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“And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven; and behold, the angels of God were ascending and descending on it!”

Genesis 28:12, RSVCE

Jacob saw angels going up and down from a ladder that connected the earth with heaven (Genesis 28:12). 

If we want to go to heaven, How are we to climb the stairs of that ladder if we are not angels like the ones Jacob saw on the ladder?

Angels are divine beings that are messengers of God.

We can also attempt to ascend toward a divine state if we act on this earth as messengers of God, with our example, and our words as apostles of Christ.

Mary, the mother of Jesus is considered the ladder of Jacob because only through her grace, purity and virginity could Jesus, the son of God, stroll down those pure and immaculate stairs to descend to this dark world. 

In [the] Orthodox tradition, Jacob’s ladder is a symbol of the Virgin herself, through whom God descended to earth. As a result of Christ’s descent to earth via the Virgin's birth, Christians may ascend to heaven. The Orthodox Church reads the Old Testament story of Jacob’s ladder each year on the feast of the Birth of the Virgin Mary (September 8), the feast of the Annunciation (March 25), and on August 15, the feast of her Dormition or Assumption (Michelle Arnold Paine, 2021. Mary as Jacob’s Ladder. michellepaine.com).

In John 1:51, Jesus appears to be referring to Jacob’s ladder when he called Philip and Nathanael to follow him, and also declaring that He was the ladder of heavenly ascent personified: “You shall see greater things than these. Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of man”(RSV2CE).

According to Saint John of Damascus (A.D. 675), Jacob’s Ladder was a prophecy of salvation through Christ. (John of Damascus. Sermons on the Virgin’s Dormition. Par. 161-162).

Our Lord Jesus Christ, teacher of angels and men will show us how to climb the stairs of divine ascent of the ladder of Jacob if we follow Him. If we do, He will climb every step of the ladder with us.

According to Russell Moore, there are two ladders: the earthly, secular, and disobedient one, the Babel-Tower ladder, and the Christian, and obedient one, Jacob’s Ladder. (thegospelcoalition.org). Jacob’s ladder represents the anti-pole to the tower of Babel (Ivana Noble, 2022).

However, in this spiritual adventure, we have to avoid the snakes that will try to bite our feet at every opportunity, if they manage to bite us, we will go down a chute sliding down, retracing our hard-earned steps, and wasting precious time.

If we do not want to get bitten by the snakes, we must crush their heads with the feet of our prayer immediately because in their heads lies the poison that will infect our minds.

We must always remember that we are not climbing the ladder with our bodies but only with our souls and through our hearts, enlightened by the guidance and protection of the holy spirit. We must travel light and with holiness because every step of the ladder was created by the grace, purity, and virginity of our Mother Mary under the blessing of our Father in heaven. And at every step we manage to climb up, the smiling face of Jesus will appear ahead to encourage us to continue, and at every step, we will accumulate more of the grace and strength of God our Father that will make us stronger and closer to His presence.
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The first ladder that was put in front of our human genre by God was the tree of life, but the first snake threw it toward the chute of regression through the apple of the tree of knowledge of good and bad.

Since then and from that point in time, humanity kept falling through all the tricks of the dark snakes and being more prone to sin until the ladder of the mosaic law given by God to Moses appeared, to contrast their grievous sinning and put a stop to it.

Unfortunately, even though now with total knowledge of their sins, humanity kept disobeying God until the ladder of the cross of Christ defeated the dragon snake once and for all, and humanity’s redemption took place.

Thanks to our redemption, the ladder of divine ascent was opened for all humanity by Christ, who is Jacob’s ladder Himself and who invited us to climb our crosses to ascend step by step toward our divinity.

As soon as we think of ladders, we think of striving, of pushing ahead. And as we think of snakes, we think of temptation, deceit, shrewdness, and Satan. The enemy, [is] waiting to devour, [is] waiting for you to climb up that ladder and take a few steps to gulp you and push you down. He doesn’t care about devouring those who are complacent; those who are complacent or away from God are none of his concern.  All he wants to do is separate mankind from God, thus he continually tries to attack those who are drawing nearer to God and afflicts them so that they would get ‘mad’ with God and fall away. (Kenosis Reflections. Snakes and Ladders. priyathiv.wordpress.com).
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“Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?' And then will I declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart from me, you evildoers.”

Matthew 7: 21-23, RSV2CE.

To follow Jesus through climbing Jacob’s ladder to find with Him the kingdom of God is not for the faint of heart and will be a true spiritual adventure. It is certainly ‘a narrow path’ (Matthew 7:13-14) where ‘many are called but few are chosen’ (Matthew 22:14).  

The ladder is the narrow way offered to all, but few seem to take it.

In The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Saint John Climacus (600 AD), defines some inherent differences between the sons of God as “the rational beings created by Him and honoured with the dignity of free will; some are His friends, others are His true servants, some are worthless, some are completely estranged from God, and others, though feeble creatures, are equally His opponents” (p.1). 

According to John W. Ritenbaugh (1932-2023), the unconverted are most definitely being held accountable by God. They are not escaping judgment; they are not being given a ‘free pass’ on their sins simply because they are unconverted. Therefore, their poor choices have the potential to eliminate them from conversion and eternity. The converted must not misjudge unconverted people's apparent ease in living without faith and the fear of God. Their lives are not as contented as they might seem to the casual observer (Ecclesiastes and Christian Living. bibletools.org).

Saint John Climacus defines the true followers of Jesus that by their characteristics could be suited to follow Him going up Jacob’s ladder when he affirms that “The man who loves the Lord, who has made a real effort to find the coming Kingdom, who has begun to be troubled by his sins, who is mindful of eternal torment and judgment, who lives in fear of his departure, will not love, care or worry about money, or possessions, or parents, or worldly glory, or friends, or brothers, or anything at all on earth. But having shaken off all ties with earthly things, having stripped himself of all his cares, and having come to hate even his flesh, and having stripped himself of everything, he will follow Christ without anxiety or hesitation, always looking heavenward and expecting help from there, according to the word of the holy man” (p.5, St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent Translated by Archimandrite Lazarus Moore. Harper & Brothers, 1959).
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