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Genesis 30 and 31 
October 10, 2021 

 
1) Genesis 30:1-13 – Jacob’s Children from 3 Wives 

 
a) An argument occurs when Rachel blames Jacob for her failure to become 

pregnant. Jacob responds by angrily insisting that it is God who has 
“withheld from you the fruit of the womb.” For the J authors of these verses 
according to Sibley Towner, “procreation falls under the heading of 
Providence.” That would be in keeping with the norms of patriarchal Jewish 
life. 
 

b) Rachel’s plan to deal with her barrenness is to have her servant Bilhah serve 
as a surrogate wife as Hagar was to Sarah. However, unlike Sarah, Rachel 
claims the child as her own based on that strange phrase “that she may bear 
upon my knees.” The terminology could be a euphemism for sexual organs 
or could be based on words meaning to bless someone. Elsewhere in the Old 
Testament that same phrase is used in both ways. Bilhah gives birth to two 
sons claimed by Rachel as her children. They are given the names of Dan, 
meaning judged and Naphtali meaning wrestled. 
 

c) Leah, incorrectly believing that she was beyond the childbearing age, also 
gave her servant, Zilpah, to Jacob to serve as another surrogate mother. 
Zilpah becomes the mother of Gad, meaning fortune, and Asher, meaning 
happy. Thus, the birthing stories continue as wives and surrogates proceed to 
produce children for Jacob. The authors seem intent on providing a name 
derivation for each male child, but not for Dinah. 
 

2) Genesis 30:14-24 – The Birth of More Sons and a Daughter 
 
a) The birthing process continues as if Rachel and Leah are having a contest. 

Finally, twelve sons are born to Jacob as well as one daughter, Dinah. The 
sons become the namesakes for the twelve tribes of Israel. Rachel remains 
childless so she turns to the use of mandrakes, a popular aphrodisiac, to help 
her conceive. The two sisters strike a deal. Leah will give up her mandrakes 
for a night with Jacob, who goes along with the agreement without raising 
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any question. That act results in the birth of Issachar. Then another son, 
Zebulun is born followed by the birth of a daughter, Dinah. 
 

b) We are told in verse 22 that “God remembered Rachel… And opened her 
womb.” After ten sons and one daughter are born to Jacob, Rachel finally 
produces a son, Joseph. In verse 23 she attributes her motherhood, not to 
Jacob or the mandrakes, but to God. Walter Brueggemann comments on the 
importance of divine remembering: “The stress of the entire narrative of 
29:31-30:24 is a movement from barrenness to conception and birth. That 
movement is accomplished by no human action. It comes by the faithful, 
inexplicable remembering and hearing of Yahweh.… God’s remembering is 
the only source of hope.” Joseph’s name is derived from the word for “add,” 
referring to the additional son born to an already large family as well as 
Rachel’s hope that another son will be added later. Once Joseph is born the 
narrative of the birth stories ends abruptly.  
 

3) Genesis 30:25- 43 – Jacob Seeks to Return Home 
 
a) The rivalry between Jacob and Laban continues as Jacob announces in verse 

25 his intentions to return to his home in Canaan. The story is self-
explanatory with a theme of deceit and mistrust apparent in the actions of 
Jacob, Laban, as well as Rachel. The story begins with Jacob’s request that 
he be given his wives and children so he may return to his homeland. 
Regardless of the marriages, the father still had in this patriarchal culture 
control of his descendants’ lives, particularly if they sought to leave. 
 

b) In verse 27 Laban announces that he has found through divination “that the 
Lord has blessed me because of you.” This is the first time that divination is 
mentioned in the Bible, and it is a practice that the law of Deuteronomy 
18:9-14 strictly forbids. Regardless of how Laban came to understand this, 
Jacob agrees in verse 30 that “the Lord has blessed you wherever I turned.” 
Remember that one theme of the patriarchal stories is to demonstrate how 
the blessing to Abraham is spread through his descendants to all the peoples 
on earth. Here is one clear example of that truth. 
 

c) Laban asks Jacob to name his price for his 20 years of service. Jacob 
responds by requesting to take all the livestock that is not solidly black or 
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white but spotted or speckled. Laban agrees but then he secretly removes all 
the spotted animals and puts them in the care of his sons. Jacob discovered 
what Laban had done and he responds with a plan of his own. He outsmarted 
Laban by basing his actions on the primitive belief that the color of an 
offspring will mirror whatever the mother was looking at while mating. 
Jacob places multicolored sticks in front of the finest ewes in Laban’s flocks. 
Then through selective breeding Jacob created a master race of goats and 
sheep. Once again it is by trickery that Jacob tries to assure his future. 
Through his deceit he creates an entire herd of extremely healthy 
multicolored animals. Once again God’s chosen people are led by persons 
who are dramatically flawed and ethically challenged. 
 

d) Walter Brueggemann focuses on a “Pattern of Inversion” that is seen in 
chapters 29-31 which speak of both a large and smaller inversion. “The 
larger one shows the transformation of Jacob, the empty-handed fugitive, 
into a man of means and well-being. The more intense one shows the barren 
Rachel made the mother of the precious, awaited son.” This inversion can be 
seen clearly in verses 42-43 where Jacob’s grand success comes not from his 
own initiative but from the watchfulness of God. This same formula of 
inversion is seen, Brueggemann goes on to argue, in the rise of David, the 
life of Jesus, and the ministry of the early church. What seems small and 
insignificant becomes magnificent in the hands of God.  
 

4) Genesis 31:1-21 – Jacob Flees with Family and Animals 
 
a) In chapter 31 the narrative about Jacob’s separation from Laban is composed 

of contributions from two different writers and they do not always agree. An 
earlier text authored by the J writers was much briefer. According to Von 
Rad the greater share of the passage belongs to the E writer who is at pains 
“to exonerate Jacob’s acts and to justify his activity regarding Laban. 

 
b) Verses 1-3 tell of Jacob’s motivation for leaving the home of Laban. The 

sons of Laban have reported to him that Jacob bred a powerful herd of 
animals from the stock of Laban. Jacob recognized that he was falling out of 
disfavor with his in-laws. But the authors of this passage couch the decision 
to go back to Canaan in the language of divine command: “the Lord said to 
Jacob, ‘return to the land of your ancestors and to your kindred, and I will be 
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with you.’” Jacob may be the trickster, but the trip back to the land of 
Canaan is decreed by God. Walter Brueggemann comments that the call of 
God to Jacob in verse 3 is like that given to Abraham in Genesis 12:1, which 
also calls for an abrupt departure. The promise of God’s presence with Jacob 
is mentioned three times in this passage in verses 5,7 and 9. 
 

c) Jacob was not sure whether Leah and Rachel would follow him to his 
homeland. They were his wives, but they did not cease to belong to Laban’s 
larger family. To leave their father’s family would have been unusual. At 
that time when the husband moved it was not necessarily binding on his 
wives. So, Jacob calls for Rachel and Leah to meet him in the fields and he 
tells them that it is time for him to go home because Laban holds him in 
disfavor and God has commanded it. He tells his wives that their father 
cheated him and unfairly changed his wages, a charge we have not 
previously heard. Jacob simply lies in verse 9 when he claims he developed 
his great heard of animals due to divine intervention. He even tells the story 
of a dream where an angel reveals that his success with his multicolored 
flock of animals was related to the vow he took at Bethel. 
 

d) In verses 14-16 for the first time the two women express anger toward their 
father saying he has never given us anything, he treated us as foreigners, he 
sold us and then kept the bride price for himself. The bridal gifts should have 
been saved by the father and presented to his daughters as an endowment to 
be used later in their lives. In other words, Jacob has convinced them that 
their father is a cruel thief. Now they are eager to leave as well. 
 

e) In verses 17-21 Jacob begins his journey home fleeing across the Euphrates 
to the West with all his property and family. The time for Jacob’s escape, 
according to verse 19, is the time for the shearing of sheep when Laban’s 
family would have been terribly busy with their own flocks. In all the 
busyness of the move, Rachel stole her father’s household idols, small 
figurines made of silver or gold. Perhaps she felt their worth was equal to 
her missing endowment or perhaps she still worships them. Interestingly, it 
is the disappearance of those metallic idols that angers Laban more than 
anything else. 
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5) Genesis 30:22-42-Laban Pursues Jacob 
 
a) After 3 days Laban is told that Jacob and his family have fled. As a result, 

Laban sets out with his kinfolk and within 7 days they overtake Jacob in 
Gilead. Sibley Towner comments, “They must have had express camels and 
donkeys, for they covered over 300 miles as the crow flies, or about 43 miles 
per day.” As Laban has set out with his posse, God appears to him in a 
dream warning him to go easy on Jacob. 
 

b) Regardless of the divine warning Laban confronts Jacob with angry words: 
“What have you done? You have deceived me and carried away my 
daughters like captives of the sword. Why did you flee secretly and deceive 
me and not tell me?” Laban claims in verse 27 that all he wanted was to 
have a grand sendoff with songs, instruments, and kisses all around. He goes 
on to claim in verse 29 that he would have caused a great deal of harm, but 
your God warned me not to do so. In verse 30 Laban exclaims what is really 
bothering him – you stole my precious household idols. Jacob knew nothing 
of Rachel’s thievery and blurts out that he will kill anybody who did such a 
thing. Laban searches high and low but cannot locate his precious handheld 
gods. All the while Rachel is sitting on them on the saddle atop her camel. 
She will not get up for her father because she is menstruating. Laban comes 
up empty, and luckily for Rachel her thievery is not discovered. Von Rad 
comments on the buffoonery of Laban as he searches for his lost idols 
writing, “The narrator cannot have intended it to be heard without provoking 
laughter. Israel expressed herself frequently of idols and their images.” 
 

c) Jacob now presents a truly angry speech in verses 36-42. For what reason do 
you have for being angry with me he exclaims. For 20 years I served you as 
I cared for your flocks. No shepherd could have done a better job. If some 
evil befell your herds as I was caring for them, I paid the cost myself. If you 
never noticed during my 20 years of service when you cheated me on 
numerous occasions, my God “saw my affliction the labor of my hands and 
rebuked you last night.” The title for Jacob’s God has become more 
elaborate in verse 42: “the God of my father, the God of Abraham and the 
Fear of Isaac.” That last phrase may be better translated as “the Protection of 
Isaac.” 
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6) Genesis 30:43-55 – A Covenant Made between Laban and Jacob 

 
a) Laban pronounces his claims according to custom that his daughters, their 

families, their flocks, “and all that you see is mine.” But instead of pressing 
his claims in verse 44 Laban proposes to make a covenant with Jacob. To 
commemorate the covenant a memorial stone is set up. Around the pillar 
stones are gathered into a mound. The place is called in both Jacob’s 
Hebrew and Laban’s Aramaic “The Heap of Witness.” 
 

b) Verse 49 is referred to as the Mizpah Benediction: “The Lord watch between 
you and me, when we are absent one from the other.” Verse 50 concludes 
the benediction and helps us to understand these words are not just kind 
words of parting but a clear warning – don’t ill-treat my daughters and don’t 
take wives in addition to my daughters. God is a witness to this covenant. 
 

c) Laban states clearly that neither he nor his family will pass by this heap of 
stones to cause harm for Jacob. Laban implores Jacob that the marker will 
also be a boundary for him, that he will not pass by this pillar for the purpose 
of harming Laban. 
 

d) In verse 53 the words are brought to a close by saying, “May the God of 
Abraham and the God of Nahor” – the God of their father – “judge between 
us.” Jacob then offered a sacrifice and invited all of those gathered to a feast. 
The following morning the story concludes as Laban kissed and blessed his 
daughters and grandchildren. Saying his goodbyes Laban returned home. 

  
  
 
Questions for Reflection 
 

1. Jacob becomes the father of many children born to four different women. 
Those children give their names to the tribes of Israel. Does it bother you 
that Jacob’s harem is responsible for the historic names given to the different 
clans of Israel? Is there is a theological lesson in this process? 
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2. In Genesis 30:27 Laban uses divination to receive a divine truth. Does this 
mean the practice of divination can be useful at times? 
 

3. Walter Brueggemann speaks of the important biblical theme of a “Pattern of 
Inversion.” Do you agree with him that this is a crucial pattern throughout 
Scripture? What important theological lesson do you see in this? Do you 
agree with Brueggemann that it is “the occupation of God to care for the 
lowly, unloved, 2nd born, and barren ones?” 
 

4. In chapter 31 it seems evident that multiple writers and editors produced the 
final text and that they provide different interpretation of Jacob’s story. How 
do you view this idea of multiple authors to the book of Genesis? 
 

5. In convincing his wives to travel with him as he returned to his homeland, 
Jacob may not have been truthful and forthright in his arguments. Do you 
agree that Jacob lied to his wives, and do you think that it was justified? The 
wives became angry with their father. Do you think that anger was justified? 


