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We're using the theme of surprises by God today. We're looking at Genesis 28 as a jumping 
point for the rest of today's message. 

Genesis 28 is the story of Jacob as he had left last week, and as he continued on his way, it 
says in Genesis 28:11 that he reached a certain place and stopped for the night. And so we're 
going to start from there and then we'll move on.  

So I invite you to just follow along as I read… 

Genesis 28:10-22 

Jacob’s Dream at Bethel 

10 Jacob left Beersheba and set out for Harran. 11 When he reached a certain place, he stopped 
for the night because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head 
and lay down to sleep. 12 He had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, with 
its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it. 13 

There above it stood the LORD, and he said: “I am the LORD, the God of your father Abraham and 
the God of Isaac. I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying. 14 Your 
descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the 
east, to the north and to the south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your 
offspring. 15 I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to 
this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.” 

16 When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, “Surely the LORD is in this place, and I was not 
aware of it.” 17 He was afraid and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the 
house of God; this is the gate of heaven.” 
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18 Early the next morning Jacob took the stone he had placed under his head and set it up as a 
pillar and poured oil on top of it. 19 He called that place Bethel,[c] though the city used to be called 
Luz. 

20 Then Jacob made a vow, saying, “If God will be with me and will watch over me on this 
journey I am taking and will give me food to eat and clothes to wear 21 so that I return safely to 
my father’s household, then the LORD[d] will be my God 22 and this stone that I have set up as a 
pillar will be God’s house, and of all that you give me I will give you a tenth.” 

This is the Word of the Lord. Let's pray. 

Dear Lord, we thank You for who You are. Lord, we thank You that You are a God who interacts 
with us daily. Lord, as we look at Your Word and we see how You surprise us in so many ways, 
Lord, we pray that You will give us eyes that see You more. Lord, open our ears, open our 
hearts that we may hear Your voice. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 

Genesis 28 is the story of Jacob's dream. I preached on this chapter December 7th last year. 
And so today I'm going to use it basically as a starting point, just Genesis 28:15 which says, “15 I 
am with you and will watch over you… “ 

When we look at this story of Jacob, what he is seeing here is how God says that He will 
provide. And many of God's provisions are actually surprises. I am sure that Jacob, when he 
went to sleep that night, did not expect to see the dream that he had. Just like I am sure that 
there are many times in your life when God suddenly showed up and you were surprised. I 
know there have been times in my life when I have been surprised. 

And so what we're going to see today is that God's surprises are actually evidence of His 
providence and His sovereignty. God, when He surprises us, is showing us that He is providing 
for us, but He is also showing us that He is sovereign and takes care of us. 

One of our confessions, the Belgic Confession Article 13, has a piece on the doctrine of God's 
providence.  And it says this, “We believe that this good God, after creating all things, did not 
abandon them to chance or fortune but leads and governs them according to his holy will, in 
such a way that nothing happens in this world without God’s orderly arrangement. 

Yet God is not the author of, and cannot be charged with, the sin that occurs. For God’s power 
and goodness are so great and incomprehensible that God arranges and does his works very 
well and justly even when the devils and the wicked act unjustly. This doctrine gives us 
unspeakable comfort since it teaches us that nothing can happen to us by chance but only by 
the arrangement of our gracious heavenly Father, who watches over us with fatherly care. 

We have a God who watches over all that we do. And sometimes we may think, like the second 
part of that showed, that there are things that happen in our lives, and we go, “This is not from 
You.” And we have to realize that we also live in a sinful world. But even in those places, God is 
there. 
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A couple of years later, the Heidelberg Catechism was written and it was written as a teaching 
tool. In light of what we just read from The Belgic Confession, let me read Heidelberg 
Catechism - Lord's Day 10, Q&A 27. 

Q. What do you understand by the providence of God? 

A. The almighty and ever present power of god by which God upholds, as with his hand, heaven 
and earth and all creatures, and so rules them that leaf and blade, rain and drought, fruitful and 
lean years, food and drink, health and sickness, prosperity - all things, in fact, come to us not by 
chance but by his fatherly hand.  

Knowing that, then the piece from the Belgic Confession reminds us that the things that are 
not good don't necessarily come from Him, but He is with us through all that the devil does. 

Heidelberg Catechism - Lord’s Day 10, Q&A 28 says: 

Q. How does the knowledge of God’s creation and providence help us? 

A. We can be patient when things go against us, thankful when things go well, and for the future 
we can have good confidence in our faithful God and Father that nothing in creation will 
separate us from his love. For all creatures are so completely in God’s hands that without his 
will they can neither move nor be moved. 

We are living under the faithful hand of a faithful Father. And this faithful Father performs 
wonderful things, as Danielle referred to the text from SERVE this year where it says, “He 
performs wonders that cannot be fathomed and miracles that cannot be counted.” 

There are things that happen within our lives where we have to say only God could do this. And 
so what I'd like to do in the next few minutes is just run through some of God's surprises and 
how it affects us. I'll be using some of the stories that were used on SERVE and others from 
Scripture, but just showing how God's surprises are appropriate each time it works. 

First Part. God surprises us in times of need. We find that when we are in need, when we look, 
God is really there. It might not always be the way we think it should be, but God is there. 

For example, in 1 Kings 17, Elijah has just told the people of Israel that there is going to be a 
drought. And God takes them to the brook. And ravens come and they bring him meat in the 
morning and bread for him to eat. And when the brook dries up, Elijah goes to the widow and 
God provides there. 

In John 2, Jesus is at a wedding and they run out of wine. Not a good thing. And so Jesus, as 
he is approached and he's told about this, he gives a simple instruction by saying, “Go scoop 
some water, fill up your jars.” 

And after they scoop some water and fill up the jars, he says, “Go give it to the person in charge 
of the wedding and give him a drink.” And they do. And the water has been turned into wine. 
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And not just anyone, the head of the banquet says, “But why? Why is this the best wine? Most 
people use the best wine first, and then after people have had some and they don't recognize it 
so much, then they bring out the poorer stuff. You've saved the best for last.” 

And we often see that God, when He provides, what we end up with is actually better than what 
we were originally going to get.  

But God surprises us for more than just our physical needs. God meets us in many different 
ways, but God meets us spiritually and emotionally. 

In John 20, we read of Jesus' resurrection. And there he meets Mary. And as he meets Mary, 
Mary's biggest need is to know that her Savior lives. 

In Psalm 46, it begins with God as our refuge and strength and ever present help in trouble. 
God's presence is enough. And we see that there are times when we are just at our wit's end 
and all we need to know is that God is there and He is. 

God surprises in creation. I don't know about you, but there have been moments when I have 
been in the world in creation, either in my canoe or walking through the forest where you will 
suddenly see extreme beauty and have a whole new appreciation for God's artistic ability. 

And God can surprise you with a sunset that moves you, or God can surprise you with a bird 
that you suddenly see and hear sing praises to Him. Or God can reassure you with the rays of a 
sunbeam coming through the clouds, reminding you that He is there. 

God surprises in His timing. I think this is probably one of the toughest ones for us because 
while we are waiting for things, there are often times when we're thinking, “Okay, Lord, now 
would be good.” 

And God waits for the perfect timing. Sometimes that timing is simply because we haven't asked 
yet. Have you ever had it where you've been afraid to ask God for something because it's like, 
“This is too much.” And, “What if he doesn't give it to me?” And you wait and you finally ask and 
suddenly it's answered and you're thinking, “I should have asked for that half an hour ago or 
three weeks ago.” Right? God shows up in His timing. 

When you look at Luke 2, it talks about the days in Caesar Augustus. Jesus showed up then. 
That was God's plan. The people of Israel hadn't heard from God in 400 years. And I'm sure 
there's lots of people during that time who were like, “Okay, Lord, anytime now. Now would be 
good.” 

But God had to wait until everything was in preparation. God had to wait till the roads were 
made so that Jesus and the Christian faith could travel freely. God had to wait till the time there 
was peace on earth so that the Good News could be spread. It was in God's timing. 

And there are times in our life where we have that as well, where we're thinking, “Okay, like, 
Lord, I need this next step.” But in God's timing, it comes when it does. 

4 



But God's surprises are also an invitation. God surprises an invitation to submit to Him. We think 
of 1 Samuel 3, where Samuel is laying there in bed and hears a voice calling out, “Samuel.” 
And he gets up and he goes to Eli and he says, “Eli, what do you want?” And Eli says, “I didn't 
call you. Go back to bed.” And it happens again. And Eli's again, “Just, would you stay in bed?” I 
can imagine Eli at that point, “Can't you just… ? Like, just let me sleep.” 

But then Eli clues in that, “Hold on, this is probably the Lord calling." And so the next time that 
he hears the voice say, “Samuel,” he responds with the words of, “Yes, Lord, Your servant is 
listening.” 

Or in Isaiah 6, Isaiah is in the temple, and he's standing there and he sees the vision of God 
and he goes, “Woe is me, because I am an unclean man before a people of unclean lips.” And 
so God touches his lips with a coal, and then he asks this question, “Whom shall I send?” And 
Isaiah responds with, “Here I am. Send me.” 

Or we can go to Acts 9, where Paul (that time Saul) was on his way to Damascus. And the 
bright light shines down on him, and he comes before the Lord. And it begins with, “Lord, who 
are you?” And we know the rest of life of Saul, where he becomes Paul and a great missionary 
for God. 

And you might be thinking, “Well, that's great for those guys. I don't hear God calling me to go 
into ministry or being a great prophet or doing anything like that.” But maybe when you see God 
surprise you with a new job or a new position or something else that is new in your life, maybe 
it's an opportunity to create a space in which you have the opportunity to share who God is in 
that place. 

Isaac talked about painting in the homeless shelter. That was an opportunity to speak a word of 
love to the people who would come in. Maybe that is what God is calling us to do.  

God surprises us with calls for thankfulness. When God shows up, do we say thank you? Do we 
begin like the Heidelberg Catechism said, that we can be thankful when things go well? Do we 
spend time in thankfulness? 

But God's surprises also remind us of God's faithfulness. When God came to Jacob, He said, “I 
am the God of Abraham and of Isaac. I am the God from generation to generation. I am the God 
who has been there in the past.” 

But then it also prepares us for the future. Because Jacob at the end goes on to say, “If God is 
going to do this for me, then I'm going to worship Him forever.” 

Do we do that too? Do we say, as it says in the Heidelberg Catechism, that it prepares us for the 
future so that we can have good confidence in our faithful God and Father, that nothing will be 
able to separate us from his life? Do we realize that by reflecting on the providence of God, that 
when we go into difficult times, it helps remind us that God is there? 
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But that also gets to the next one which says, “God surprises in suffering.” That's something we 
don't like to think about, something we don't like to talk about. We don't like to think that even in 
times of suffering, God is there. And we ask ourselves, “Why does God allow this to one person 
and not another?” Usually when it's you're asking, “Why me?” 

Let's look at Acts 16. Paul and Silas. When we went through the Book of Acts, we saw how 
often Paul got beat up. And here he is in prison. But while he is in prison, he and Silas decide 
that it's going to be a worship session. And so Paul and Silas, in the middle of the night, start 
singing. And they just start worshiping God in the midst of his suffering. All Paul can do, they 
sing and give glory to God. And we see how God shows up in an earthquake, doors opened, 
chains released, and Paul gets to share the gospel of Christ. 

But oftentimes when we see these stories or we hear these stories of God being present and 
suffering, it ends up well. A person escapes from jail, or a person is healed from sickness. But 
what about those times when it doesn't end well? 

Let's go to Acts 7. This is the end of Stephen's life. Stephen, when he spoke to the people 
there, said he looked like he had the face of God on him. And then they stoned him. And there's 
a phrase there at the end of that story. “And a man named Saul was standing there watching.” 

I often wonder if the reason why Saul was able to say, “Lord, who are you,” when he met Jesus 
in Acts 9 was actually because he first met him when he was standing there seeing Stephen 
get stoned. Maybe in the suffering of Stephen, it planted a seed for Saul to become the greatest 
missionary in church history. And could it be that God in our suffering is using that to plant seeds 
for someone else to get to know Christ? And if my suffering leads to someone else knowing 
God, that's a good thing.. 

God surprises us. And the problem is that they are only surprises for us because God is never 
surprised. We are surprised by God's interactions, but God is never surprised at what happens. 
He knew. He knew from before the creation began exactly what would happen. Every moment 
of my life and every moment of your life.  

And so when we look at the God moments and we see them around, they are simply God 
revealing to us what He is doing around us. And just think of all the things that God does around 
us that we are not even aware of. And then we just need to ask God to open our eyes. 

And so I'll end with a few questions for you, and that is this.  

Where has God surprised you recently? Have you even thought about it? Have you even looked 
at, “Here are things that have happened in my life,” and thought about the fact that God's hand 
was in them. 

And then I ask this question. Where have you been hesitant to ask God for a surprise? What if 
you are thinking about sending a text to ask for prayer and you're not sure it's going to happen? 
And the text comes through. And suddenly your prayer is answered. 
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Job 5:9 says, “He performs wonders that cannot be fathomed, miracles that cannot be 
counted.” 

But listen to Job 5:8. This is one of Job’s friends who’s talking to Job, “But if I were you, I would 
appeal to God; I would lay my cause before him.” 

If there is something in your life that you are not sure about asking God for, do as Job's friend 
suggests, appeal to God and lay your cause before Him. 

And it could be that God will surprise you at that very moment. And it could be that God will just 
put his arm around you and say, “Just let me hold you for a while. It's not quite time now, but I'm 
here.” 

And then the last question is… 

Have you thanked God and have you shared with others God's surprises in your life? 

And as you ponder that, I invite the Praise team to come on up to just reflect and think about 
that. Maybe for some of you it's the last day. Maybe for some of you it's the last month. But just 
ponder again… 

Where has God been evident in your life?  

And it doesn't have to be anything huge. Maybe it's just, “A friend of mine called when I was 
feeling a little lonely.” Or, “A person who I haven't seen for a long time sent me a text and just 
said, ‘How you doing?’” 

Dear Lord, we thank You for who You are. Lord, we thank You that You are the God who 
provides, that You are the God who watches over us. And Lord, we thank You that You perform 
miracles that are beyond number. And Lord, we apologize for when we don't see them or when 
we don't thank You for them or acknowledge that they came from You and just thought they just 
happened. Lord, thank You that You interact with every part of our life. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 
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