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Part 63 – If God Had Not Been on My Side… 
 

Genesis 31:17-55      
This account of Jacob’s story offers more confirmation of the great 
lessons we have already drawn from these chapters describing 
Jacob’s sojourn in Paddan Aram. Chiefly, what is revealed is the 
Lord’s faithfulness to keep his gracious promises. Specifically, we see 
the Lord keep the promises he made to Jacob at Bethel. In addition 

to giving him children (the progenitors of Israel’s 12 tribes and the forerunners of the Messiah), material 
prosperity, and security in the Land of Promise, God also pursued Jacob’s heart. By God’s grace, the Jacob 
who returns to Canaan is a more mature, more faithful man than the one we met fleeing in fear of Esau.  
 
Through great trials (at least some of which were disciplinary) the Lord went about making Jacob a man of 
faith. Jacob knew that it was God who had protected him from Laban’s evil intentions. It was God who had 
prospered him despite all of Laban’s efforts to enrich himself at Jacob’s expense. And, now, finally, it was 
God who had intervened to prevent Laban either from doing him harm or from seizing him and his family 
and property and forcing them to return to Paddan Aram. Laban and all of his deceitful intentions were no 
match for God’s sovereign will. And so Jacob’s confession: “If the God of my father, the God of Abraham 
and the Fear of Isaac, had not been on my side, surely now you would have sent me away empty-handed…” 
(vs. 42). How remarkable that after all he had endured over the last 20 years, Jacob concluded that the 
Lord had been on his side.  
 
Jacob’s Exodus  (Vv. 17-21) 

 The first hearers of this passage were the Israelites newly freed from Egypt. In Jacob’s exodus they saw 
a prefiguring of their own: He prospered in captivity, was pursued by his oppressor, and finally delivered 
by the LORD to the very land given to Abraham and Isaac, his father and grandfather.  

Vv. 17-19 – Jacob makes his escape with this family and flocks during the time of sheep shearing which 
would have kept Laban and his men thoroughly distracted.  
Vs. 19 – The “teraphim” that Rachel stole were household gods or images of dead ancestors thought to 
provide blessing and protection. We’re not told why Rachel took them but the most likely possibilities are: 
1) to spite her cruel father, 2) to secure a future inheritance since possession of the household gods 
strengthened that claim, or 3) thinking it might weaken her father’s attempts at divination. Given her 
placement of the “gods” (vs. 35) it is unlikely that Rachel intended to worship them.  
 
Laban’s Pursuit  (Vv. 22-35) 

 The terminology used – “fled,” “pursued,” “overtook,” and “pitched tents,” – is militaristic. There was 
murderous intent on Laban’s part. He is on the warpath against Jacob. His self-righteous speech to Jacob 
is filled with outright lies and hypocrisy. One commentator refers to Laban’s speech as a “phony cascade” 
as “Laban played the part of the loving, wounded father who had come in injured innocence…”1 

Vv. 22-24 –  Realizing Jacob had fled with his wives, children, and flocks, Laban pursued them with the 
intention of stopping their flight. Keep in mind that Jacob had strong financial incentives to keep Jacob in 
his sphere of control. Laban had, at that moment, numerical superiority to force Jacob to accept whatever 
terms he chose to dictate. But the Lord intervened by way of a dream whereby he gave Laban a clear 
warning. The Hebrew term translated “either good or bad” means, “don’t do anything” to Jacob (vs. 24).  
Vs. 25 – The scene is of small forces camped opposite one another as if preparing for battle. 
Vs. 26 – The hypocrisy of Laban is stunning. “What have you done?” are the very words Jacob used when 
Laban deceived him (29:25). The deceitful Laban had been outmaneuvered. 
Vs. 28 – This is an outright lie from Laban. He had no intention of letting Jacob go. 
Vs. 29 – Essentially Laban declares to Jacob, “I could harm you but God won’t let me.” This is nothing more 
than bitter petulance. What Laban does not actually realize is that his words carry truth. His actions are 
indeed hemmed in by God’s sovereign decree.  
Vs. 30 – There is a pathetic irony in Laban’s search for his stolen gods. Meanwhile, God cares for Jacob 
and provides for him everything he needs.  

                                                           
1 Kent Hughes, Genesis: Beginning and Blessing (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004) pg. 392 
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Vs. 32 – As Jacob acknowledges, the theft (which he was unaware of) alleged by Laban carries a sentence 
of death. Jacob was unaware of what Rachel had done and was happy to have his integrity put to the test. 
Vv. 34-35 – Laban is made to look ridiculous as he searches for his gods. He would not have imagined his 
daughter would expose the gods to ritual impurity so he takes her at her word. This demonstrates a proper 
contempt for idols.2 
 
Jacob’s Faith  (Vv. 36-42) 

 Jacob’s rebuke of Laban demonstrates both his integrity and his faith. Jacob offers himself as an open 
book to be examined. His actions speak for themselves. He has taken nothing that does not belong to 
him and even allows Laban to search. What is more, Jacob confesses his faith in God who has protected 
him every step of the way.  

Vs. 39 – Jacob did more than was required by ancient near eastern law. The shepherd was not ordinarily 
held responsible for losses due to predators.3 Jacob was an ideal shepherd. He not only did Laban no 
wrong, he did more than required, even while suffering hardship from Laban’s injustice. 
Vs. 42 – Laban was made to look ridiculous by his own daughter who deceived him as she had seen him 
deceive others. The passage does not hold any rebuke for Rachel’s taking the household gods. Rather, the 
emphasis is on 1) the nothingness of Laban’s gods and 2) Laban’s pathetic search to find his missing gods. 
The contrast between the immortal, invisible, only wise God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and Laban’s 
gods-gone-missing could not be stronger.  

 “God has seen my hardship” is another link to Israel’s history in Egypt (Exodus 3:7 and Deuteronomy 
26:7 are the only other uses of the phrase in the Pentateuch and both refer to Israel’s oppression as 
slaves in Egypt). The Israelites, for whom this narrative was first written, would not have missed the 
similarity between the circumstances of Jacob and their own. 

 “The Fear of Isaac” is appropriate as a name for God. Those who believe are to give the LORD 
appropriate reverence; that is, fear. At the same time, the likes of Laban should fear God for reasons 
appropriate for the unbeliever; that is, fear of judgment.  

 
A Covenant  (Vv. 43-55) 

 We can see from Laban’s continued protest (vs. 43) that he has still not made peace with Jacob’s 
departure. However, he proposes a covenant. The purpose of the covenant was to ensure a lasting peace 
between the two with a clear boundary between their lands. Given Laban’s eagerness to establish a 
covenant (essentially a non-aggression pact) we can surmise that Jacob now has greater wealth and 
resources and may, if he chose, pose a legitimate threat to Laban. Jacob, on the other hand, merely 
wants to finally be rid of Laban once and for all.  

Vs. 43 – Here, Laban shows his flagrant disregard for the terms of the agreement he made with Jacob. 
Vs. 44 – Like the Philistines had done by making a covenant with Abraham and Isaac, Laban, the inferior, 
was forced to covenant with Jacob, the one whom God had shown favor.  
Vs. 47 – In distinction from Laban, Jacob used the Hebrew language to identify his homeland. Laban was 
a covenant outsider and even his language showed it. 
Vs. 50 – Once again the hypocrisy of Laban is on display. It was Laban after all who deceived Jacob into 
bigamy. 
Vs. 53-55 – Jacob swore by one God; Laban was a polytheist. The God of Abraham and the God of Nahor 
(Abraham’s pagan father) are different from one another. The verb “judge” is in the plural. It was customary 
to conclude a covenant with a sacrifice and a communal meal. A covenant meal was highly important in 
that it symbolized the cessation of hostility. Laban understood his need to be on friendly terms with the now 
wealthier Jacob. This covenant was finally a formal recognition that Jacob was free from any obligations to 
Laban.  

 For the Christian, the language of covenant is freighted with significance. It is by way of God’s gracious 
covenant – first indicated in Genesis 3:15 and finally ratified with Abraham – that God saves sinners by 
grace through faith in Christ. In this everlasting Covenant of Grace the eternal God, by way of Jesus’ 
death and resurrection, made we who were his enemies, his sons and daughters.  

                                                           
2 Nahum Sarna, pg. 219 
3 Bruce Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001) pg. 432 


