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WEEK 3, DAY 1            GENESIS 23, 24 
 

Today you read Genesis 23 and 24. While at first glance these chapters may not seem as exciting as some of 

the others you have read (especially chapter 22, one of the great chapters of the Bible), they have an 

importance of their own and particular reasons for retaining our interest. 

 

The great Protestant reformer John Calvin wrote a commentary on Genesis. As Calvin works through 

Genesis 23, he expresses a certain amount of surprise at the fact that Moses devotes only two sentences to 

Sarah’s death, giving us no details at all. Moses doesn’t even bother to sum up her life or offer an epitaph. 

Then he spends a whole chapter explaining how Abraham bargained for and acquired a piece of ground 

with a cave on it in which to bury Sarah. It is strange to see such emphasis placed on this incident. I think, 

however, that there are at least two reasons for including this story in the biblical account. First, this is 

probably the first (and the only!) plot of ground in the Promised Land that Abraham actually ever came to 

own. God said, “Abraham, I’m going to give it all to you and to your posterity,” but Abraham himself never 

formally owned anything more than this field with a cave in it. But he still believed! 

 

Well over 60 years have passed since God made that amazing promise to Abraham. To be sure, God has 

blessed him exceedingly and Isaac, a miracle child, has been born. But the two key elements of the 

promise—the land and the nations that are to come from him—where are they? After 60 years, Abraham 

doesn’t own one square foot of the Promised Land and Isaac isn’t even married yet. Now Abraham finally 

gets to own a piece of ground, and it’s a cemetery plot that he paid an outrageous price to possess! Abraham 

and Sarah’s epitaph, found in Hebrews 11:13, is very appropriate: “All these people were still living by faith 

when they died. They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a 

distance. And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth.” In the acquisition of a burial 

plot—the first and only piece of ground he would ever own in the land of promise—Abraham proves that he 

is focused not upon an earthly inheritance but upon a heavenly one. 

 

Jesus says, “Store up for yourselves treasures in heaven” (Matthew 6:20). Abraham, even though he was 

wealthy, worked very hard at doing just that. 

 

The second reason for including a blow-by-blow account of a real estate transaction may well be to serve as 

a strong confirmation to skeptical 21st-century people of the historical accuracy and reliability of the 

Scriptures. Do you remember that, in Week 1, I mentioned the so-called documentary hypothesis, according 

to which people who did not believe that Moses could have been the author of Genesis attributed the book 

instead to at least four separate authors—J, E, D, and P? One of the key tenets of that view was that most of 

the accounts recorded in the book of Beginnings are mythical fables, great stories with a moral twist, like 

Aesop’s Fables, made up by the Hebrew writers to theorize about the origins of the world and of their 

nations. Abraham, they said, was a made-up figure and the stories of his life were sheer fabrications and 

fiction. 

 

One of the supposed proofs of this theory, right up through the first two decades of the 20th century, was the 

fact that the Genesis account talks about a Hittite nation that no other extant histories ever mentioned. The 

Bible treats this Hittite nation as an important people group in the ancient world. The Genesis authors, 

according to the theory, invented the Hittites or, at the very least, greatly exaggerated the importance of a 

small tribe. Well, that theory, quite literally, went up in a cloud of dust in the second quarter of the 20th 

century, when archaeologists began digging in Turkey. They unearthed the capital city of a very powerful 

civilization, the Hittite empire. The city of Hattusa (the Hittite capital) contained a huge library of cuneiform 

tablets which, when they were finally deciphered, told the story of a great empire that rivaled that of Egypt 
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in the 18
th
 century BC. Further work in Turkey and ancient Egypt turned up, in each location, a copy of a 

mutual non-aggression pact signed by the Pharaoh of Egypt, at one of Egypt’s strongest periods, and the 

leader of the Hittites, because each nation was too powerful for the other to defeat! 

 

Moreover, these two chapters are laced with local color, accurately reflecting customs that could only have 

been known to those who really lived in the time and place in which the story is set. Take, for example, the 

curious exchange between Abraham and the Hittite Ephron. With polite flattery Abraham says, “I want to 

buy your cave.” The response comes back, “No, for such a mighty prince, we'll just give you the cave.” All 

that, we now know, was standard procedure for entering into negotiations. Abraham says, “I’d like to buy 

Ephron’s cave,” and Ephron responds, “Abraham, you can have it—it’s yours. Not just the cave but also the 

whole field as well.” Generous, right? Not quite. You see, Hittite law said that if you bought a man’s 

property you also got his feudal responsibilities; that is, you got the taxes and the legal obligations to the 

overlord. But if you bought only part of the property, the owner retained those responsibilities. The burdens 

became yours only if you bought all the property. No wonder Ephron wanted Abraham to take the whole 

property.  

 

And what about 400 shekels as the value of the land? It’s a little hard to be absolutely certain of monetary 

values in patriarchal times, but it appears from other land prices mentioned in Scripture as if Abraham got 

taken for a very long ride on the price. Ephron got rich on this deal. But when you are wealthy and you need 

a place to bury your wife, you don’t haggle about the price. Abraham simply paid it “in the presence of all 

the Hittites who had come to the gate of the city” (Genesis 23:18), just as we now know that Hittite custom 

required. 

 

By the way, even though the actual sites of most biblical events are now somewhat dubious (the stable of 

Bethlehem, for example, and the hill of Calvary—we can only guess as to their locations), the site of 

Machpelah was never lost. You can still go there today.  

 

If you’d like to do some more research on the light that archaeology has shed on the Genesis account, many 

excellent books are available. You could start with The New Bible Dictionary’s article on archeology, 

paying special attention to the section on cuneiform inscriptions, particularly those located at Nuzi.  

 

Genesis 24 tells the story of how Isaac got his wife. There are a few things about this chapter that I want to 

point out to you. 

 

The servant whom Abraham sent back to the city of Nahor in Aram Naharaim is unnamed in the account, 

but almost certainly he was Eliezer of Damascus. The description of him in verse 2 makes that fairly certain. 

This was the same Eliezer whom Abraham had once tried to make his heir. Every time I read this chapter, I 

am impressed with the characteristics of the faithful steward who had charge of everything that Abraham 

owned. Since I, too, am a steward—as according to Jesus, all of us are—it is worth looking at this man as a 

model for us. He is a man of piety and faith; he trusts God completely and looks to him for guidance and 

direction (verse 12). He worships God in the middle of the task (verse 26) and gives thanks to God at the 

successful conclusion of the mission (verse 52). He is eminently dependable; Abraham trusts him with 

everything he owns. Because of this trust, Abraham sends him on this most important mission to find the 

woman through whom the promised seed of Isaac will be born. He is absolutely devoted to his master, as 

you can see in the prayer of verse 12, “O Lord, God of my master Abraham, give me success today, and 

show kindness to my master Abraham” (Genesis 24:12), and again in his conversation with Laban. This 

servant is also obsessed with a sense of urgency about the importance of his mission—he won’t eat until he 

has delivered his message and he doesn’t want to lose even a day in returning to Abraham to report his final 

success. As a servant of God, I want to be like Eliezer of Damascus. 
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This chapter also highlights a crucial principle that is just as imperative for us as it was for Isaac. Abraham 

is adamant that his son must marry only within the people of God. Even Abraham’s relatives, the relations 

of Nahor, were not entirely free from idolatry, but these people at least worshipped the Lord, and they were 

the only ones in that day who did. This theme of marrying only within the people of God is woven 

throughout the entire fabric of God's Word. For example: 

 

 In Deuteronomy 7:3–4, it is made a matter of law: “Do not intermarry with them,” Moses tells his 

people, “for they will turn your sons away from following me to serve other gods.”   

 

 In 1 Kings 11:4, it is the voice of experience: “As Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart 

after other gods, and his heart was not fully devoted to the Lord his God, as the heart of David his 

father had been.” 

 

 In Ezra 9:2–4, it is the voice of contrition: “They have taken some of their daughters as wives for 

themselves and their sons, and have mingled the holy race with the people around them. … When I 

heard this [said Ezra], I tore my tunic and cloak … and I sat there appalled.” 

 

 In 1 Corinthians 7:39, Paul explicitly commands Christians to marry only other Christians. 

 

For the seed of Abraham, everything depended on this command being kept; it is no less important for the 

children of the covenant today. 

 

WEEK 3, DAY 2            GENESIS 25, 26 
 

Today you read Genesis 25 and 26 and became acquainted with an irascible set of twins named Jacob and 

Esau and with their father and mother, Isaac and Rebekah. 

 

Before we focus our attention on their story, however, we need to note the end of Abraham’s life, recorded 

in Chapter 25. Toward the end of his life, whether before or after the death of Sarah—we are not quite 

certain—Abraham took another wife, Keturah. 1 Chronicles 1:32 names her as a concubine and, in that 

same passage, her sons are listed separately from Isaac and Ishmael. Genesis 25:5 says that before 

Abraham’s death, he gave gifts to the sons of his concubines. Presumably that means Ishmael and the sons 

of Keturah. It is possible, however, that there were other concubines as well, of which the Scripture does not 

inform us. Although God's intention for humanity is clearly monogamy (marriage between one man and one 

woman only), polygamy (the practice of taking multiple wives) was practiced even by godly men in the 

patriarchal period. The first polygamous marriage recorded in Genesis was that of Lamech, the seventh from 

Adam in the line of Cain. Lamech’s arrogance and haughtiness before the Lord are recorded in his boast in 

Genesis 4:23: “I have killed a man for wounding me, a young man for injuring me. If Cain is avenged seven 

times, then Lamech seventy-seven times.” (Interestingly, the seventh from Adam in the godly line of Seth 

was Enoch, the man who walked with God.) Anyway, a polygamous marriage will very soon play a key role 

in the redemption history of the book of Genesis. 

 

Abraham’s obituary notice is worth citing as we pass through this chapter. We are told that he was old and 

full of years and that he was gathered to his people. The clear teaching that men and women live on after 

physical death is implied all through the book of Genesis, and in the light of the clearer teaching of later 

revelation, we can look back and see it here. Certainly God’s people from the earliest days have known that 

after death, we live again. 
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When we studied Genesis 2, I told you about a literary device that Moses uses all through the Pentateuch 

(the first five books of the Bible). If Moses wants to get on with the main part of the story he is telling, but 

he knows that there some loose ends need to be gathered with respect to people other than the major actors, 

he quickly summarizes all their stories and then doubles back to pick up the main thread of the account. 

Thus, Moses briefly summarizes the creation of the world and then comes back to the story of Adam and 

Eve in the Garden of Eden. He does the same thing here in Genesis 25 by telling us the rest of Ishmael's 

story very quickly before going on with the account of Abraham’s other son, Isaac. Did you notice that 

Ishmael had twelve sons, each of whom became a tribal ruler? In addition to the twelve tribes of Israel, there 

were also twelve tribes of Ishmael! Moses notes, “And they lived in hostility toward all their brothers” 

(Genesis 25:18). 

 

The tension and hostility that we regularly see in the Middle East is not new. In fact, it goes all the way back 

to Ishmael and Abraham’s attempt to help God keep his promise. 

 

When Isaac and Rebekah were married, Isaac was 40 years old. Twenty years later, Rebekah, who had been 

barren, was finally pregnant. The pregnancy, Moses notes, was God’s response to Isaac’s prayers. All 

through Scripture, God often prefaces an exceptional work of redemption by providing a supernatural 

pregnancy for a barren woman. Isaac, Isaac’s sons, Joseph, Samson, Samuel, and John the Baptist are all 

examples of this pattern. The unique thing here about Rebekah is that she is about to have twins. Probably 

any woman who carried twins has felt during her pregnancy as if she had two nations in her womb, but 

Rebekah really did. From the outset, God told Rebekah that her younger son, Jacob, would be the one upon 

whom the blessing of the Lord would stand, even though normally the oldest child would inherit his father’s 

blessing and estate. 

 

Here comes the million-dollar question. Why did God choose Jacob over Esau? You may not like the 

Bible’s answer to that question, but there is an answer in Romans 9:10ff. “Before the twins were born or 

had done anything good or bad,” Paul writes, “in order that God's purpose in election might stand: not by 

works but by him who calls—she [Rebekah] was told, ‘The older will serve the younger’ ” (Romans 9:11–

12). The theological term for the doctrine being taught here is unconditional election. This term means that 

God just chooses to set his love upon people and calls them to salvation just because he wants to, not 

because of anything in them. 

 

This is exactly what we saw with Abraham and with Noah before that. God set his love on Jacob so that he 

could display his power, mercy, and love, and so that he could raise up a people for his name. It wasn’t 

because Jacob was such a good fellow—in fact, Jacob was a rascal. His very name meant “tripper-upper” or 

“supplanter.” The little glimpse in chapter 25 of how Jacob got Esau to give up his birthright shows us what 

kind of man Jacob was. And it was a very long time before God changed his character enough to give him a 

new name. (By the way, when this incident occurred, Jacob and Esau were not foolish teenagers; they were 

fully grown men.) 

 

Esau was not a promising character either. He is the prototype of the people whom Paul describes in the 

New Testament as those whose “god is their stomach” (Philippians 3:19). He traded his birthright for a bowl 

of stew—because he was hungry! 

 

In another Old Testament passage (Isaiah 41:14), Jacob is called a “worm” (not a very complimentary term 

either), but, even so, God chose him. Do you remember the story of the blind man whom Jesus healed in 

John 9? The disciples asked in that instance, “Who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 

Jesus’ answer was very instructive: “Neither … but this happened so that the work of God might be 
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displayed in his life” (John 9:2–3). A very similar question could be asked (and indeed is asked in Romans 

9) concerning Jacob. “God, did you choose him because he was good, or because his parents were good, or 

because he was going to be good?” The answer is, “None of those things. I chose a worm so that I could 

show my love, power, and mercy in turning him into Israel, the prince of God.”  

 

You know where all of this must inevitably lead—back again to asking why God chose you and me. And 

you know the answer is the same as the one we gave before: “not because of righteous things we had done” 

(Titus 3:4–7) or righteous things that we would do, but simply because God wanted to display his love, 

mercy, and power—and to take some worms and make them into princes. As Charles Wesley wrote: 

“Amazing love! how can it be that thou my God shouldst die for me?” 

 

I have one last observation to make. Isaac, in Genesis 26, goes to dwell for a while in Gerar, where 

Abimelech is king. Is this the same king Abraham had dealings with, or is it his son? We don’t know. But 

can you believe what Isaac does? He says, “I'm afraid. Rebekah, you're so beautiful; they might kill me just 

to get you! Rebekah, tell them you're my sister! After all, we actually are related. We are cousins; it’s not a 

complete lie!” Where do you think Isaac learned that one? You got it—from Abraham, his father, who had 

pulled the same stunt twice, including once in Gerar with a king named Abimelech! Exodus 20:5 says that 

God punishes “the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.” Do you know why? 

It’s because children learn to respond in situations exactly as their parents teach them. If you want a 

sobering thought to carry for the rest of the day, here it is—your kids will learn whatever you model for 

them. Isaac did! 

 

WEEK 3, DAY 3            GENESIS 27, 28 
 

This morning you read Genesis 27 and 28 and became more intimately acquainted with the family of Isaac 

than you would care to be. A wonderful thought comes to me as I look at this family torn apart by 

adversarial relationships, greed, and deceit: if God can take a mess like this, if he can transform and work 

with a man like Jacob, then there is every reason in the world to be optimistic about what he may be able to 

do with us!  

 

The first thing we cannot fail to note about this amazing family is that we are hard pressed to find anyone 

who acts righteously. I don't know how it is in your family, but often enough, when things go wrong, our 

first instinct is to assign blame—it was Roger’s fault or Shirley is to blame, or if the kids had just used their 

heads, none of this would have happened! Anyone trying to assess blame in this story is going to get a 

headache because they are all to blame—every last one. Let’s look at our cast of characters. 

 

Isaac and Rebekah come first; they played favorites with their twin boys. Isaac loved Esau more because 

this son was a man’s man, a hunter, an outdoorsman, and he could provide Isaac with the kind of food that 

he liked to eat. Maybe, too, there was the feeling somewhere deep in Isaac’s heart that, in selecting the 

younger (by only a few minutes) twin, God had somehow been unfair to Esau, the older son, who now has 

become the underdog. Isaac wanted Esau to inherit the blessing and was determined to find a way to give it 

to him. Rebekah loved Jacob more, and you can be sure that for all their lives, in subtle ways, the parents 

were constantly playing one twin off against another. That is a sure formula for a family disaster, and this 

family got one! Rebekah also comes off rather poorly as the chief instigator of intrigue and manipulation 

here. If Jacob is a schemer and a deceiver, it’s not too tough to figure out where he learned his ways—from 

his mother! Rebekah knows the promise of God, but, not content to wait on God to accomplish his will, she 

schemes and perpetrates deception on old Isaac, who is himself consciously trying to thwart the revealed 

will of God.  
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When it’s time to get Jacob out of harm’s way and Isaac’s blessing is needed, Rebekah schemes again. She 

knows that Isaac will agree to send Jacob back to the household of Laban to find a wife. Isaac knows the 

importance of not intermarrying with the Canaanite women, and Esau has already done that—twice. So 

Rebekah uses a proper action (the finding of a non-heathen wife for Jacob) driven by a hidden agenda 

(getting Jacob out of harm’s way), and she works her will on Isaac. Next, there’s Jacob. If your brother said 

he was starving, would you feed him only if he signed his inheritance away? Jacob is a scoundrel. I don’t 

like him at all. His only scruple with regard to the perpetration of the theft of the blessing is, “But Mom, 

what happens if the old man catches on?” This is Jacob, the father of the faithful? 

 

Then there is Esau. As far as we can tell from the biblical account, Esau has no concern for spiritual issues. 

He doesn’t care much about his birthright; he sells it for a bowl of stew. The idea of marrying only among 

those who share the worldview and value system of his fathers is just as easily discarded as a piece of 

clothing. He marries not one but two Hittite women. Having sold his birthright foolishly (but definitively), 

he still tries to hang on to it. His word is not worth keeping either, especially if it is to his disadvantage. 

Even Esau’s repentance is very shallow. He is not sorry for his sins; he is sorry about the consequences of 

his sins. That is not biblical repentance. You may wish to do the study suggested in Digging Deeper on 

biblical repentance by comparing the sorrow of several different repenting characters in Scripture. You will 

find it very instructive. 

 

What a crew of people we have in this family! There are two bottom-line lessons in this family mess. First, 

Isaac and Esau learned that you cannot thwart the will of God. They tried, but God had spoken. The older 

would serve the younger, and Isaac or Esau could do nothing to overthrow the plan of God. (Neither can 

we.) “In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps” (Proverbs 16:9). 

 

The second lesson to learn from this family mess is the one that Rebekah and Jacob learned: the end does 

not justify the means. God had already decreed that the blessing would belong to Jacob. But, unwilling to 

trust God to bring his promise to pass, Rebekah and Jacob were willing to scheme, lie, and manipulate 

anyone and everyone to achieve their goal. Because they would not trust God but relied instead on their own 

cunning, Jacob paid the price of a long and painful exile. If God has promised us anything, then he will 

bring it to pass; we can trust him for that. But we must never use unrighteous methods to acquire spiritual 

blessings. That always ends in disaster. 

 

I want you to notice also the irrevocable nature of the blessing. Once Isaac had spoken the blessing, it could 

not be retracted or changed, even when he realized that he had been fooled. Isaac recognized that it was 

truly God’s purpose to bless Jacob and that nothing he could do would ever change that. But there is more to 

it than that. Words in the Hebrew culture were much more important and dynamic than in our modern 

Western world. God spoke the world into being, and the Hebrews recognized that our words too have 

powerful, irrevocable impact. Think very carefully about your words, because, once spoken, they can never 

be retrieved or simply cancelled. 

 

Jacob’s experience at Bethel is the first turning point of his life. He has not yet decided that the God of 

Abraham is his God; the vow he makes at Bethel is proof of that. But he is now moving toward the faith of 

his fathers. 

 

Even though Jacob has a long way to go, God’s grace meets him where he is and the covenant promise is 

extended now to him. Under the circumstances, that must have been immensely significant to Jacob. It was 

proof to him that, in spite of his sinful behavior and his duplicity, God had not changed his mind or purpose. 

Isn’t it great to know that, even when you sin, God doesn’t change his mind about you?  
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The dream at Bethel is a significant event not only for Jacob himself, but also for all of revelation history. 

This is the first time that Jacob has received direct communication from God, and he now learns in a 

personal way that the God of heaven actually speaks to his people. God wants to communicate his presence, 

his love, and his plan to people. 

 

In Old Testament times, communication took many different forms: a voice, a dream (as here), an angelic 

appearance, or even a theophany (like the one Abraham experienced by the Oaks of Mamre, when God 

came to announce the birth of Isaac and to warn Abraham as to what he was about to do with Sodom and 

Gomorrah). God can still use any or all of these revelatory forms today. But even when they were the 

primary means of revelation, they were not common experiences. Our quest for messages and 

communication from God needs to be firmly rooted in our study of God’s Word, to which we can turn at 

any time for strength, guidance, and direction—something that the Old Testament saints would have 

considered an inestimable privilege. 

 

Jesus reflects upon Jacob’s experience at Bethel in John 1:51, when he tells Nathaniel that he and the other 

disciples will see “heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” 

While he may have been pointing ahead to the transfiguration experience, as some commentators suggests, 

Jesus was primarily trying to say that between him and the Father in heaven, there was be free, open, and 

constant communication! 

 

God’s last word to Jacob at Bethel is an oft-repeated promise throughout Scripture: “I am with you and will 

watch over you wherever you go. … I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you” 

(Genesis 28:15). Jacob needed to know that the Lord was God even outside the Promised Land. He needed 

to learn about the omnipresence of God—that God is present everywhere, no matter where we are. He 

needed to learn that God always keeps his word. We need to learn that too. 

 

WEEK 3, DAY 4                      GENESIS 29, 30 
 

Today you read Genesis chapters 29 and 30. You are now 60 percent of the way through the book of 

Beginnings. Remember, the book is divided into two major sections: Chapters 1–11, dominated by four 

events (Creation, Fall, Flood, Babel), and chapters 12–50, which concentrate on four people (Abraham, 

Isaac, Jacob and Joseph). 

 

Today we add the following to our cast of characters: Leah and Rachel, their maidservants Zilpah and 

Bilhah, and twelve of Jacob’s children—Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Issachar, 

Zebulon, Dinah, and Joseph. Each child's name reflects the volatility of that strange household, in which 

competition for Jacob’s attention and affection produced so much strife and anguish that the story of 

Joseph's brothers selling him into slavery (to which we will soon come) seems somehow an almost 

predictable outcome. In fact, Jacob’s marriages to Rachel and Leah were such a domestic disaster that later, 

in the Law of Moses (Leviticus 18:18), people were prohibited from ever again marrying two sisters in each 

other’s lifetime. 

 

God’s great wisdom in ordaining monogamous relationships as the revealed pattern for human families is 

very obvious in this account. In North American culture, of course, the law does not tolerate polygamous 

marriages, but some of the same confusion and pain are reflected in many of the broken and blended 

families that are so prevalent in our own society. God’s forgiveness and grace are available to anyone, no 

matter how confused their family relationships are, but—mark it well—God’s moral laws are not arbitrary. 



 8 

If you ignore them, you always do so to your own great peril. 

 

How ironic it is that Jacob the schemer and deceiver, is forced to leave his home and family because of the 

harsh results of his deceptions and is led by God directly to the household of Laban, another schemer and 

deceiver. In his uncle Laban, Jacob has met his match. 

 

Jacob falls madly in love with Rachel, Laban’s younger daughter, in the first really great love story of the 

Bible. He offers a bargain that he is certain his uncle will not turn down: he will work seven years for free in 

exchange for Rachel’s hand in marriage. So much in love is he that the seven years fly by and “seemed like 

only a few days to him” (Genesis 29:20). The wedding is held but when all the bridal veils have been 

removed, Jacob is married to weak-eyed Leah, not Rachel. Whether Leah squinted all the time because of 

bad eyesight or was generally delicate in her constitution, as some have suggested, we do not know, but 

apparently Rachel was more beautiful. How a man could be so duped as to go through a whole wedding and 

not know until the next morning that he had the wrong bride, I do not know. But when morning came, there 

was Leah! Jacob the con man had been out-conned by Laban, and seven more years of labor were the price 

of the bride for whom he had already labored seven years. Laban’s “generous” concession of allowing Jacob 

to buy now and pay later is the only consolation he gets. 

 

Laban’s ability to maneuver and manipulate seems almost endless as he and Jacob negotiate and posture 

over wages and flocks. Since most sheep and goats are solid-colored and only a relatively low percentage 

are spotted, Jacob asks for the privilege of having the spotted ones as his wages. Laban immediately agrees 

and promptly removes all the potential breeding stock from the herd. 

 

Jacob counters with a strategy of his own: the poplar, almond, and plane tree branches in the watering 

troughs. One commentary that I consulted said that this is a well-known breeding procedure among tribal 

herdsmen and stock breeders. I’m not prepared to comment on that idea, but I do know that the reason 

Laban gave for wanting Jacob to stay after he has paid the price of his two brides is a much better 

explanation for what was really going on here. Laban told Jacob to stay because “the Lord has blessed me 

because of you” (Genesis 30:27). Jacob’s flocks grew, not so much because he was a shrewd breeder, but 

because God was blessing him. But Jacob doesn’t really understand even yet that God’s blessing, as 

opposed to his scheming, was the real key to getting ahead. So Laban and Jacob scheme and plot, adjust and 

maneuver, and if we were to use the words of the Psalmist, we might well say that “the One enthroned in 

heaven laughs; the Lord scoffs at them” (Psalm 2:4). “Jacob, you just don’t get it. And for as long as it takes 

for you to learn that scheming and manipulating are not the way to the promise, I’m going to leave you with 

the likes of Laban in the land of Paddan Aram.” 

 

We need to think about this. You and I are a lot more like Jacob than we would like to admit. We want all 

the blessings that God has promised (and even beyond that, we’d like to order a few more that he hasn’t 

promised us). Like Jacob, we’d like those blessings right now if possible, and we can think of four or five 

ways to help God along by arranging this or maneuvering that. Abraham had to learn that God didn’t need 

his help in fulfilling the promise. He also had to learn that God didn’t work on Abraham's timetable. 

Similarly, Jacob needed to learn that God never endorses unrighteous methods to achieve his good goals. Be 

forewarned: God has a habit of teaching us hard lessons by using other people who are much like ourselves 

as his instruments of discipline. And if we run away from the lessons God wants us to learn, we generally 

run right smack into the arms of the very same kinds of people in another place and another situation. And it 

will keep on happening until we learn whatever God is trying to teach us. 

 

One well-known Bible teacher has said that all of us are, like jewels, diamonds in the rough. Jacob certainly 

was rough. God is the gem master who alone has the skill to cut the rough diamond and make it into a 



 9 

polished gem. Other people are the tools, the hammers and chisels that he uses to produce the necessary 

cuts. But what if we resist his work in our lives? What if we break the hammers and chisels when he starts 

to use them on us? God doesn’t give up on us; he just goes out and gets a bigger hammer and a sharper 

chisel. He keeps on doing that until we finally learn what he is trying to teach us. Laban was one of God’s 

chisels in Jacob’s life. 

 

Jacob should have learned to trust God as a child in a household of faith, but he didn’t. Now he is well into 

middle age and still he hasn’t gotten it, but God hasn’t given up on Jacob and he’s not about to.  

 

That brings me to the last point I’d like to leave with you. Over and over again, Scripture refers to God as 

“the God of Jacob.” In fact, that’s one of the Old Testament’s favorite names for God. Sometimes he is 

called “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” but at other times just “the God of Jacob.” (Mark this name 

down in your list, even though we haven’t actually seen it yet.) Now, I understand Scripture speaking of 

“the God of Abraham.” Abraham was the friend of God, and for all his lapses, Abraham was a stellar 

character. I can understand God being called “the God of David,” since, although David made some big 

mistakes, his heart was truly after God. I understand God being called “the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”; 

that certainly seems appropriate to me. But “the God of Jacob”? Why would God want to call himself that? 

Think about it. 

 

WEEK 3, DAY 5             GENESIS 31, 32 
 

Today you read Genesis 31 and 32. As we meet Jacob at the conclusion of his time with Laban, there are a 

couple of important things for us to notice. First, it is evident that Jacob has learned some of what God has 

been trying to teach him. He is now able to clearly recognize the providence of God in his life, that is, the 

hand of God directing his life, protecting him, and caring for his interests. Laban’s attitude toward Jacob, 

though, is hardening, because he can’t seem to get the better of him no matter what he does, and Jacob says 

to his wives, “It's because the God of my fathers” (Jacob still can’t say “my God”) “has been with me. God 

hasn’t let Laban cheat me.” Jacob no longer credits his superior breeding and animal husbandry skills; he 

just says, “God has taken away your father's livestock and has given them to me!” God did it! Jacob still 

isn’t ready to completely trust God; when he leaves, he sneaks away because he’s afraid. God is still “my 

father's God” to Jacob—but he is ready to take the next step toward God. Jacob has learned that all that he 

has achieved thus far is because God has been gracious, not because he has been smart. He’s ready now for 

the next step.  

 

God’s infinite patience with us is so astounding. If you plateau in your Christian growth and stay at the same 

level for 20 years, God doesn’t go away. He’s always there. He keeps working—bringing in bigger hammers 

and chisels. But when you learn what’s needed at that level, he’ll show you the next step. So after a couple 

of decades at level 1, Jacob has learned some things, and God speaks to him again: “Go back to the land of 

your fathers and to your relatives, and I will be with you.” 

 

Even though going home means meeting Esau, Jacob is ready to obey. He’s still Jacob, the deceiver, so he 

doesn’t tell Laban he’s going; he deceives Laban and flees, running away with all that he has. 

 

Rachel stole her father’s household “gods.” The word used in the Hebrew text here is teraphim. They were 

apparently some kind of household idols. The term appears also in several other Old Testament passages 

(Judges 17, 18; 1 Samuel 15; 2 Kings 23; Ezekiel 21; Hosea 3; and Zechariah 3 and 10). The references in 

Ezekiel and Zechariah suggest that teraphim were used in connection with fortune telling. That may explain 

Laban’s remark in Genesis 30:27, when he told Jacob that he had learned through “divination” that the Lord 
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had blessed him because of Jacob. The passage in 1 Samuel 19 suggests that these teraphim were used to 

create false illusions. Some scholars think that they were idols portraying human forms; others suggest that 

they were some sort of mask. In any case, they were small and easily hidden. This passage shows that 

Rachel and the relatives of Abraham still living in Paddan Aram were not very strong in their worship of the 

Lord and had definite leanings toward idolatry. Through Rachel’s deception (she, too, was a master at it, 

and why wouldn’t she be with a father like Laban and a husband like Jacob?) the stolen gods are not 

discovered and travel all the way back to Canaan with Jacob’s family.  More on that later. 

 

Throughout the whole account of Jacob’s life, even during the long period of time when he was paying only 

vague attention to the Lord, God was clearly protecting Jacob. Now that he is acknowledging the Lord 

openly, though haltingly, it is still the same. God, keeping his promise to protect Jacob, appears to be 

pursuing Laban and warns him not to harm Jacob in any way. Jacob had an angry man behind him (Laban) 

and an angry man in front of him (Esau) and no real way to defend himself and his family, but he was in the 

safest place possible simply because he was in the center of God’s will. 

 

The author of Psalm 20, a song that Israel sang when they sent the king and his troops into battle, 

understood these truths very well. (You may want to take a moment to read this battle song now.) “Some 

trust in chariots,” he says, “and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord our God” (Psalm 20:7). 

And, very significantly, that song sends the king into battle with this prayer: “May the name of the God of 

Jacob protect you” (Psalm 20:1). 

 

Now I think we can understand the strange and wonderful experience that Jacob had on the eve of his long-

dreaded meeting with Esau. Esau, alerted to Jacob’s imminent appearing, was riding out to meet him with 

400 men. That was probably not a good sign. That fact alone would have filled Jacob with fear. Still not 

willing or able to trust God alone, Jacob had devised a careful plan for meeting Esau and bribing him by the 

present of a huge number of flocks and herds so that he would treat Jacob with gentleness. Jacob sent an 

enormous gift of cattle and livestock ahead of him. He divided his household into two groups for additional 

safety and, just to be sure, he prayed and asked God for protection. Late that night alone by the brook 

Jabbok, Jacob met an angel who wrestled with him in an apparent attempt to prevent him from crossing 

back into the land of promise. 

 

We are not told when Jacob realizes the nature of his adversary, but at some point in the night, he begins to 

see that his struggle is spiritual rather than physical. Then, a strange role reversal takes place. At the 

beginning of the struggle, Jacob is struggling to get free, believing that the mysterious opponent was 

keeping him from entering the Promised Land. But by the end of the night, the angel is trying to disengage 

from Jacob. Jacob is hanging on tenaciously, not willing, in spite of an injury, to let go until he secures from 

the angel the divine blessing. It was here, before the “face of God” (that’s what Peniel, the name Jacob gave 

to that place, means), that Jacob finally learned that he could not possess the promises of God until he 

stopped trusting his own schemes and wit and learned to rest entirely on the Lord. On that night the God of 

Abraham became the God of Jacob. That night Jacob the deceiver became Israel, the prince of God. 

Scripture tells us that Jacob spent the rest of his life walking with a limp, marked by his encounter with God 

and unable, because of that limp, to ever forget it. Perhaps it was very much the same kind of affliction that 

God gave the apostle Paul, saying that he would not remove that affliction because he wanted Paul to 

remember the great lesson, “My power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). For whatever 

reason, Jacob walked for the rest of his life with a limp that reminded him of the night when he met God at 

Peniel.  

 

Please remember, as you face your battles, that the big question is this: Who do you trust—horses, chariots, 

or the Lord? “May the name of the God of Jacob protect you!” (Psalm 20:1). 


