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I. The	Bethel	Experience	
A. Jacob’s	first	personal	encounter	with	God	

None of the patriarchs were deeply and intimately acquainted with Yahweh, the one and 
only true God, the Creator of everything. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob all three works in 
progress. Consider that Jacob was 77 years old (unmarried) and this is his first encounter 
with God. The story is one of the most widely stories in the Old Testament.  
Rebekah goes to her husband Isaac and tells him she has had it with these Hittite women 
and Jacob needs to return to their homeland where he can find a decent wife. Again, this 
is providential – guided by God – because the heirs to the promise cannot be 
intermarried with the Canaanites. So, Isaac calls Jacob in to bless him. The blessing he 
pronounces on him contains the language of the convenantal promise, the promise given 
to Abraham by God. Isaac then sends Jacob to return to the family homeland, the land 
where Rebekah came from, to find a wife. This would have been about a month’s 
journey. At a place called Luz, Jacob had a dream. He saw a ladder or stairway from 
Earth to Heaven. Angels used this as a means of moving between the two locations.  
Most artists picture this as a continuous parade of angels streaming up and down the 
ladder. But it is more likely that Jacob merely noticed an occasional angel coming or 
going and he had discovered a “portal” that joins Heaven to Earth. This would have been 
a picture familiar to Jacob, as the heathen had their Ziggurats, towers located next to 
temples that supposedly served as a physical means for their “gods” to come down the 
stairs and visit earth. However, this time God did not take the stairs. He stood above it as 
mere angels used the stairs, thus picturing God as bigger than the created angels. There, 
Jacob heard God repeat the covenantal promise that had been given to Abraham and 
Isaac.  
I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying. 14 Your descendants will be 
like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the 
south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring. 15 I am with you and 
will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave 
you until I have done what I have promised you.” 

B. Jacob’s	vow	
 “If God will be with me and will watch over me on this journey I am taking and will give me food 
to eat and clothes to wear 21 so that I return safely to my father’s household, then the Lord will be 
my God22 and this stone that I have set up as a pillar will be God’s house, and of all that you give 
me I will give you a tenth.” 

At first glance, we might view this vow as a respectable offering on Jacob’s part. He is 
somewhat overwhelmed by his spiritual experience and, realizing he has just 
encountered the God of Abraham and Isaac, he takes the stone he used for a pillow and 
made a monument out of it. He even changed the name of the place from Luz to Bethel, 
the house of God. (The suffix of Bethel – El- is a direct reference to God.) 
With all of this, we are in the mindset of Jacob really have a transformative spiritual 
experience, and then we look at his vow as a reasonable manifestation of that 
experience. However, the vow is very clumsy and very much the human and carnal 
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opposite of God’s promise. This vow is really the product of Jacob the wheeler, dealer. 
This is the product of the same Jacob who finagled his own twin brother out of both the 
birthright and the blessing.  
Jacob’s vow is purely conditional, putting God to the test. “If you will watch out for me and 
give me food and clothing and ensure my safe return to my home, then you will be my 
God.” Let’s put this in context. The supreme almighty God has just mercifully reached out 
to lowly, unworthy Jacob and graciously offered to bless him as an unworthy heir to the 
promise passed down from Abraham and Isaac. Jacob responds by putting God on 
probation: If you prove yourself to be the kind of God I am looking for, I will serve you. 
Jump through these hoops and I will see if you are worthy of my services.”  
Jacob was looking out for himself. He already embarked on this perilous journey with 
none of those guarantees. But now he tries to negotiate a deal with God that if he feeds, 
clothes, and protects him, he will adopt him as his God. It wasn’t enough for God to 
reveal himself to Jacob through this majestic dream. No, Jacob wanted to use this as a 
way to gain something for himself. Isaac didn’t do that. Abraham didn’t do that. Their 
experience with God was enough. Not for Jacob. Jacob basically tells’ God, “If you will 
meet my conditions, I will bless you with my full support.”  

C. You	are	in	no	position	to	bargain	with	God.		
It	would	be	a	rare	individual	who	has	not	at	some	time	in	their	life	tried	to	bargain	with	
God.	We	set	the	conditions	and	tell	God	if	he	meets	the	conditions,	then	we	will	fulfill	our	
side	of	the	bargain.	It	might	be	someone	challenging	God,	“If	you	heal	me,	or	heal	my	
loved	on,	or	fix	my	marriage,	or	find	me	a	suitable	mate,	or	(fill	in	the	blank),	I	will	serve	
you	the	rest	of	my	life.”	Or	the	skeptic	might	put	God	to	the	test,	“If	you	will	perform	one	
little	miracle,	then	I	will	believe	in	you.”		
How	many	of	you	have	figured	out	bargaining	with	God	doesn’t	work?		
This	was	the	same	tactic	satan	used	when	he	challenged	Jesus	in	the	wilderness.	He	kept	
taunting	Jesus	to	do	things	to	prove	his	power	and	his	deity.	God	isn’t	interested	in	
playing	that	game.	He	wants	you	to	serve	Him	simply	because	He	is	God	and	you	are	not,	
not	because	he	met	some	whimsical	conditions	you	set	before	Him.		

D. God	shows	His	compassionate	side.		
The	second	interesting	dynamic	we	need	to	appreciate	here	is	that	God	reaches	out	to	
Jacob	and	makes	promises	to	Him	when	Jacob	is	a	stranger	to	God,	(just	like	he	did	to	
Abraham).	We	should	never	forget	what	a	picture	of	grace	and	mercy	this	is,	that	God	
extends	his	favor	to	us	in	our	spiritual	infancy.	When	God	is	often	seen	mostly	as	an	
austere	God	in	the	Old	Testament,	we	should	not	ignore	passages	such	as	this	that	
demonstrate	He	is	a	loving,	caring,	merciful	God	who	extends	grace	to	unworthy	people,	
and	offers	His	blessings	before	we	could	even	think	about	earning	them.		

II. Jacob	Meets	His	Match	
A. Wife	troubles	

Jacob arrives at a well frequented by the flocks of his uncle Laban and there he is 
immediately smitten with his cousin, Rachel. He introduces himself to her and she brings 
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him home to meet Laban. Laban has probably heard nothing from his sister Rebekah 
since she left and is thrilled to see him. Jacob immediately tells Laban he came seeking a 
wife and he wants permission to marry Rachel. Laban reasons it is better to marry within 
the family than some stranger, so he tells Jacob, work for me for seven years and she is 
yours. A bride could typically be purchased for 30-40 shekels, but Laban demands seven 
years of labor, estimated to be @ ten shekels per year wages. So, Jacob is paying a 
premium, but he wants Rachel.  
Ancient Near East marriages were quite different from today. There was no legal 
contract, no officiating minister. The contract was privately drawn up between families, 
often times when the boy and girl were still mere children. When it was time to celebrate 
the marriage, they had a feast, after which the couple was allowed to retire alone and 
consummate their marriage. It was not uncommon for the bride to continue to live with 
her family for months or longer, receiving her husband occasionally for conjugal visits. If 
the became pregnant, that was the signal it was time to move out and start their own 
home.  
Jacob agrees to work seven years for Rachel. At the end, they hold their festivities and 
Jacob and his new bride retire to their honeymoon lodge and consummate their marriage. 
In the morning, for the first time since their wedding feast, the bride removes her veil and 
reveals she is not Rachel, but older sister Leah. Jacob is stunned! Leah is not attractive 
to him. She is nice, but she is the undesirable ugly sister. He expected Rachel.  
Side note. Beauty is in the eyes of the beholder. We must not make the mistake of 
imposing our 21st century values on this story. Leah had “weak” eyes, a term than most 
likely meant “delicate.” She could have been quite attractive by our standards, but Rachel 
was a shepherdess. She may have been much stockier, much more of an outdoorsy 
type. One that could handle sheep and goats and wild animals. That appealed to Jacob. 
He wanted a woman who could wrestle an alligator. He didn’t want that soft delicate type 
like Leah. She was too feminine.  
Laban’s excuse for this bait and switch was, “we have this custom that the eldest 
daughter must be married first. If you want to work seven more years, you can have 
Rachel.” Jacob did. Jacob inherited two handmaids along with his two wives. This is 
where the dizzying competition begins.  
Leah immediately starts cranking out children - Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah - but 
Rachel is barren. Soon Rachel gets jealous and demands Jacob take her hand maid and 
have children by her. She Bilhah has Dan. Then Naphtali. Leah suddenly discovers she 
is no longer having children, but hates to concede the race to Rachel, so she demands 
Jacob take her hand maid and have more children. Zilpah has Gad, then Asher. Then 
this very interesting thing happens. Reuben is out playing in the field and returns home 
with some mandrake plants. These plants were believed to be fertility plants, curing 
barrenness. Rachel asks Leah to share her mandrakes. Both of them see this as prized 
stuff. Leah says, “It is not enough you steal my husband? Now you want to steal my 
mandrakes.” But Rachel checks her calendar and says, “This is supposed to be my night 
with Jacob, but I will trade this night to you in return for some of your mandrakes. Deal! 
Leah ends up pregnant again and bear Issachar. Then she bears Zebulun, and later a 
daughter named Dinah.  
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Finally, God opens Rachel’s womb and she bears Joseph. This is when Jacob asks 
Laban for permission to finally move out on his own; both wives have now borne children.  
  

B. In-law	troubles	
Next, the narrative of Jacob manipulating Laban’s flocks to his own profit. The narrative 
can be very confusing, both Jacob and Laban accusing each other of cheating. Jacob 
uses the technology of his day to selectively breed the animals so all spotted or speckled 
animals born from that day forward would be his. The use of branches was nothing more 
than superstitious practices of that culture and had no real scientific genetic value.  
Eventually, Jacob loads up his wives, children and livestock and sneaks off to return 
home. It takes Laban a week to chase him down and ask why he did such a sneaky 
thing, taking his daughters and grandchildren without being able to say goodbye. There is 
bad blood between them, Laban accusing Jacob of stealing from him, Jacob accusing 
Laban of having taken advantage of him for 20 years.  
There is a lot of busy details in these narrative from which we draw very little spiritual 
application. It all boils down to two simple points.  
First, you reap what you sow. What goes around comes around. Jacob spent twenty 
years being abused in the same way he had always abused others.  
Second, God took Jacob through that experience expecting to see some change in him. 
But the last thing Jacob did was dishonestly sneak out of town with his family and 
possessions. He was not a changed man at all. But God is not done. 
For us, the message is, God is looking for a change in us, a change for the good; a 
change from what we used to be to the kind of person God wants us to be.  
Change is a fundamental component of salvation. It is more than trusting God to forgive 
us and grant us eternal life. It is about letting God change us, transform us into the image 
of Christ. It is about transforming alcoholics and addicts, and cheats, and wife beaters 
and prostitutes and crude sinful people into new creatures in Christ. It is about the old life 
dying and the new man being raised up. It is about having a testimony of what we used to 
be like and how different we are today. It is about changed values, in which we no longer 
cherish the perishable things of this world, but we covet the intangible spiritual things of 
God. We hear a lot about the saving power of Christ, but we must never forget the 
important changing power of Christ. Paul said,  
Or do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: 
Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex with men a 10nor 
thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of 
God. 11And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. 1 Cor 6:9-11 
God is using struggles and circumstances in your life to facilitate change. Why not just 
give up and let Jesus take over?  
 


