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Genesis 28 and 29 
September 26, 2001 

 
1) Genesis 27:41-28:9 – A Later Insertion 

 
a) Compared to the passages before and after the language and style of writing 

changes dramatically in these verses. The word for God is different and key 
phrases used in these sentences are different. More importantly the tone of 
the passage is dramatically different in describing the attitude of Isaac. 
These verses clean up the character of Isaac, from a senile man who was 
easily fooled, to a concerned father guiding his son in finding a wife. Von 
Rad writes, “A later period was unable to view the ancient ancestors with so 
merciless a realism and pictured the relations as much more harmonious.” 
This passage is the result of a later writer, the priestly or P author, who is 
concerned about issues of intermarriage. The passage reflects a later time in 
Jewish history when the issue of racial intermarriage became crucial.  
 

b) Isaac sends Jacob to his Aramaean kinfolk, specifically the daughters of 
Laban who would be Jacob’s 1st cousins. Isaac also gives a blessing to Jacob 
in verses 3 and 4. He asked that God give Jacob the blessings of Abraham 
including the possession of land. In fact, these are the last words we have of 
Isaac. Esau observes the blessing that Isaac offered so he seeks to please his 
parents by marrying a third wife who is more closely related. 
 

2) A Comment on Patriarchal Marriages  
 
a) The Economist of September 11 in an article entitled “Why nations that fail 

women fail,” commented on the plight of Afghan women after the American 
withdrawal and concluded, “Societies that oppress women are far more 
likely to be violent and unstable.” The article went on to list several reasons 
for this: 1) A preference for sons results in girls being selectively aborted or 
fatally neglected. 2) Polygamy creates a surplus of single young men since 
multiple wives for men at the top mean bachelorhood for those at the 
bottom. 3) A bride price where the groom’s family pays a hefty sum to the 
bride’s family gives fathers an incentive to make their daughters marry 
early; this is common in half of the world’s countries. 4) Child brides are 
more likely to drop out of school, less able to stand up to abusive husbands, 
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and less likely to raise healthy, well-educated children. 5) Unequal property 
rights discriminate against women while legal indulgence of violence against 
women institutionalizes patriarchal control. 
 

b) In contemporary times we see how patriarchal attitudes toward women have 
led to skewed sex ratios, which means that millions of young men are 
doomed to remain frustrated and single. This results in an entire male 
population more likely to commit violent crimes and join rebellious groups 
who promise them “wives” as the spoils of war. The article concludes by 
saying, “policymakers who fail to consider the interests of half the 
population cannot hope to understand the world.” 
 

c) My point in including this information is to say the practices described in 
these 2 chapters are not just descriptive of a distant culture practicing ancient 
customs. These traditions have had catastrophic consequences for women 
historically and in our current world as well. We cannot turn a blind eye to 
this. Patriarchal practices have too high a price for us to ignore them. 
 

3) Genesis 28:10-22 – Jacob’s Ladder at Bethel 
 
a) Though Jacob is on the run fearing his brother’s murderous revenge, in these 

verses Jacob is reinvented as the dignified founder of God’s elect people. 
The scared and deceitful younger brother receives at Bethel the wonderful 
promise that God will be with him throughout his life. Up to this point Jacob 
has been a rather unattractive personality, but now for the 1st time Jacob 
acknowledges a personal relationship with God. Sibley Towner writes that 
Jacob is a fugitive because of “his hairy-handed dirty tricks,” which were 
“shoddy in the extreme.” Towner states, “It is as though until this moment 
he has not known about God or encountered God.… We have no evidence 
that he has any training in the faith at all.” That changes at Bethel. 
 

b) Following his father’s instructions and his mother’s wishes Jacob journeys 
to Haran. Verse 11 tells us that he comes to “a certain place.” The phrase 
seems to refer to a spot that was filled with significance. It was apparently a 
well-known destination that had been used as a place of worship by others. 
Many patriarchal stories occur at ancient Canaanite sanctuaries. In following 
years all of Israel will come to recognize that Jacob was their father and that 
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he found his calling in a dream at Bethel. Jacob proclaims in verse 16, 
“Surely the Lord is in this place – and I did not know it.” 
 

c) Jacob took one of the stones from that “certain place” and used it as a 
pillow. It was a common practice in the ancient Near East to induce a 
religious dream by sleeping at a sanctuary and that is what happens at 
Bethel. Jacob finds there a place where heaven and earth meet and where 
God is encountered. Verse 12 describes the visual content of Jacob’s dream. 
Instead of a ladder, according to Von Rad, the term is better understood as a 
ramp or stair with its base on earth and its top in heaven. There are angels 
ascending and descending the ramp. In verse 13 the Lord appears 
introducing himself to Jacob by saying, “I am the Lord, the God of Abraham 
your father and the God of Isaac.” Then for the 7th time in Genesis the 
blessing of Abraham is given, this time for Jacob: I will give you and your 
descendants the land where you now sleep, and your offspring will be 
numerous and widespread blessing all the peoples of the earth. The Lord 
completes his blessing of Jacob by announcing, “Know that I am with you 
and will keep you wherever you go… I will not leave you until I have done 
what I have promised you.” Jacob awakes from his dream and proclaims in 
verse 17, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of 
God, and this is the gate of heaven.” 
 

d) Walter Brueggemann makes the important point that what is most incredible 
in this story is not the ramp to heaven and the divine appearance. Rather he 
says, “It is the wonder, mystery, and shock that this God should be present in 
such a decisive way to this exiled one.… The miracle is the way this 
sovereign God binds himself to this treacherous fugitive.” 
 

e) In verses 18-22 Jacob memorializes this place, anoints it with oil, and 
renames the place Bethel, meaning the house of God. Then Jacob makes a 
vow saying, “If God will be with me… then the Lord shall be my God.” 
More than that, Jacob promises to give 1/10 of all he possesses to the Lord. 
 

4) Genesis 29:1-14 – Jacob Meets Rachel 
 
a) Jacob’s journey led him to the land of his mother’s family, a flat and arid 

region. He comes to a well surrounded by flocks of sheep. There would’ve 
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been troughs radiating from the wellhead, which would have been covered 
by a large stone. The stone was so large it took several men to move it. 
 

b) In verses 4-8 Jacob meets and greets shepherds at the well and discovers 
they are from Haran. So, he asked them if they know his uncle Laban. They 
reply that they not only know him, but they also point to his daughter, 
Rachel, who is approaching with the flock of sheep she tends for her father. 
Jacob seems anxious for the other shepherds to leave as he tells them, 
“Water the sheep and go.” I am assuming that Jacob would rather meet 
Rachel without a large audience. The shepherds reply that it is necessary for 
them to wait until all the sheep and shepherds are gathered so they will have 
enough men to easily move the stone capping the wellhead. 
 

c) Verses 9-14 describe the scene when Jacob 1st meets Rachel. As a show of 
strength that would impress the shepherds and more importantly impress 
Rachel, Jacob is able by himself to wrestle the stone away that was capping 
the well. Then he draws enough water to fill the trough for Rachel’s sheep. 
Having shown off as much as he could, Jacob now approaches Rachel and 
kisses her with tears of joy running down his face. He seems to know that he 
has found his wife Rachel and she is a beautiful woman. He proceeds to 
introduce himself as her aunt Rebecca’s son. Rachel also recognizes how 
important this meeting is and she responds by running to share the news with 
her father. 
 

d) Laban seems overjoyed with the news of his nephew’s visit, and he runs to 
greet Jacob with a warm embrace and kiss. While being ushered into the 
house Jacob shares with Laban the purpose of his visit. Laban responds by 
proclaiming, “Surely you are bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh!” These 
are the same words that were said by Adam upon meeting his wife in 
Genesis 2:23. 
 

5) Genesis 29:15-20 – Jacob Serves 7 Years for Rachel 
 
a) A month has now elapsed, and we learn that Rachel has an older sister 

named Leah. That raises the question of the sister’s suitability for marriage 
since the older daughter would be expected to be the 1st to marry. The NRSV 
describes Leah’s eyes in verse 17 as “lovely.” That is a defective translation 
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that hides the defective condition of the eyes. There is something 
unspecified wrong with them. In contrast, her sister Rachel is described as 
“graceful and beautiful.” That Hebrew phrase could also be translated as 
“shapely and beautiful.” Sibley Towner comments, “It seems that Jacob or 
the narrator was struck with Leah’s eyes but took in all of Rachel.” 
 

b) By way of a bride price Jacob offers to work as Laban’s indentured servant 
for 7 years. That is a very generous payment which may speak more of 
Rachel’s beauty than of Jacob’s bargaining wisdom. 
 

6) Genesis 29:21-30 – Jacob Marries Leah and Rachel 
 
a) The story now skips 7 years, and we find ourselves at the wedding feast 

which would have included a great deal of drinking. Laban pulls a switch on 
poor Jacob and substitutes his older daughter Leah. I certainly would have 
known if Wendy’s sister had accompanied me on our honeymoon. However, 
it’s possible to understand what happened if we picture the wedding feast as 
a drunken party, realize that Near Eastern women would have been heavily 
veiled, and if the consummation took place in complete darkness. The 
wedding night chamber would be in a room adjacent to the party while the 
festivities continue.  Regardless, Jacob wakes up the next morning to find he 
is married Rachel’s sister. 
 

b) Jacob brings his complaint to Laban who immediately responds in verse 26, 
“This is not done in our country – giving the younger before the firstborn. 
Instead, Laban proposes a twofer. For another 7 years Jacob will receive 
Rachel as well. The result is that Jacob works as an indentured servant to 
Laban for 14 years, and the result is not only 2 wives but their 2 servants as 
well. All 4 of these women will be a part of Jacob’s polygamist family and 
each will bear him sons. 
 

7) Genesis 29:31-35 – The 4 Sons of Leah 
 
a)  The Lord has pity on childless Leah and makes it possible for her to 

conceive and bear 4 sons. The ancient Hebrews understood every child as a 
divine blessing so was not so much of a stretch to interpret Leah’s 
motherhood as a result of divine intervention. 
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b) Leah’s 1st son is named Ruben and the 2nd is named Simeon. The tribes 

founded by these 2 sons of Jacob have no lasting importance following the 
conquest stories in Joshua. On the other hand, Levi is the father of the 
Jewish priestly families while Judah is the ancestor of the kings of Israel. 
Von Rad sees in this an important theological lesson: “God’s work descends 
deeply into the lowest worldliness.” 

 
Questions for Reflection 
 
1.The patriarchal practices described in chapters 28 and 29, such as polygamy, 
male ownership of females, and bride price, have left a lasting stain on human 
culture. Are these patriarchal traditions sanctioned by God? Does the Bible 
sanction these practices? How do you view patriarchal marriage practices as seen 
in the life of Jacob and his 4 sexual partners? 
 
2.The appearance of God to Jacob at Bethel is an oft told story. How surprising is 
God’s blessing of Jacob? Can you think of other examples of God’s identification 
with persons we would regard as less desirable? To you, how important is this 
theological truth – God chooses the lowly and rejected? 
 
3.How do you think Rachel and Leah felt as their father determined their future life 
for them? Jacob’s mother Rebecca was far more forceful in her marriage to Isaac. 
Should Rachel and Leah have been more forceful? Could they have been? 
 
4.Do you believe the marriage night story of Jacob and Leah? Can you imagine a 
bridegroom being so deceived? How is that possible? 
 
5. Jacob’s ladder or ramp is grounded on the earth but reaches to heaven. At Bethel 
heaven and earth come together. Which end of the ladder is the most real and 
substantial to you? Do you view heaven as something that is mysterious, dubious, 
and vague? For you, which reality has permanence? 
 
 
 


