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“THE UNEXPECTED PATRIARCH ” – A Study of the Life of Jacob 

“Encounter with God” (Genesis 28:1-22) 

The family had been totally divided by the deception perpetrated by all the members on each 
other. This led to the bitter consequence of Rebekah’s favourite son having to flee the animosity 
of his twin brother. Jacob retraced the journey of his mother who had previously come the five 
hundred mile journey from Haran to Canaan. So it was a natural thought for Rebekah to send 
her son to the home of her ancestors. She hoped that by sending him there that Esau’s anger 
would eventually dissipate. The “few days” (Genesis 27:44) became 20 long years. Rebekah 
skillfully uses Esau’s marriages, which she and Isaac disapproved of, to persuade her husband to 
send Jacob away.  
 On the way to Haran, Jacob may well have been converted. Before that he had religious 
knowledge but no personal relationship. Like many who grow up in a Christian home, he had 
head knowledge but not heart knowledge. In Genesis 27:20 he refers to “the Lord thy God” when 
speaking to his father. At the end of Genesis 28 he is speaking of “then shall the LORD be my 
God.” Bethel became the house of God to him.  
 
And Isaac  ca l l ed  Jacob ,  and b l e s s ed  h im,  and charged  h im,  and sa id  unto  h im,  Thou sha l t  no t  take  a  wi f e  o f  

the  daughter s  o f  Canaan.  Arise ,  go  to  Padanaram, to  the  house  o f  Bethue l  thy  mother ’ s  fa ther ;  and take thee  

a  wi f e  f rom thence  o f  the  daughers  o f  Laban thy  mother ’ s  bro ther .  And God Almighty  b l e s s  thee ,  and make 

thee  f ru i t fu l ,  and mul t ip ly  thee ,  that  thou mayes t  be  a  mul t i tude  o f  peop le ;  And g ive  thee  the  b l e s s ing  o f  

Abraham, to  thee ,  and to  thy  s e ed  wi th  thee ;  that  thou mayes t  inher i t  the  land where in  thou ar t  a  s t ranger ,  

whi ch God gave  unto  Abraham. (v1-4)  

 

The fact that Isaac was willing to charge Jacob not to marry one of the daughters of Canaan is 
evidence that he was wrong to attempt to bestow the birthright blessing on Esau. At least now 
Isaac is submitting to God’s sovereign will in bestowing the “blessing of Abraham” on him. This 
effectively was a recognition that Jacob would be the third patriarch. The father and son at least 
part on relatively good terms. 
 
And Isaac  s en t  away Jacob :  and he  went  to  Padanaram unto  Laban,  son o f  Bethue l  the  Syr ian ,  the  bro ther  o f  

Rebekah,  Jacob ' s  and Esau's  mother .  When Esau saw that  I saac  had b l e s s ed  Jacob ,  and sent  h im away to  

Padanaram, to  take h im a wi f e  f rom thence ;  and that  as  he  b l e s s ed  h im he  gave  h im a charge ,  say ing ,  Thou 

sha l t  no t  take a  wi f e  o f  the  daughers  o f  Canaan; And that  Jacob obeyed  h i s  fa ther  and h i s  mother ,  and was 

gone  to  Padanaram; And Esau se e ing  that  the  daughter s  o f  Canaan p l eased  not  I saac  h i s  fa ther ;  Then went  

Esau unto  Ishmae l ,  and took unto  the  wives  which  he  had Mahalath the  daughter  o f  I shmae l  Abraham's  son ,  

the  s i s t e r  o f  Nebajo th ,  to  be  h i s  wi f e .  (v5-9)  

 

Esau revealed more evidence of why he was unsuited to be a future patriarch. Instead of a 
complete repentance, he tried to amend one area of his life. He was already married to two 
Canaanite women for 37 years. But now we are told that he sought to please his father by 
marrying a non-Canaanite who was a descendant of Abraham through Ishmael. Rather than 
seeking God’s will and approval, Esau only wanted his earthly father’s approval. Probably he 
hoped that by this latest marriage he may get his father to reverse the birthright blessing. 
However, he only magnified his folly by adding a wife from a family God had rejected. It is also 
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interesting to note that although Rebekah also disapproved of Esau’s previous marriages that 
Esau is not bothered about pleasing her. Deffinbaugh notes, 
 

Marriage to a descendant of Ishmael failed to achieve Esau’s intended goal. Without 
realizing it, he typified in this act the very thing which God most condemned, fleshly 
striving. Just as Abraham acted on his own to achieve a son, so Esau acted in a fleshly 
way to win the approval of his father. How inappropriate this marriage was, and how 
ineffectual. 
 
It is not stated why Esau only then discerned that marrying a Canaanite displeased his 

father. However, the implication is that the passive Isaac had not instructed his sons up until this 
point of the sin and folly of marrying Canaanite wives. Isaac seems to have a very casual attitude 
to instructing his sons in the clear teachings of God’s word in this matter. There is no excuse for 
this indifference considering the great emphasis his father had placed on the matter. However, 
the passivity of teaching one’s children spiritual truths may sound uncomfortably familiar to 
many parents. You may find several places in this story where you can identify with Isaac. 
 

And Jacob went  out  f rom Beersheba ,  and went  toward Haran.  And he  l i gh ted  upon a c e r ta in  p lace ,  and 

tarr i ed  there  a l l  n ight ,  be cause  the  sun was s e t ;  and he  took o f  the  s tones  o f  that  p lace ,  and put  them for  h i s  

p i l lows ,  and lay  down in  that  p lace  to  s l e ep .  (v10-11) 

 
This was not how the fond farewells were meant to be for Jacob as he headed to Haran. Fleeing 
for his life, at odds with his twin brother, he left his devoted mother and a bitterly divided home 
behind. It is a pathetic picture of the consequences of bad choices. He got what he wanted but at 
a terrible cost. It was a far cry from the noble journey his grandfather’s servant took to find a 
bride for Isaac. 
 This incident probably took place on the second day of his journey. The location was 
clearly no luxury hotel for the son of a wealthy Easterner. The lonely and vulnerable Jacob slept 
in the open with just a few stones for his pillow. All his life he had hung around the home, but 
now he had no mother to take care of him. That night he was homeless, penniless, and lonely. 
Travelling alone in such an environment would have been dangerous for a man who was not an 
outdoor hunter by nature. There was no guarantee that he would reach Haran safely or even that 
his uncle Laban would welcome him. His heavy heart and guilty conscience, doubtless, reminded 
him that he had only himself to blame for his situation.  

In this confused and uncertain state, Jacob was in a desperate situation. His guile and 
trickery could not help him now. We can only but imagine the thoughts running through his 
mind as he lay down that night. His self-confidence was probably at an all-time low. Did he 
wonder where God was? Did he feel sorry for himself? Would Esau follow him and kill him? 
Did he fear that he would never see his family again? Although he was not seeking God, the 
Lord sought him out.  
 
And he  dreamed,  and beho ld  a  ladder  s e t  up on the  ear th ,  and the  top  o f  i t  r eached to  heaven :  and beho ld  the  

ange l s  o f  God asc ending  and des c end ing  on i t .  And,  beho ld ,  the  LORD stood above  i t ,  and sa id ,  I  am the  

LORD God o f  Abraham thy  fa ther ,  and the  God o f  I saac :  the  land whereon thou l i e s t ,  to  thee  wi l l  I  g iv e  i t ,  

and to  thy  s e ed ;  And thy  s e ed  sha l l  be  as  the  dus t  o f  the  ear th ,  and thou sha l t  spread abroad to  the  wes t ,  and 

to  the  eas t ,  and to  the  nor th ,  and to  the  south :  and in  thee  and in  thy  s e ed  sha l l  a l l  the  fami l i e s  o f  the  ear th  
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be b l e s s ed .  And,  beho ld ,  I  am wi th  thee ,  and wi l l  keep thee  in  a l l  p lace s  whi ther  thou goes t ,  and wi l l  br ing  

thee  aga in in to  th i s  land ;  fo r  I  wi l l  no t  l eave  thee ,  unt i l  I  have  done  that  whi ch I  have  spoken to  thee  o f .  

(v12-15) 

 
Despite his uncomfortable surroundings, Jacob drifted off into a sleep. As he slept, Jacob had 
one of the most famous dreams in biblical history. This would be a night he would never forget. 
Unknown and unseen, the Lord decided to intervene at just this moment in Jacob’s life. The 
Lord had never spoken directly to Jacob once that we read about. Now, at 77 years of age Jacob 
is going to hear from God. There is no indication that Jacob had ever shown any interest in 
hearing from God up to this point in his life. Jacob only lived for Jacob.  

In this strange dream, Jacob sees a ladder or a stairway, which went from earth to 
heaven. On this ladder were angels going up and down. Jacob seemed to get an insight here into 
the service work of the angels of God on earth, “Are they not all ministering spirits, sent forth to 
minister for them who shall be heirs of salvation?” (Heb. 1:14; cf. Psa. 91:11). These angels are divinely 
appointed servants who ensure the carrying out of God’s will and plans. Few people in the Bible 
saw angels yet Jacob was privileged to see a whole host. It was a wonderful picture of God’s 
provision and protection for His children. 

Then the Lord spoke to directly to him. Now we may have expected the Lord to rebuke 
the past failures of Jacob at this point. Instead, He restated the Abrahamic promises to Jacob, 
which demonstrates that he did not need to swindle them out of his brother’s hands. These 
uplifting prophetic promises must have strengthened the soul of the downcast Jacob. The Lord 
also promised to keep him safe and bring him back to Canaan in the future, “behold, I am with thee, 
and will keep thee in all places whither thou goest, and will bring thee again into this land; for I will not leave 
thee, until I have done that which I have spoken to thee of.” This is our promise also, “I will never leave thee, 
nor forsake thee” (Heb. 13:5). God is with us in our confusion, disappointments, and failures of 
life.  
 
And Jacob awaked out  o f  h i s  s l e ep ,  and he  sa id ,  Sure ly  the  LORD is  in  th i s  p lace ;  and I  knew i t  no t .  And 

he  was a fra id ,  and sa id ,  How dread fu l  i s  th i s  p la ce !  th i s  i s  none  o ther  but  the  house  o f  God,  and th i s  i s  the  

ga te  o f  heaven .  And Jacob rose  up ear ly  in  the  morning ,  and took the  s tone  that  he  had put  for  h i s  p i l l ows ,  

and se t  i t  up for  a  p i l lar ,  and poured o i l  upon the  top  o f  i t .  And he  ca l l ed  the  name o f  that  p lace  Bethe l :  but  

the  name o f  that  c i t y  was ca l l ed  Luz at  the  f i r s t .  (v16-19) 

 
Jacob acknowledged that this was no ordinary dream, “Surely the LORD is in this place; and I knew it 
not.” He discerned and acknowledged that Jehovah was omnipresent even when he was far from 
home. He also understood that the Lord was speaking to him personally. This brought a sense of 
awe “How dreadful is this place! this is none other but the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”  

Jacob seemed to have interpreted this dream as evidence that God had intervened into 
his life. He knew that he could not fool God the same way he had deceived his father and 
brother. Jacob also now knew that the Lord had not forgotten or rejected him as He promised, 
“behold, I am with thee.” He may have to leave Canaan but God will not leave him. In response to 
this blessing he set up a pillar from the stone he used as a pillow. The oil clearly signified that 
this was an act of consecration and worship.    
 
And Jacob vowed a vow,  say ing ,  I f  God wi l l  be  wi th  me ,  and wi l l  keep me in  th i s  way that  I  go ,  and wi l l  g iv e  

me bread to  ea t ,  and ra iment  to  put  on ,  So that  I  come aga in to  my fa ther ’ s  house  in  peace ;  then sha l l  the  
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LORD be my God:  And th i s  s tone ,  whi ch  I  have  s e t  fo r  a  p i l lar ,  sha l l  be  God’s  house :  and o f  a l l  that  thou 

sha l t  g iv e  me I  wi l l  sure ly  g iv e  the  t en th unto  thee .  (v20-22) 

 

There is great debate among the various commentators as to Jacob’s vow. Some think he was 
acting in faith whereas others believe he is simply bargaining with God. What may be really 
happening is that we are seeing a spiritually immature Jacob emerging. It may not be a perfect 
response, but it is at least a response to the grace of God. However, there are a number of flaws 
in his vow.  

The first one is that there is no great evidence of great repentance in Jacob’s response for 
his sins. Another flaw is Jacob’s conditional obedience, “If God will be with me, and will keep me in 
this way that I go, and will give me bread to eat, and raiment to put on, So that I come again to my father’s house 
in peace; then shall the LORD be my God.” It is as if Jacob is willing to trust God if everything is 
going his way. Jacob is not willing to accept God’s promises unconditionally and trust in God’s 
faithful character.   

At least Jacob is willing to honour God’s goodness to him by paying his tithes, “and of all 
that thou shalt give me I will surely give the tenth unto thee.” That is more than some believers are willing 
to do! In his response he also acknowledges that God is a good God who can help him. He 
implies that he needs God’s help as he cannot do this alone. Despite living twenty years in 
Haran, Jacob would never forget this dream. Later in life, Jacob sought the Lord’s protection 
based on the promise of God in the vision at Bethel, 

 
Deliver me, I pray thee, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau: for I fear 
him, lest he will come and smite me, and the mother with the children. And thou saidst, I 
will surely do thee good, and make thy seed as the sand of the sea, which cannot be 
numbered for multitude. (Gen. 32:11-12). 
 
There are things that give us warning but also things that give us hope in the life of 

Jacob. The amazing thing with God here is His longsuffering and grace. Jacob was an 
undeserving object of His lovingkindness. Yet, the somewhat self-centred and immature 
response does not provoke the Lord to give up on this weak vessel. Instead the Lord begins the 
process of moulding this man to eventually become the great Patriarch. Steve Cole observes, 

 
The significant thing is, God didn’t rebuke Jacob: “You’ve got to be kidding! If you can’t 
accept My word, the deal is off.” Instead, God let it go and graciously kept working with 
Jacob. It would take 20 hard years with Laban, a night of wrestling with the angel of 
God, and a traumatic encounter with Esau, to knock a lot of rough edges off Jacob, but 
God kept at it. Though it was an inadequate response, God took it and began to shape 
Jacob into the kind of man he needed to be. 

 
Providence has removed Jacob from the home environment where he is under the 

overbearing influence of his resourceful and crafty mother. But Jacob was far from the finished 
article. He still thought he had the right to lay down his rights with God. Jacob was not quite 
ready to walk completely by faith. Much purging by the Master would be needed until he became 
a very fruitful believer. This purging will begin in the next incident by the Lord allowing Jacob to 
begin to reap what he had sown in the form of his even more cunning uncle Laban. Jacob will 
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get a nasty dose of his own medicine. He has to suffer the consequences of his impatience and 
imprudence in trying to shortcut the will of God by his own wisdom.  

The next few years of Jacob’s life would not be easy. But God was with him through it 
all. The Lord had promised to take care of him and the Lord would not let him down, “The 
LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge” (Psa. 46:7). He would discover that those 
years of difficulty and discouragement are part of God’s preparation for greater things to come. 
There are few things in life we can truly rely on. But we can always trust in the faithfulness of a 
loving and caring God. 
 

Begone,  unbel i e f ;  
my Saviour i s  near ,  

and for  my re l i e f  
wi l l  sure ly  appear ;  

by prayer l e t  me wrest l e ,  
and He wi l l  per form; 

with Chris t  in the vesse l ,  
I  smile  at  the s torm. 

 
Though dark be my way,  

s ince  He is  my guide ,  
' t i s  mine to obey ,  

' t i s  His to provide ;  
though c i s t erns be broken 

and creatures al l  fa i l ,  
the word He has spoken 

shal l  sure ly  prevai l .  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 
1. What evidence is there that Jacob was converted at Bethel? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Are there mature and immature believers? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. What was God doing in Jacob’s life in this incident?   

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 


