
  

Rachel & Leah – Sisters and wives of Jacob 
 
The story of Jacob the son of Isaac and Rebekah is recorded in Genesis. Isaac sends his son 
Jacob to his uncle Laban to find an acceptable wife. Jacob meets Rachel and asks Laban for 
her hand in marriage. Laban insists that Jacob work for him for 7 years before the marriage 
can take place. When the time comes Laban wants his daughter Leah to be married first, so 
he disguises her on the wedding night and she becomes Jacob’s wife. When Jacob realizes 
this he goes to Laban again for Rachel. Laban says yes, but after 7 years of labor. Now 
having multiple wives was common in that time, but this situation sets up what becomes a 
bitter co-wives-and-sisters rivalry. Jacob prefers Rachel, but God helps the “soft-eyed” Leah 
to bear children. Rachel is unable to bear an heir and is so upset that she offers her maid to 
Jacob and 2 additional sons are born. After many years Rachel finally gives birth to a son 
who is named Joseph and a daughter Dinah. Now Jacob has 11 heirs and a daughter and he 
decides that he wants to take his family and return to his people in Canaan. On their return 
trip Rachel becomes pregnant once again, but unfortunately due to a hard labor she dies 
while giving birth to Benjamin. So now Jacob, also known as Israel, is the Patriarch of the 
12 tribes of Israel. 
 
Scripture gives a great many references to these 12 tribes birthed by the sisters Rachel and 
Leah and their 2 maids. The 12 tribes are referred to in the New Testament in Matthew 19:28 
and Luke 22:30, Jesus anticipates that in the Kingdom of God his disciples will “sit on 12 
thrones, judging the 12 tribes of Israel. More recently scholars have concluded that there 
were never a fixed number of tribes, but that the number 12 should be regarded as part of the 
Israelite national founding myth. The number 12 was an ideal number and their origins and 
their relationship to the land within the context of folk tales passed down. Whatever the case, 
the story of Jacob and his wives tells us of God’s people listed in the genealogy of Jesus in 
Luke 3:23-38. 
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