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Part 61 – Dirty Dealings and the Sovereign 
Grace of God  
 

Genesis 30:25-43  
With its descriptions of animal husbandry and strange rituals 
this passage leaves many scratching their heads. But we are 
not left in the dark about what God is revealing about himself. 
The following section (31:1-55) is something of an 
interpretive key as Jacob recounts the events. Taken 
together, we are given a glimpse into the deep mysteries of 

God’s hidden providence guiding all things toward his desired end and the grace by which he saves sinners.  
 
Back in the desert – at the place Jacob named Bethel – God promised to bless Jacob with children and 
property. However, God did not promise to shield Jacob from conflict. After 14 years of service in Laban’s 
household, Jacob had been kept from building any significant personal wealth. He still had no flocks of his 
own. Laban had been a tight-fisted task master. However, through Leah and Rachel, God was blessing 
Jacob with children. Now, in this passage, we see how God blessed Jacob with property in keeping with 
the gracious promise he had made at Bethel.  
 

Jacob’s request  
Vv. 25-33 

 Jacob’s words are more likely a demand than a simple request. Following the birth of Joseph, Jacob 
believes it is time to leave Padam Aram and establish a household independent of Laban, his father-in-
law. So he states his intention to take his wives and children and travel back to the land from which he 
came; the land of his fathers.  

 Vs. 27 – Laban’s reference to the use of divination reminds us that he was not a God-fearer. What is 
more, he did not need divination to reveal to him the obvious, that Jacob’s hard work for him was a source 
of blessing over the last 14 years. We must also consider the fact that the presence of Jacob – God’s 
chosen man – in Laban’s household redounded in blessings for Laban. For purely selfish reasons, Laban 
had no interest in seeing Jacob leave.  

 Vs. 28 – “Name your wages” sounds very generous, but we have heard this before (29:15). The tight-
fisted Laban has something up his sleeve. He is simply effecting a veneer of generosity. Later we will 
learn that Laban changed Jacob’s wages ten times (31:7,12). 

 Vs. 33 – Jacob’s proposal, we will learn later (31:10-13), was given to him by the Lord. Jacob knew Laban 
would agree because it seems entirely to Laban’s advantage. In the Near East sheep are typically white 
and goats are black or dark brown. Black sheep or speckled goats were rare. Jacob’s offer to cleanse the 
gene pool of the speckled animals and dark sheep at the outset made the offer seem even more one-
sided in Laban’s favor. Laban greedily accepted the offer.  

 

Laban’s deceit 
Vv. 34-36 

 Laban immediately violated the spirit of the agreement with Jacob and removed all of the animals that 
were mottled in coloration to a location three days’ journey away under the tending of his own sons. From 
the very beginning, Laban meant to keep his son-in-law from possessing any flocks of his own. Again, 
his interest was in keeping Jacob dependent and therefore preventing him from leaving.  

 But lest we move too quickly to pity Jacob we must remember his own deceitfulness toward his brother 
and father. God is at work in Jacob to bring him to a place where he will ultimately look honestly upon his 
own sin.  

 

Jacob’s countermove  
Vv. 37-43 

 By this time, Jacob harbors no illusions about the character of Laban. He knows him to be a deceitful 
man. So he prepares a countermove in response to what amounted to theft on Laban’s part.  
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 Vv. 41-42 – The use of peeled branches to induce fertility among the flocks is almost certainly a folk 
magic superstition. It was commonly believed that the outcome of a pregnancy was influenced by visual 
stimulation during mating. Here, Jacob believed that the use of peeled sticks (an imitation of stripes) 
during the mating of flocks would increase the number of variegated offspring. But there is also skilled 
animal husbandry at work in Jacob’s method. The esteemed Hebrew scholar Nahum Sarna refers to the 
Jewish Encyclopedia in arguing that solid colored animals which carry the recessive gene for variegated 
coloring are more vigorous than those which do not carry the recessive gene. Therefore, by observing 
the stronger of the flock, Jacob was able to deduce which were more likely to have offspring which were 
mottled in coloration.1 Of course it must be kept in mind that the description of Jacob’s use  of superstitious 
means does not imply a biblical prescription for such uses.  

 It seems most likely that what is demonstrated here is Jacob’s weak faith laying hope for success on 
magic, as Rachel had done with the mandrakes before. Thankfully, Jacob grew wiser and later attributed 
his prosperity to God and said nothing about the peeled branches. The dream at Bethel, of course, should 
have taught him that and made the branches unnecessary. But we have learned not to put too much 
stock in the strength of Jacob’s faith at any given moment. By God’s grace, Jacob succeeded in breeding 
multi-colored sheep and goats from monochrome stock and so transferred them into his ownership. What 
is more, the Lord ensured that the strong goats and lambs were his and the feeble were Laban’s. So, like 
Abraham and Isaac before him, Jacob became rich while in exile.  

 

God’s sovereign grace 
 To say that God is sovereign is to say that he rules over all things, events, and the free choices of his 

human creatures. In other words, God is in control. He rules over all things according to the council of his 
own good and wise will. God’s grace is his unmerited favor. So, when we speak of God’s sovereign grace 
we mean to express that biblical doctrine that God is free to exercise his grace toward whomever he 
pleases in the ways that he pleases. 

 As we have seen so often in the Book of Genesis, once again Jacob’s story reminds us of the sovereign 
freedom God has in exercising his grace. God chose to be gracious toward Abraham and his son Isaac 
and Isaac’s son Jacob. That does not mean that God did not hold them accountable for their sins. Indeed, 
he disciplined them as sons. But he would not break his gracious covenant with them despite their 
failures. 

“The Sovereign blesses Jacob’s flocks at Laban’s expense in spite of the inexcusable cunning of 
both men…Even Laban has to concede God’s blessing on Jacob. God has committed himself to 
this flawed man of faith.”2 

 Commenting on this passage, Old Testament scholar Gordon Wenham writes: 
“Thus, both in itself and as part of the larger patriarchal story, this narrative makes points that 
were ever relevant in the life of the nation: that God is not frustrated by the cheat, that justice will 
finally be seen to be done, and that his promises to his people, here personified in Jacob, of land, 
protection, and blessing to the nations will, despite all opposition, eventually triumph.”3 

 What we see in Jacob’s life up to this point is a sort of preview of redemptive history. Jacob’s exile in 
Mesopotamia prefigures Israel’s slavery in Egypt. And just as Jacob’s family multiplied in exile, so too 
would God’s people during their exile in Egpyt. Just as Jacob would prosper to the point that Laban felt 
plundered, so too would God cause the Egyptians to heap much wealth upon the departing Israelites. All 
of this, we are told, is because “the Lord had given the people favor in the sight of the Egyptians” (Exodus 
12:36). The Lord’s favor is another way of referring to his grace. And it is upon God’s grace that our 
salvation rests entirely. Jesus Christ, the ultimate Israel, was called out of Egypt (Matthew 2:15) and has 
purchased the spiritual exodus from sin’s slavery for all of his people. By his death and resurrection, 
Jesus Christ has accomplished our spiritual exodus and is, even now, leading us toward that everlasting 
Land of Promise. 

                                                           
1 Cited in Kent Hughes, Genesis: Beginning and Blessing (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004) p. 385 
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