the ancient Hebrews a perfect number.  
Jacob is showing himself as utterly submissive to Esau.

Then perhaps the biggest surprise of all...Esau runs to Jacob and hugs him, throws his 
arms around his neck and kisses him.  They both weep.  This kind of emotion from men in the 
ancient Near East was extremely uncommon except with one’s closest friends and relatives.  This
burden they’ve been carrying for 20 years is finally over.  In this unexpected moment, Esau and 
Jacob are truly brothers once again.  Forgiveness has overcome vengeance.

There are introductions all around, then a friendly dispute over Jacob’s gifts.  Esau says 
he has plenty, but Jacob insists he take the gift – seeing Esau kindly towards him is like seeing 
the face of God.  Hospitality being the virtue it is, Esau accepts.  (Refusing the gift might have 
been seen as hostility, that Esau would rather hold a grudge than accept the flocks from Jacob.)  

But there’s more lying just under the surface.  Esau plans to travel with Jacob, but Jacob 
begs off, insisting they’ll go far too slow for Esau’s crew.  Esau wants to leave men with Jacob, 
but Jacob questions why he’d want to do that.  Finally, Esau heads back to Seir, and rather than 
joining him, Jacob heads off to the west, rather than south towards Esau’s territory.  We don’t see
these two meet again until the death of Isaac, when they bury him together, much later.  We know
that both became so wealthy that they stayed in distant territories to avoid having arguments over
the same grazing territories for their sheep.  And that’s almost it for the Bible and Esau.
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If you read Bible studies online, if you check out modern commentaries, you’ll see many 
people calling Esau an outstanding example.  Untrusting Jacob has nothing to fear from his twin 
brother who’s become the bigger man.  Esau is the one who brings his brother into the bear hug; 
Esau is the one who doesn’t want Jacob’s gifts; Esau is the one who sets things right.  As one 
online scholar put it, “Esau is a magnificent picture of graciousness and forgiveness. His words 
of greeting to Jacob are remarkably similar to those of the father of the prodigal son at his 
return.”  And that’s what I learned in Sunday school; that’s what my Bible record told me.  

But something doesn’t sit right with me about this, and it didn’t sit right with the ancient 
rabbis either.  When you read the Talmud – the ancient commentaries the rabbis preserved about 
the Old Testament – you find that most rabbis despised Esau.  They told stories about just how 
bad Esau was.  Part of it was that Esau represented the Gentiles, those outside the covenant of 
God.  Part of it was that the people of Edom, Esau’s descendants, had opposed them for 
generations.  (Herod the Great, who tried to have Jesus killed as an infant, was a descendant of 
the Edomites who bought his way onto the Jewish throne!)  But they also point to the gaps.

First, if Esau was so forgiving, why did he have 400 men with him?  Esau has brought 
out an army.  Maybe he feared his brother as much as his brother feared him, we don’t know.  
But having 400 men with him suggests that he was prepared for anything from Jacob.  400 men 
in his company does not speak well of Esau planning a reconciliation with his brother.  It seems 
to me that Esau found forgiveness for Jacob when Jacob sent several sets of presents rather than 
a raiding party.  The 400 men suggests that forgiveness was not the first thing on Esau’s mind.

Then Esau not only receives an amazing amount of livestock sent ahead as gifts from his 
brother, but Jacob bows down to him seven times.  The roles are reversed; instead of getting the 
better of him, Jacob is acting as if Esau was the one blessed.  Sometimes, we ward off anger by 
our actions.  Proverbs 15:1 would teach us, “A soft word turns away wrath, but grievous words 
stir up anger.”  Esau forgives Jacob, but Jacob has done everything he can to soften Esau’s heart. 
Esau has all the power in the relationship, which is what he wanted in the first place.

Then Esau expects Jacob to return with him, and he tries to send his men along with them
when Jacob tries to get out of it.  Certainly a big caravan needed protection, and maybe Esau is 
simply trying to keep his brother safe after his journey.  But Jacob has quite a few people with 
him, menservants and maidservants – not as many as Esau, apparently, but he doesn’t need 
Esau’s men standing guard.  It’s just a little weird.

But finally, and what is most hidden from our modern eyes, is the question: where is the 
feast?  Even when Laban overcame Jacob’s contingent and got into a war of words with him, 
their treaty was ratified when they ate together, when Jacob made a sacrifice and invited his 
relatives to dine with him.  Throughout the ancient Near East and in Middle Eastern countries 
today, hospitality with a significant meal is an important obligation.  To not dine with someone is
to declare them your enemy.  If any reunion called for a feast, this was it.  In the parable of the 
Prodigal Son, the father shows his forgiveness by having the fattened calf prepared to celebrate 
his son’s homecoming.  
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To be fair, the absence of any mention of a feast isn’t enormous.  Often times, people 
make the mistake of thinking that because Jesus didn’t speak about something that’s of great 
interest or importance to our culture that He didn’t have any thoughts about it or didn’t feel it 
was worthy to speak about.  Arguments from silence aren’t very convincing.  And yet, seeing that
we’ve seen big feasts mentioned already in the book of Genesis multiple times, feasts for family 
and friends, feasts to make treaties with questionable neighbors, feasts to celebrate joyous 
occasions, this calls for a feast!  But instead, everyone goes their separate ways.  Maybe Esau 
would have made a feast for them all if they’d followed him home...who knows?

But Jacob’s continuing fear and his steering his clan in another direction all point to the 
fact that Jacob knows Esau is volatile.  Right now, Esau is all hugs and kisses and tears.  But 
what’s to keep Esau from getting rankled once again about his brother’s former deceits?  Esau is 
not a godly man; he kept company and wives repugnant to his family.  God is on the lips of 
Jacob at the reunion several times, but not Esau.  Has Esau really changed?  Not in such a way 
that Jacob feels safe in his presence.  

Maybe I’m reading the story wrong.  I’m bringing you the minority report.  I do firmly 
believe that in the moment, Esau was truly swept away in love and forgiveness for his brother.   I
think Esau is a passionate man who is calm one minute and enraged the next, friendly and happy-
go-lucky but watch yourself if you cross him.  I think what Jacob sensed was that Esau had 
shallow forgiveness.  It looks like forgiveness; it sounds like forgiveness; it was really 
forgiveness of a sort.  But it wasn’t the kind of forgiveness that could make you trust that Esau 
had truly set the past aside.  It was the kind of forgiveness brought about by sentimental thoughts
and feelings of the moment, but also the kind of forgiveness that could pass away quickly if the 
tides turned.

That’s why we need to talk about Jesus and what iceberg forgiveness looks like.  Because
when the apostle Peter suggested to Jesus that he should forgive his brother 7 times, that sounded
very magnanimous.  It was over double the 3 times suggested by the rabbi’s oral tradition.  Yet 
Jesus told him, not 7 times but 70 times 7!  Peter had the right start, you have to give him credit 
for going beyond what he had been taught at Sabbath school, but he had no clue how deep 
forgiveness was really supposed to go.  

Jesus wasn’t just kidding about forgiving deeply.  He warned in our passage from 
Matthew today what would happen if we did not forgive others as we had been forgiven.  But 
most importantly, He lived out deep forgiveness.  He did not lash out at His accusers; He did not 
curse the men that flogged Him and put the crowns of thorns on His head and then nailed Him to 
a cross.  He said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  He forgave them 
while they were still in the midst of murdering Him, the very Son of God.  They had not 
requested forgiveness but it was already given; they had not repented of their sin, but Jesus had 
already shown them grace.
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That’s what stands out about the forgiveness Jesus gives.  Jesus never pretended that 
everything was OK; He told His disciples that He would be turned over to the Gentiles, mocked 
and insulted and spit upon, and then killed.  Jesus’ forgiveness was not an, “It’s all good.”  Jesus’ 
forgiveness was not an ignoring of sin but an acknowledgment of how terrible the sin was 
alongside the promise of true, lasting, permanent forgiveness.  Peter denied Jesus three times and
yet was restored to his position by Jesus.  Paul murdered Christians, and yet Jesus forgave him 
and made him the premier disciple to the Gentile world.

Many times, people ask, “Am I truly forgiven?  Has Jesus really forgiven me?”  Sadly, I 
think that question comes more from a lack of faith in the supernatural, extraordinary power of 
the Son of God to truly save us than from anything lacking in what the Bible teaches.  Because if
you’ve read your Bible and you know what Jesus personally forgave, you’re going to believe that
Jesus can forgive you.  Not because your sins are lesser, not because we don’t have a ton of sins, 
not because we don’t sin every day, but because Jesus is so good and proved Himself in His life 
and death and resurrection.  Jesus taught us iceberg forgiveness.  He taught it by living it out.  To
forgive those who hated you and slaughtered you, to forgive those who opposed you at every 
step, that’s not the shallows.  That’s forgiveness miles below the surface.

Now, when we see that kind of forgiveness, not shallow like Esau but deep like Jesus, we 
might say, “I can’t forgive like that.”  We’ve been too broken.  Too beaten.  Too abused.  The 
things we’re called to forgive run deeper than our forgiveness.  Those hidden places no one else 
knows about, the person who said or did things they never should have said or done, that pain, 
that hurt, that sin against us runs too deep, that makes Esau’s stolen birthright and blessing look 
like child’s play.  

When we say, “I can’t forgive like that,” we’re right.  We can’t.  Only Jesus can.  In our 
own sinfulness, our forgiveness is at best on the surface.  But Jesus-style, reconciling-style, 
meaningful and true and honest iceberg forgiveness, it can happen.  The depth of your 
forgiveness of others has less to do with the depth of your ability to forgive and more to do with 
the depth of Jesus living in you and the depths of forgiveness you’ve received from Him.  

In Luke 7, when a sinful woman anointed Jesus’ feet with perfume, Jesus commented to 
his shocked host, “Her many sins have been forgiven – as her great love has shown.  But 
whoever has been forgiven little loves little.”  If you know you’ve been forgiven all your sins, if 
Christ lives in you because you have invited Him in, if you have been pursuing a relationship 
with Him through study and prayer and Scripture, you can love much.  You can forgive much.

And what a blessing it is when we have iceberg forgiveness!  Our broken relationships 
are not doomed to the casual estrangement of Jacob and Esau, whose relationship is forgiven but 
not really fixed.  Many of them can be set right.  And those that can’t, and those do exist, even 
when there isn’t full reconciliation, there’s no longer hatred and pain and fear.  We’re no longer 
controlled by those; instead, we’re controlled by God’s Spirit.  
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Jesus set two commands before us as the summary of the entire Scripture: “Love the Lord
your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself.”  The 
only way we can love our neighbor as ourself is to extend true forgiveness to our neighbor when 
we’ve been wronged.  The only way we can forgive like that is to know the deep love and 
forgiveness of Christ.  When you are angered this week, when it feels like unforgiveness would 
just feel better, remember that Christ has forgiven you all you have done and all you will do – let 
the depths of His Spirit warm your heart so that you can practice that forgiveness that goes deep 
below the surface all the way down to the depths of your soul.  And in doing so, you will know 
the depths of His peace.

6


