
 

STUDY ON THE LIFE OF ABRAHAM 
 
 
 

“The Unexpected Patriarch” 
 
 

Genesis 30:1-43 
 
 
 

STUDY (7)  

 

 
 
 

Rev (Dr) Paul Ferguson 
 

Calvary Tengah Bible Presbyterian Church 
Shalom Chapel, 345 Old Choa Chu Kang Road, 

Singapore 698923 
 
 

www.calvarytengah.com 
www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 

  30 June 2013 



 

  2 

 “Battle of the Brides” (Genesis 30:1-43) 

The twenty years of Jacob’s life in Haran are far from happy ones. His family bears out the 
consequences of his polygamy with perpetual division and rivalry. His home has no real spiritual 
leadership and the wives fill the vacuum with their own wisdom. It may seem like choices have 
no consequence but this story is full of examples of reaping what a person has sown. Just ask 
Jacob, Leah, Rachel and Laban! 

The Lord is watching and dealing with these divisions by opening the womb of Leah and 
closing the womb of Rachel. This does not bring peace or happiness to the divided home. Each 
sister is jealous of the gifts God has given to the other. Leah will learn that love cannot be 
manufactured through childbearing. She will have seven children but will miss out on what she 
craves the most – Jacob’s love. Despite all of this tension and strife, the Lord will bless Jacob 
with twelve sons and at least one daughter. These chapters in Genesis are not just entertaining 
stories, but are rich with diverse applications for our lives today.  
 
And when Rache l  saw that  she  bare  Jacob no ch i ldren ,  Rache l  env i ed  her  s i s t e r ;  and sa id  unto  Jacob ,  Give  me 

ch i ldren ,  or  e l s e  I  d i e .  And Jacob ' s  anger  was kindled  aga ins t  Rache l :  and he  sa id ,  Am I in  God's  s t ead ,  

who hath wi thhe ld  f rom thee  the  f ru i t  o f  the  womb?  And she  sa id ,  Beho ld  my maid Bi lhah,  go  in  unto  her ;  

and she  sha l l  bear  upon my knees ,  that  I  may a l so  have  ch i ldren by  her .  And she  gave  h im Bi lhah her  

handmaid to  wi f e :  and Jacob went  in  unto  her .  And Bi lhah conce iv ed ,  and bare  Jacob a  son .  And Rache l  

sa id ,  God hath judged  me,  and hath a l so  heard my vo i c e ,  and hath g iv en  me a  son :  there for e  ca l l ed  she  h i s  

name Dan.  And Bi lhah Rache l ' s  maid conce iv ed  aga in ,  and bare  Jacob a  s e cond son . And Rache l  sa id ,  With 

grea t  wres t l ings  have  I  wres t l ed  wi th  my s i s t e r ,  and I  have  preva i l ed :  and she  ca l l ed  h i s  name Naphta l i .  (v1 -

8)  

 
The world may have admired her beauty and popularity but deep down Rachel’s heart ached. In 
spite of Jacob’s great love for her, Rachel is desperate for a child. This envious desire became so 
strong that she cried, “Give me children, or else I die.” Sadly she does not turn to the Lord but to her 
husband for help. She blames him for her barrenness rather than examining her own life before 
God. The irony is that both women want what the other has. Rachel has Jacob yet she wants a 
son whereas Leah has the son but she wants Jacob.  

Although Jacob reminds her that conception is under God’s sovereign control, he makes 
no attempt to pray with her and for her for divine intervention. He should have remembered 
that it was his father’s prayer concerning his mother’s barrenness, which led to his own birth 
(Genesis 25:21). There is no compassion for her from the man who professed to love her. He 
seems to just hit back in anger at this challenge to his virility by directing her to effectively blame 
God. Neither Jacob nor Rachel are good role models here.  

His passivity leads him to accept her plan of conceiving through Bilhah. Like his 
grandfather before him, Jacob blindly follows his wife’s instruction. Her demand stemmed from 
her own pride and jealousy rather than the glory of God. Likely Jacob does this to keep the peace 
in the home, as he already has four sons from Leah. Jacob should have warned Rachel of the 
dangers of Abraham’s action and encouraged her to wait on God’s timing. The rest of the 
chapter demonstrates that God would send her a Joseph in His time. Her plan succeeds in so far 
as producing a child. This is a classic example of “the end justifying the means.”  

Although Rachel invokes God’s name in the birth of Dan, her real heart is revealed in 
her naming of Naphtali. These sons are just tools in her “cold war” against her sibling in their 
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rivalry for Jacob’s affections. Barnhouse notes, ‘“Can a woman get so low that she will hit her 
sister over the head with a baby? Rachel did.” We must see the parallel here in both Jacob and 
also Laban’s family from many years before. In Jacob’s home in Canaan the twin brothers rivaled 
one another for the affection of their parents, Isaac and Rebekah. The parents also utilised their 
children as tools to manipulate and get an advantage for their own selfish cause. In Laban’s 
home in Haran the father of the home used his two daughters as instruments of self-
advancement.  
 
When Leah saw that  she  had l e f t  bear ing ,  she  took Zi lpah her  maid ,  and gave  her  Jacob to  wi f e .  And Zi lpah 

Leah's  maid bare  Jacob a  son .  And Leah sa id ,  A troop cometh :  and she  ca l l ed  h i s  name Gad. And Zi lpah 

Leah's  maid bare  Jacob a  s e cond son .  And Leah sa id ,  Happy am I ,  fo r  the  daughter s  wi l l  ca l l  me b l e s s ed :  

and she  ca l l ed  h i s  name Asher .  And Reuben went  in  the  days  o f  wheat  harves t ,  and found mandrakes  in  the  

f i e ld ,  and brought  them unto  h i s  mother  Leah.  Then Rache l  sa id  to  Leah,  Give  me,  I  pray  thee ,  o f  thy  son 's  

mandrakes .  And she  sa id  unto  her ,  I s  i t  a  smal l  mat t e r  that  thou has t  taken my husband? and wouldes t  thou 

take away my son 's  mandrakes  a l so?  And Rache l  sa id ,  There for e  he  sha l l  l i e  w i th  thee  to  n ight  fo r  thy  son 's  

mandrakes .  And Jacob came out  o f  the  f i e ld  in  the  even ing ,  and Leah went  out  to  mee t  h im,  and sa id ,  Thou 

must  come in  unto  me;  fo r  sure ly  I  have  h i r ed  thee  wi th  my son 's  mandrakes .  And he  lay  wi th  her  that  n ight .  

And God hearkened unto  Leah,  and she  conce iv ed ,  and bare  Jacob the  f i f th  son .  And Leah sa id ,  God hath 

g iven me my h ir e ,  be cause  I  have  g iv en my maiden to  my husband:  and she  ca l l ed  h i s  name Issachar .  And 

Leah conce iv ed  aga in ,  and bare  Jacob the  s ixth son .  And Leah sa id ,  God hath endued me wi th  a  good dowry ;  

now wi l l  my husband dwe l l  w i th  me,  be cause  I  have  born h im s ix sons :  and she  ca l l ed  h i s  name Zebulun. And 

a f t e rwards  she  bare  a  daughter ,  and ca l l ed  her  name Dinah.  (v9 -21) 

 
Although Rachel’s plan worked in terms of producing male children for her through Bilhah, it 
did not bring happiness to the home. These surrogate sons may legally have been hers but 
everyone knew they were the children of Bilhah and Jacob. Now the competition just increases 
another notch. The flesh begets more flesh. Leah already has four sons of her own and leads 4-2 
over her rival, but that is not enough. She now tried to further outdo her younger sister by using 
her maid, Zilpah to bear children on her behalf. Leah evened up the score with her two surrogate 
sons through Zilpah. Each rival achieved hollow victories in the “war of the wombs.”  

Both wives ignored the leading of God and seek to assert their own will in this matter. 
All that matters is self-interest and self-glory rather than God’s glory. The names Leah gave her 
subsequent children from Zilpah notably ignore the power and purpose of God. In desperation, 
both sisters even strike an unholy agreement over the possession of mandrakes, which were a 
fruit believed to aid fertility. These mandrakes are similar in size to a small apple and the 
Easterners referred to them as “love apples.” Instead of dealing with the sibling division in a 
biblical manner, the passive Jacob goes along with the hire agreement his wives have struck over 
him. It seems that these women are willing to trust everything but the Lord in order to get what 
they desired. Krell observes, 
 

It appears, in this brief account, that both sisters were initially caught up in the mandrake 
factor and were not seeking the Lord for their children, or anything else. That sounds a 
lot like us. Why is it that we are willing to trust in everything but the Lord? We’ll spend 
hours on the phone with friends, but we won’t spend five minutes on our knees before 
God. We’ll read self-help books, but we won’t read the Bible. 

 



 

  4 

Again it is significant that Jacob does not seek God’s guidance but passively goes along 
with his wives’ instructions. Instead of leading the home, he is being led. It is a sad and sordid 
story. At no point does he issue a biblical word of instruction or correction. Jacob even allows 
his wives to decide the sleeping arrangements of the home based on a quarrel over the 
possession of mandrakes. He must have set a terrible example to his children as they watched 
this soap opera unfolding in their home. It is no wonder that many of his children had such 
dysfunctional family lives themselves when the head of the home behaved like this. It is sad that 
Jacob has not grown in the Lord after the great spiritual awakening at Bethel.  
 
And God remembered Rache l ,  and God hearkened to  her ,  and opened her  womb.  And she  conce iv ed ,  and bare  

a  son ;  and sa id ,  God hath taken away my reproach :  And she  ca l l ed  h i s  name Joseph ;  and sa id ,  The LORD 

shal l  add to  me another  son .  And i t  came to  pass ,  when Rache l  had born Joseph ,  that  Jacob sa id  unto  Laban,  

Send me away ,  that  I  may go  unto  mine  own p lace ,  and to  my country .  Give  me my wives  and my ch i ldren ,  fo r  

whom I have  s erved  thee ,  and l e t  me go :  fo r  thou knowes t  my serv i c e  whi ch I  have  don e  thee .  (v22-26) 

 

The Lord finally permits Rachel to have children and answers her prayer. It may be that she tried 
prayer as the last resort. It must have been a shock to her to have the “lucky” mandrakes and 
remain barren for three more years while her rival gives birth to three more children. If she just 
had waited on the Lord, then she would have borne children in His time. It was not mandrakes 
she needed to conceive but the power of God. Like Sarah, she used her own wisdom to try and 
speed this up with mandrakes and a maid, but it did not bring satisfaction. The son she bore 
turned out to be the greatest of the household of Jacob. Rachel now acknowledged the hand of 
Jehovah, “The LORD shall add to me another son.” 
 

And Laban sa id  unto  h im,  I  pray  thee ,  i f  I  have  found favour  in  th ine  ey e s ,  tarry :  fo r  I  have  l earned by  

exper i ence  that  the  LORD hath b l e s s ed  me for  thy  sake .  And he  sa id ,  Appoint  me thy  wages ,  and I  wi l l  g iv e  

i t .  (v27-28) 

 
Now with the birth of Joseph and 14 years of free labour, Jacob decided it was time to go back 
home. Laban realised the potential loss and did his best to talk him into staying around. He made 
an amazing admission to his son-in-law. Laban admitted he had learned over time “by experience” 
that because of the presence of God’s man that “the LORD hath blessed me for thy sake.” He knew 
that it is not due to Jacob’s clever farming techniques or mere coincidence but the result of 
Jehovah’s sovereign intervention. God wanted to bless Jacob so much that he blessed Laban 
because of Jacob’s presence.  

This reality has so spoken to the materialistic and ruthless Laban that he pleads with 
Jacob to stay and asked him to name his price for wages. Sadly, Laban is not interested for Jacob 
to stay because of any spiritual reason or so that he can enjoy the company of his children and 
grandchildren but for mere physical gain. Laban is a man who doesn’t mind a little religion in 
using the name of God as long as it does not interfere in his own advancement. He wants the 
physical blessings of the Lord without experiencing spiritual ones. 
 

And he  sa id  unto  h im,  Thou knowes t  how I  have  s e rved  thee ,  and how thy  ca t t l e  was  wi th  me .  For  i t  was  

l i t t l e  which  thou hads t  be for e  I  came,  and i t  i s  now incr eased  unto  a  mul t i tude ;  and the LORD hath b l e s s ed  

thee  s ince  my coming :  and now when sha l l  I  prov ide  fo r  mine  own house  a l so?  And he  sa id ,  What sha l l  I  g iv e  

thee?  And Jacob sa id ,  Thou sha l t  no t  g iv e  me any th ing :  i f  thou wi l t  do  th i s  th ing  for  me ,  I  wi l l  aga in  f e ed  



 

  5 

and keep thy  f lo ck .  I  wi l l  pass  through a l l  thy  f lo ck to  day ,  r emoving  f rom thence  a l l  the  spe ckled  and spo t t ed  

ca t t l e ,  and a l l  the  brown ca t t l e  among the  sheep ,  and the  spo t t ed  and speckled  among the  goats :  and o f  such 

sha l l  be  my h ir e .  So sha l l  my r igh teousness  answer  fo r  me in  t ime to  come,  when i t  sha l l  come for  my h ir e  

be fore  thy  fa c e :  every  one  that  i s  no t  spe ckled  and spot t ed  amongs t  the  goats ,  and brown amongs t  the  sheep ,  

that  sha l l  be  counted  s to l en  wi th  me.  (v29-33) 

 
Jacob acknowledged the fact that the flock had increased greatly because of the Lord’s blessing. 
Both men agreed theologically on the fact that God had blessed a bad man because he had Jacob 
working for him. He made no complaint about Laban’s trickery, but he simply took the 
opportunity to name his price. As most sheep are normally white and goats are black or brown-
black this request was more than reasonable. It seemed he had stacked the deck against himself 
by such terms by only selecting the rarer animals. Such an agreement would be a foolproof way 
of God’s providence being shown. We see a new Jacob beginning to emerge here. The heat of 
the crucible was slowly refining this man.  

Jacob must also be commended for staying with the trickster Laban all of these long 
years of deception. It would have been all too easy to walk away. Many would have left long 
before. It would have been easy to slacken off in his labour for Laban, as they were not his 
animals. Some would have been tempted to steal some of the flock for his own needs by arguing 
that it was the least he deserved. But Jacob shows a degree of consistency and stability in his life. 
Indeed, he does not leave Haran until the Lord directed him to do so.  
 

And Laban sa id ,  Beho ld ,  I  would  i t  might  be  ac cord ing  to  thy  word .  And he  r emoved that  day the  he  goats  

that  were  r ings t raked and spo t t ed ,  and a l l  the  she  goats  that  were  spe ckled  and spo t t ed ,  and every  one  that  

had some whi t e  in  i t ,  and a l l  the  brown among the  sheep ,  and gave  them in to  the  hand o f  h i s  sons .  And he  s e t  

three  days '  j ourney  be twixt  h imse l f  and Jacob :  and Jacob f ed  the  r e s t  o f  Laban's  f lo cks .  And Jacob took him 

rods  o f  g r e en  pop lar ,  and o f  the  haze l  and chesnut  t r e e ;  and p i l l ed  whi t e  s t rakes  in  them, and made the  whi t e  

appear  which was in  the  rods .  And he  s e t  the  rods  which he  had p i l l ed  be fore  the  f lo cks in  the  gut t e r s  in  the  

water ing  t roughs  when the  f lo cks came to  dr ink,  that  they  shou ld  conce ive  when they  came to  dr ink.  And the  

f lo cks conce iv ed  be for e  the  rods ,  and brought  for th  ca t t l e  r ings t raked ,  spe ckled ,  and spot t ed .  And Jacob d id  

s eparate  the  lambs ,  and se t  the  fa c e s  o f  the  f lo cks toward the  r ings t raked ,  and a l l  the  brown in  the  f lo ck o f  

Laban;  and he  put  h i s  own f lo cks by  themse lve s ,  and put  them not  unto  Laban's  ca t t l e .  And i t  came to  pass ,  

whensoever  the  s t ronger  ca t t l e  d id  conce ive ,  that  Jacob la id  the  rods  be fore  the  ey es  o f  the  ca t t l e  in  the  gut t e r s ,  

that  they  might  conce iv e  among the  rods .  But  when the  ca t t l e  were  f e eb l e ,  he  put  them not  in :  so  the  f e eb l e r  

were  Laban's ,  and the  s t ronger  Jacob 's .  And the  man increased  exceed ing ly ,  and had much ca t t l e ,  and 

maidservants ,  and menservants ,  and camels ,  and asse s .  (v34-43) 

 

Laban accepted the terms without hesitation. Probably he inwardly thought that he had got 
another one over the foolish Jacob in the deal. To ensure that Jacob did not cheat, Laban put a 
three days’ journey distance between his flocks and those of Jacob’s herd. Likely, Laban 
suspected that Jacob would interbreed his speckled and spotted animals with the non-speckled 
and spotted ones to increase the numbers of his herd. He still did not trust Jacob despite all the 
years of faithful service. However, all Laban will do is give the Lord a greater opportunity to 
publicly bless Jacob.  

It is sad to note that neither Laban nor Jacob is prepared to fully trust the Lord despite 
His obvious blessing in their lives. Throughout the next six years, Laban continually changes the 
terms of the deal (cf. 31:7) and Jacob resorts to some superstitious rods to increase fertility. 
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Eventually Jacob will have to confess that his success is not down to his primitive genetic 
engineering skills but the sovereign hand of God (cf. 32:10). 

Jacob had arrived in Haran penniless but after two decades the Lord allowed him to 
prosper, “And the man increased exceedingly, and had much cattle, and maidservants, and menservants, and 
camels, and asses.” God had not only taken care of him, but also blessed him “exceedingly.” Jacob 
dealt honestly with Laban even when Laban was dishonest with him. The chosen patriarch was 
being moulded into the man that God wanted him to be.  

Remember, if God is on your side, then it does not matter if unscrupulous people 
deliberately stack the deck against you. Let the world live as the world and eventually they will 
have to take the consequences. Yield the Lord absolute control of your life and wait on Him to 
deal with the problems and the problem people. He can do it because He is God. The Labans of 
this world present no difficulty to the Lord. Laban will be like the man, who the Psalmist noted, 
“made a pit, and digged it, and is fallen into the ditch which he made” (Psa. 7:15) 

God is in the habit of taking hopeless situations and bringing wonderful things from 
them. You may not know what He is doing, but He is doing something! That you can be sure. 

 
Under the care o f  my God, the Almighty ,   
Safe  in the secre t  p lace  o f  the Most High!  

 He is  my Refuge ,  the Lord is  my Fortress ,   
Him I am trust ing when trouble  i s  nigh.    

 
Under his  wings ,  under his  wings ,   

Safe  in the re fuge hide thee ;   
Trust ing his  truth and fai thfulness ,   

No evi l  can bet ide thee .  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 
1. How is this a divided home? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. How did these wives misuse their children? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. Can you think of other examples when God blesses an unbeliever because of the presence 
of a believer?   

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

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

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 


