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Part 60 – The Sons of Jacob  
 

Genesis 29:31 – 30:24  
As the story of Jacob unfolds we are once again caused to 
reckon with the mysterious and often confounding providence 
of God. How will God accomplish his covenant promises 
through such sinfully damaged raw material? “On the human 
plane the story demonstrates the craving of human beings for 

love and recognition, and the price of thwarting it; on the divine level it shows once again the grace of God 
choosing difficult and unpromising material.”1 
 
“Leah has the disadvantage of being unloved, but the Lord chooses the unloved to become a mother first. 
Rachel has priority in the home through her husband’s love but is barren and threatened to be displaced. 
Rachel’s disgrace is removed when she gives up access to her husband and turns exclusively to prayer. 
Jacob has the disadvantage of being second born, but the Lord chooses him to be first. He will finally prevail 
when the strength of his physique is replaced by strength in prayer (32:25-26).”2  
 
The Lord enables Leah (29:31-35)  
Vs. 31 – “The Lord saw…” often introduces God’s action in defense of the weak and the needy. When God 
“saw” Israel’s plight in bondage in Egypt (Exodus 2:25), he intervened to deliver her.  
Vs. 32 – Leah named three of her first four sons with reference to the Lord and was, in essence, confessing 
her faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
Vs. 33 – Leah hoped that the birth of a son to Jacob would win her husband’s love, but it did not. Her bitter 
disappointment was expressed in the name of her second son. 
Vs. 34 – She still hoped that her children would earn her husband’s love. 
Vs. 35 – “Judah,” like the names of the first two sons, acknowledged God’s mercy to her, but no longer did 
Leah express any hope of Jacob’s love. Perhaps she was coming to terms with her situation of being an 
unloved wife. 

 The obvious complications of Jacob’s household are indicated in the details of this passage. It is worth 
being reminded that what the Bible describes here is not what God had prescribed for his people. God 
established the pattern for marriage in creation when he created one wife to match one husband: 
“Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become 
one flesh” (2:24).  

 Even though Jacob did not have access to God’s written law which would be given to Moses generations 
later, he nevertheless would have had access to the inner testimony of conscience which would have 
born witness to God’s design that marriage be between one man and one woman. Once again we see 
that the outcome of redemptive history would rest not on the virtue of its central players but on the power 
of God’s grace.  

 
Rachel and Leah struggle for children (30:1-13)  
Vs. 1 – God “saw” Leah’s plight and acted mercifully toward her. This was a source of bitterness for Rachel 
who had Jacob’s love but not his children. Like Sarah before her, she adopted the desperate expedient of 
having children through her servant Bilhah. 
Vs. 2 – Jacob’s angry rebuke is in stark contrast with Abraham’s and with Isaac’s prayers for their barren 
wives. One commentator writes: “To think that after the beautiful and gentle love story of 29:1-20 this angry 
exchange is our first and only experience of their marriage.”3 How quickly sadness can turn to resentment. 
Vs. 3 – Rachel used the same argument Sarah had used years before (16:2). Such an arrangement was 
not unheard of in the Ancient Near East. Once again, what God’s Word describes in this instance is not 
what it prescribes.  

                                                           
1 Derek Kidner, Genesis (Downers Grove: IVP, 1967) p. 161 
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Vs. 6 – “God has judged me” meant that God vindicated her. Her words betray the deeply antagonistic 
relationship between the two sisters. Rachel, at least at this point, thought of her children primarily as means 
to bolster her own reputation and status. We also have a good deal of this in our own culture. Parents often 
struggle with seeing their children as vindicating their own desires for status and braggadocio.  
Vs. 8 – Rachel saw everything in terms of her rivalry with her sister. She is keeping score.  
Vs. 11 – Rachel’s triumph was short-lived. Whatever Rachel could do, Leah can do better. Leah was 
preening too! Her children likewise were pawns in this chess match with her sister. The score, if you are 
keeping score, was now 6-2. 

 “Give me children or I shall die!” (vs. 1). In the Ancient Near East, barren women were not so much pitied 
as they were despised. “Rachel’s barrenness become progressively intolerable with each of Leah’s 
births…Piteous envy gripped her soul. Envy’s dark pathology diminished her own blessings and puffed 
Leah’s blessings way beyond reality. In her bitterness, Rachel had forgotten that her barrenness was 
God’s doing – that he is the giver of life.”4  

 Such envy and bitterness rose in such a way that in Rachel’s heart, in spite of knowing the story of Hagar 
and Ishmael, she nevertheless enlisted the service of her maid Bilhah. And like a competition the two 
sisters employ the services of their maids to outmatch the other. The two sons Zilpah bore for Leah were 
named Gad (“good fortune”) and Asher (“happy”). Though the names could certainly express prayers of 
thanksgiving to the Lord, they can also be used as not-so-subtle announcements of triumph.  

 
Leah and Rachel turn to prayer and…mandrakes? (30:14-24)  
Vs. 14 – A mandrake is a Mediterranean fruit-bearing plant with fleshy roots that often resemble a man’s 
torso. It was believed to heighten sexual desire and to help women conceive. 
Vs. 16 – Even Jacob’s relationship with his wives had been reduced to commerce.  
Vs. 18 – Leah seemed to realize that it wasn’t the mandrakes, it was God who gave children. She seems 
to have taken the birth of Issachar as proof that God approved her using Zilpah as a surrogate. Rachel, 
who had traded what turned out to be Leah’s seventh son for the mandrakes, remained barren for several 
more years. The narrator exposes the use of mandrakes as pagan superstition.  
Vs. 20 – Leah still hoped that bearing Jacob one more son might win his heart. Jacob seems to have done 
nothing to soften the bitterness in his home. As a spiritual leader, Jacob seems to have been almost entirely 
absent. 
Vs. 21 – Dinah will play in the family’s later history (chapter 34). With Dinah, Leah had more children than 
the other women in Jacob’s household combined and the perfect number of children, seven!5 
Vs. 24 – The timing remains a mystery; why Rachel had to wait so long to conceive a child. But God was 
merciful to her. She prayed for another and she would get Benjamin. But she would die giving birth to him. 
Such are the mysteries and the ambiguities of our life in this world. God’s ways are far above us and past 
our finding out. 

 The Hebrew word translated “mandrakes” is very close to the word for “love.” It was a widely held 
superstition that the fragrance of the flowers, the fruit, or the ritual use of the fleshy root would cause 
sexual potency, increase desire, and yield fertility. Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love was sometimes 
referred to as “Lady Mandrake.” Believing the myths, the sisters use the mandrakes as currency in their 
battle for Jacob. The bitterness was undisguised (Vs. 15). Leah said, in effect, “How dare you ask me for 
an aphrodisiac when Jacob won’t even sleep with me!” So Rachel proposed a trade: Jacob for the 
mandrakes. Rachel’s offer is proof both of how completely Jacob had favored Rachel over Leah — and 
how desperate Rachel was for another child. They struck a bargain, with each getting what she wanted 
most: Leah some semblance of love from her husband and Rachel the chance to conceive another child. 
In the end, the sisters came to realize that it is the Lord who gives life, not superstition (vv. 17ff). 

 Rachel’s longing to be free from the shame of childlessness and Leah’s longing to be free from the shame 
of being unloved seem not have been abated or truly satisfied. Through it all we are confronted once 
again by the sorrows, sufferings, and sin which are common to the experience of all people in this fallen 
world. But God…He first met Leah and then Rachel in their experience of shame. 

 Generations later, a young virgin, a descendent of Judah, son of Leah, would be told that she would bear 
the long-awaited Messiah. What beauty the Lord brings from the ashes of our sins and sorrows.  
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