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Part 59 – Gracious Painful Providence 
 

Genesis 29:15 – 30  
Perhaps you have heard the term “hagiography.” It’s a word 
used to describe a biography which ignores or covers over the 
faults of its subject. Literally, the word means “holy writing.” It’s 
a way of presenting a sinner as a saint. One might expect the 
Bible to try to follow this practice in the record of its key players, 

especially those as important as the Patriarchs. But the Bible does not ignore the sins and frailties of its 
central figures. That is certainly the case with Jacob. Though God is using various circumstances to sanctify 
Jacob, the process is nevertheless a long and painful one. 
 
Coming on the heels of the great vision at Bethel, we would expect to see immediate transformation in 
Jacob. Likewise, we may expect that following such a marvelous vision of God’s great grace and the 
promise of his blessing, that the Lord’s providence for Jacob would lead him into pleasant pastures. And it 
certainly appears that way when Jacob weeps with ecstatic joy upon meeting Rachel. But then Laban enters 
the picture. And with that ominous turn, we see that God’s grace toward Jacob will include the painful means 
of his growth.  
 
We can no doubt appreciate that Jacob needed to be disciplined for his acts of deception against his brother 
and father. But, his years in Paddan Aram were not merely discipline for sins committed. Those years were 
God’s gracious and painful providence overruling Laban’s deceit and bringing great things from it. Eight of 
the twelve tribes of Israel would trace their ancestry back to the unloved Leah and her maid, Zilpah. Surely 
there is a great lesson in that. God blesses and uses the poor, the weak, even the unloved to extend his 
grace to the world. “God chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things and the things that 
are not – to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him” (1 Corinthians 1:26-29).  
 
Laban strikes a deal (vv. 15-20) 
Vs. 15 – A common technique of Hebrew narrative was that of the “key term.” In a day before chapter 
headings or tables of contents, or even paragraph divisions, repeated words was a common way to connect 
smaller sections to the whole. The key term in the narrative of Jacob’s time in Paddan Aram, is the Hebrew 
verb “to serve.” The verb occurs eleven times in chapters 29-31 and the related noun several times more. 
Jacob’s time in Paddan Aram would prove to be an exile in servitude, as was Israel’s exile in Egypt would 
later prove to be. The irony is that this was the essence of the blessing that Jacob obtained by deceit, that 
“the older brother would serve the younger.” Jacob would now find out what it is like to have to serve a cruel 
master. Laban’s question about wages is a betrayal of the obligations of family belonging. Jacob did not 
come to Paddan Aram to be Laban’s employee. He traveled to the household of family in order to find a 
wife. 
Vv. 16-17 – Rachel means “ewe lamb” which likely speaks to her loveliness, but may also call to mind her 
father’s determination to sell off his daughters like livestock. Leah’s “weak” eyes is not a reference to poor 
eyesight but to a lack of the luster or brightness so prized in the East. 
Rachel’s description as a girl with a beautiful figure and a lovely face 
suggests that she was altogether more attractive than Leah. This no 
doubt contributed to the rivalry within Jacob’s home.  
 
Laban’s deceit exposed (vv. 21-26)  
Vs. 21 – Notice that Jacob has to ask for (demand, really) Rachel 
once again. Did Laban really need to be reminded that Jacob’s seven years were up? Laban clearly was 
not taking care to honor his obligation. 
Vs. 24 – Typically, a wedding in those times involved a large feast which would have included no small 
amount of drinking. The celebration was ended by the groom taking his bride, who had remained veiled 
throughout, to the wedding tent. Ironically, Laban deceived Jacob by blinding him, just as Jacob had taken 
advantage of Isaac’s blindness to deceive him. Zilpah is mentioned parenthetically as part of Leah’s dowry. 
But she will figure significantly in the family history as the mother of Gad and Asher. 

God’s plans do not rest 
upon the virtue of his 
people but upon the 
goodness of his grace. 
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Vs. 25-26 – Jacob’s cry echoes that of Esau when he was deceived (27:36). Laban had exchanged 
daughters to deceive Jacob, as Jacob had exchanged sons to deceive his father. The mention of the 
reversal of situation between the younger and the older must have struck Jacob as a terrible reminder that 
what had been done to him he had himself done to his father and his brother. 
 
Jacob takes Rachel as his wife (vv. 27-30)  
Vs. 27 – The painful combination of financial necessity and his abiding desire for Rachel left Jacob no 
option but to yield to Laban’s demands. No pretense remains that Laban has any true affection for or interest 
in his nephew. Laban gives Rachel to Jacob on the condition that he remain and work another seven years. 
The absence of any mention of feasting or ceremony in connection to Jacob and Rachel marrying is striking. 
It may be that all those elements were there. However, the fact that they are not mentioned serves to 
illustrate the painfully complicated circumstances which will now mark Jacob’s life. We can scarcely imagine 
the terribly difficult and painful circumstances into which the two sisters have now been confined. Leah is 
an especially sympathetic figure. Even as she bore Jacob six sons and a daughter, Leah will never be loved 
by him. Her father had sold her with no thought of her needs or future happiness. And similarly, Laban had 
been happy to place Rachel in a situation in which a romance that might well have bloomed into something 
remarkably lovely now was overshadowed by rivalry with her sister. Laban’s actions all but guaranteed that 
the home his daughters would occupy would be embittered and that the two sisters themselves would be 
antagonists of one another. 
Vs. 29 – Bilhah, Rachel’s maid, became the mother of Dan and Naphtali. 
Vs. 30 – The following seven years did not pass by like “a few days.” The household of Jacob was divided. 
He loved one wife and not the other; and we shall see in the next paragraph the trouble caused by the 
rivalry between the two wives. 
 
Theology Applied:  
1. There is comfort and assurance in the discipline of God.  

 The law of the harvest (Galatians 6:7-8) is not the outworking of an impersonal fate. Rather it is the fruit 
of God’s justice. In the lives of his children, God brings consequences for sin as an act of wise discipline. 
Such discipline is a manifestation of love. Love does not encourage sin through neglect or indulgence. 
Our Heavenly Father does not treat his children as orphans. He will never neglect his children or leave 
them to their own sinful devices. The sinfully indulged child is insecure. He does not feel protected or 
cared for. Genuine love hates whatever damages the one who is loved. Our Heavenly Father hates sin 
not only because it is an affront to his glory but because it damages the children he loves. So, like a good 
Father, the Lord will exercise discipline as a means to train our hearts away from sin and toward that 
which is our good.  

 
2. Your Heavenly Father will not waste your sorrows.  

 How can our hearts not be heavy for Leah? She was treated as an object for personal gain by her father. 
And having been forced into a marriage with a man who had no intention of marrying her, she now must 
deal with being unloved by her husband. Certainly we can understand that Jacob was placed in a nearly 
impossible situation. But that does not lessen the pain Leah must have felt. Nevertheless, from the ashes 
of her heartbreak and sorrow God brought about extraordinary fruit. Leah bore six sons to Jacob. Two of 
those sons were Levi (from whom would arise the priestly tribe) and Judah (from whom would arise the 
kingly tribe). Through the line of Leah would come Moses, David, and the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 
3. God’s grace is present in his painful providence.  

 “Behind a frowning providence He hides a smiling face” (William Cowper).  

 God is as gracious in our sorrows as he is in our joys. When God guides us through shadowy valleys it 
is not because he has ceased being gracious. Rather, it is in those valleys that we come to see that God 
is for us in both the pleasant and calamitous times. Our good Father is too gracious to leave us untried 
and therefore undeveloped. Both the sick infant who must be force fed medication in order to heal and 
the sullen adolescent who is forced outdoors rather than being left to molder in front of a screen are being 
shown grace even though, to them, it feels cruel at the moment. The wisely disciplined child is the loved 
child. Likewise, in his discipline, God is treating us as beloved children. 

 


