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Part 58 – Step by Step  
 

Genesis 29:1-14   
Chapter 29 launches us into the next major phase of Jacob’s life. 
Having arrived safely in the region of Haran, Jacob discovers to 
his joy that he is near the household of his uncle Laban. In the heat 
of midday, Jacob was met with several reminders of the Lord’s 
providence. As though to highlight the absurdity of happenstance, 

the writer casually describes the coincidental arrival both of shepherds who know Laban and, then, Laban’s 
own daughter Rachel. Though, by this time, Jacob had become more mindful of both the Lord’s presence 
and his responsibility as the covenant heir, he seems not to have lost any of his characteristic tenacity and 
enterprise. He remains that little one clutching to the heel of his brother. Though his encounter with Rachel 
was clearly brought about by the Lord’s hand, it will be the occasion for much heartache. In this way we 
learn that God’s providence is not limited to pleasant pathways. God’s providence includes those means of 
discipline for the purpose of character transformation. And Jacob’s character will be transformed in many 
ways through long years of frustration and hardship. It is the step-by-step work of God’s gracious 
sanctification in the lives of his children. It was for Jacob. And it will be for all of us who belong to the Lord.  
 
Jacob’s journey, another well, and another stone (vv. 1-3)  

• Vs. 1 – “People of the east” is a general reference to the territory east of Palestine. Jacob remains 
unaware of his precise location. The unstated assumption is that Jacob remains dependent upon God’s 
merciful providence.  

• Vs. 2 – “As he looked, he saw a well…” is a literary construct intended to underline the significance of 
this moment and this particular well. The well, or cistern, was covered over by a large rock intended to 
protect it from unauthorized use and pollutants. Typically, more than one man was required to move such 
stones. 

• Vs. 3 – “The generous amount of detail signals future significance to the reader.”1 

• The fact that Jacob had travelled to Paddan Aram to look for a wife and came first to a well should remind 
us of the earlier occasion when Abraham’s servant, who had come looking for a wife for Isaac, had arrived 
at probably the same well. None of this is accidental. We are being trained to discern the providence of 
God in all that comes to pass. God has promised to be with Jacob. And here that promise is kept just as 
it will be when Jacob encounters more painful providences from the Lord.  

 
God’s will and Jacob’s willfulness (vv. 4-12) 

• Vs. 4 – Jacob didn’t seem to know where he was. Clearly he was not, as Abraham’s servant had been, 
well provided for with animals and the trappings of wealth. Isaac was wealthy and he had blessed his 
son, but he didn’t send Jacob eastward with servants and a camel train as Abraham had sent his servant 
years before. Isaac seems not to have had the same commitment to his son’s welfare as had Abraham. 

• Vs. 7 – Rachel’s arrival at an unusual time of day – remember Rebekah arrived as the sun was setting, 
the ordinary time for watering flocks – was a mark of God’s providence. 

• Vs. 8 - Jacob seemed to want the shepherds to leave, perhaps so that when Rachel arrived he could 
speak to her alone. The reply of the shepherds seems to suggest that they were shirkers and were happy 
to laze the afternoon away. The stone was heavy and, in their minds, there were not enough of them to 
move the stone and uncover the well. 

• Vs. 10 – That Jacob accomplished this feat alone is noteworthy since the shepherds hadn’t undertaken 
to do it together. Rachel must have been dumbfounded to receive this preferential treatment from a 
stranger. [Sarna, 202] 

• Vs. 11 – The strength of emotion seems to have resulted from the fact that Jacob knew that he had come 
to precisely the place he needed to be and at precisely the right time. 

• Vs. 12 – Rachel was beautiful (so we will learn in v. 17), but vv. 9-12 suggest that Jacob was at least as 
interested in making a good impression on Laban — notice how many references there are to Laban in 
just a few short verses. 

 
1 Bruce Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001) p. 400 
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• This is the second time that a man from Abraham’s family arrived at an eastern well looking to find a wife. 
The similarity of situation is so striking that it cannot be an accident, either in the providence of God or in 
the narrative of Genesis. For that reason we are clearly intended to compare the two incidents. After all, 
the two accounts are separated by only five chapters. And what a glaring contrast there is between the 
two accounts! [Sarna, 201] 

• Abraham’s servant, as we read in chapter 24, wore his faith on his sleeve. He arrived at the well in a 
prayerful spirit, asked the Lord to bless him and his errand, and, when Rebekah arrived, paid attention at 
once to what he might learn of her character, whether she had the spiritual quality to make a wife for 
Isaac. 

• But Jacob, fresh from his encounter with God at Bethel, arrived at the well confident and sure of himself. 
We can understand that — he had just had an encounter with God and heard God promise to bless him 
and keep him! But that confidence was not yet tempered with humility, with the spirit of love and gratitude, 
or with what is perhaps the most necessary trait of a true man of faith: a sense of dependence upon God. 
Jacob offered no prayer, nor did he speak of the Lord’s having guided him to this very place, nor did he 
give thanks to God for his being met by a beautiful cousin. In the life of faith, godliness does not come all 
at once, but in steps. 

 
Jacob meets Laban (vv. 13-14)  

• Vs. 13 – Subsequent developments will lead us to conclude that Laban hurried out to meet Jacob not out 
of affection and family loyalty, but in hopes of another financial windfall such as he received when 
Abraham’s servant had come years before and showered Laban with wealth as a means of persuading 
him to part with his sister Rebekah as a wife for Isaac. 

• But as he listened to Jacob’s story (lit. “all these things” v. 13) Laban realized that Jacob was not another 
emissary bringing riches with him. But he did learn that Jacob had come east looking for a wife and so 
was, in many ways, at the mercy of Laban.  

• Vs. 14 – “Bone and flesh” is the old Hebrew equivalent to our “flesh and blood” when referring to one who 
belongs to our family.  

 
Theology Applied:  
1. Do not despair: God is not finished with you.  

• The godly life is one of many fits and starts. It involves seasons of great growth and moments of great 
failure. It can be disheartening to take three steps forward and two steps (or more!) back. But God has 
promised to complete the work he began in you when he saved you (Philippians 1:6). Indeed, God has 
predestined that every one of his people will be conformed more and more to Christ (Romans 8:29).  

 
2. Do not be indifferent: God does not eliminate sin’s consequences.  

• The story of Jacob confirms the law of reciprocity or the law of the harvest: “Do not be deceived: God is 
not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap” (Gal 6:7). That God is remarkably gracious 
toward us in Christ should not then lull us into a state of spiritual indifference; a life that is comfortable 
with sin. Through Christ God has gloriously saved us from the penalty of our sin. But God will not seal us 
off from the consequences of our sin in this life. Sinful and foolish acts do not lead to blessing.  

 
3. Be hopeful: God is with you.  

• Jacob learned a great lesson in the desert. He learned that God is truly with him. He will learn that God’s 
gracious presence will not mean an end to his trials. But even as the desolate wilderness was the “house 
of God,” so too will God be present with him in every trial, hardship, and loss. So too with all of God’s 
people. God has promised to never leave us or forsake us (Josh 1:4; Heb 13:5).  

 
“The vessel would be prepared with the frequent sense of grace, before Christ pour in it the habit of glory. 
It is fit that we see and feel the shaping and sewing of every piece of the wedding garment, and the framing, 
moulding, and fitting of the crown of glory, for the head of the citizen of heaven; …as travelers at night talk 
of their [difficult] way, and of the praises of their guide; and battle being ended, soldiers number their 
wounds, extol the valour, skill, and courage of their leader and captain; – so the glorified soldiers may take 
loads of experiences … to heaven with them, and speak there of their way and their country, and of the 
praises of Him who [led] them…” [Samuel Rutherford, Trial and Triumph, 204]. 


