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THE PENTATEUCH

Lesson 7  Commentary  Genesis 28:10 – 36:43

Lesson 8  Questions        Genesis 37 - 41

GOD CALLS JACOB

Genesis 28:10 - 36:43

INTRODUCTION


We ended last week's reflection with Isaac blessing Jacob as he sets out to find a wife from among his clanspeople in Paddan-Aram. He leaves Beersheba in the Negeb, the area that surrounds the well of the oath, where God renewed the promises made to Abraham and Isaac. His journey takes him through Bethel, near the place where Abraham had erected an altar and called upon the name of God.

I. JACOB'S ENCOUNTER WITH GOD (Genesis 28:10-22)


It is there that he has his first personal experience of God. The vision of a ladder reaching to the heavens is not unfamiliar to ancient cultures. The "sacred cities" of the ancient world were based on the idea that the god worshipped there had chosen it for his dwelling place, that a kind of link existed between the city and the dwelling of the god, so that he or she visited the temple. What is surprizing to Jacob is that the God he associated with his father's home in the Negeb is also present in this place, known as a Canaanite sanctuary. The God of his fathers is not simply the place-god of the Negeb; though He was present with Abraham there, He is also to be found here. There is the beginning of an important theological development: Yahweh dwells in heaven, He is not bound to an earthly shrine.


In verse 22, Jacob offers a tenth of whatever wealth is granted. Though this sounds fairly mercenary, it nevertheless includes both the conviction that it is God who controls such things, and the promise of a generous percentage on the returns! The tradition of tithing is still practiced in many churches, though not notably in Catholic ones!

II. JACOB'S ARRIVAL IN HARAN (Genesis 29:1 - 30:24)


A. Jacob Meets Rachel at the Well (Genesis 29:1-14). The difficulties and dangers of the journey are assumed rather than narrated. Notice again the elements of folklore. Our religious ancestor is the strong man who could roll back the stone over a well that normally required the strength of several men (verses 1-11).


Having experienced the marvel of finding immediately the family he is looking for, and identifying it first in the person of a beautiful young woman, Jacob is overjoyed to the point of tears. "You are bone of my bone," he says, "flesh of my flesh!" This is the same expression the Genesis redactor puts in the mouth of Adam when he first encounters Eve. We are once more in an Eden situation.


Notice the vocabulary that identifies these people as sharing Abraham's magnanimity: Rachel ran to tell her father, and Laban ran to meet the new arrival. Eleazer found Rebekah there and it is at a well that Jesus will encounter a Samaritan woman and tell her to "go get your husband," then agree that the one she is living with is not really her husband, so that her situation reflects the infidelity of the people God has chosen as His bride. Yet it is to her that He offers living water.


B. Two Wives for Jacob (Genesis 29:15-30). Where patriarch meets a beautiful woman at the well, can marriage be far behind? Yes, if Laban has anything to say about it! Jacob has met his match in bargaining. The description of Laban's two daughters is interesting: early translations say that Leah's eyes were dull; newer ones say they were beautiful, but in either case it is Rachel's shapely beauty that has held Jacob's attention. "So Jacob worked seven years for Rachel, and they seemed to him like a few days because he loved her so much."


Comes the wedding celebration, an affair that lasted a week before bride and groom were actually led to their tent. Kept separate during the week's celebration, heavily veiled even when she might be glimpsed, the bride was brought to the husband in total darkness on the final night. And now the man who had obtained a blessing by pretending to be first-born son is deceived by Laban's passing off his first-born daughter in place of her younger sibling. When morning comes, bringing light and sobriety, Jacob recognizes the trick, but like the blessing of Isaac, the deed is done. We can certainly enjoy the ironic justice, though there is no indication that Jacob did! As for Laban, he brushes off Jacob's anger with a pious appeal to law and custom. He even feigns a magnanimous gesture in offering Rachel as a second wife.


As Vawter remarks, "Hidden somewhere in this happy prospect is the consideration that a lavish and expensive wedding feast can as easily satisfy the proprieties owed to the wedding of the two daughters as it can of one." Here as elsewhere Laban displays the character with which the common tradition had credited him, as Vawter describes it, that of "a sharp, closefisted trickster and trader who will not permit sentiment or bloodlines to interfere with the business of life." But his wiles will eventually get him nowhere, and Jacob will exploit it to his own benefit.


And Rachel? Jacob will have her too, though even in this polygamous society custom demands that a new bride have exclusive marital rights during the first week. He will work for her another seven years!


Why are we told about the two slave-girls as well as the two brides? They were considered extensions of the wives, so that children born of them would be recognized as proper heirs through the wife rather than the concubine. Since it was the duty of the wife to present her husband with offspring, this arrangement was a kind of insurance policy against divorce.


C. Jacob's Children (Genesis 29:31 - 30:24). What we have next is a listing of Jacob's sons. (Daughters go unmentioned except for Dinah, who will play a significant role in clan history.) Notice the first account of a conception: "When Yahweh saw that Leah was unloved, he opened her womb." That theme will run throughout scripture, even to God's assurance, in Deuteronomy, that He chose Israel to be His people because she was the least among the nations. This is as good a place as any to mention that it is through Leah's descendants that the lineage of Jesus Christ is traced. Although her marriage is arranged through Laban's trickery, she is the first wife, and therefore the wife of the covenant. Rachel will bear Joseph, his father's favorite, partly because he is her child, and Benjamin, whose birth will cost her life. But that is getting ahead of the story.


Jacob's sons' names have their own linguistic significance. In the course of history they will become the eponymous ancestors of many who are not born of Jacob's lineage but who accept his God. The name of each son will be associated with a portion of the Promised Land, and claiming the ancestor is similar to accepting citizenship. The legal and historical implications go far beyond what we can explore here.


The narrative itself is rich enough to hold our attention. The insatiable hunger for children is the mark of a society in which posterity assures both the ancestor's old age and his "immortality" in the land. The jealousy and suspicion among the women is hardly surprising, but the incident of the mandrakes suggests that the patriarch himself is not entirely free. The mandrake was known to the ancients as an aphrodisiac (love potion), possibly because the root itself had a form that resembled human structure. We can only guess at the human anguish behind Rachel's plea to Leah and Leah's embittered response: "Is it not enough to have taken my husband without taking my mandrakes as well?" We hear it again when Leah speaks to Jacob: "You must come to me, for I have hired you at the price of my son's mandrakes."


Again we might notice the religious message: we are not told that the mandrakes fulfilled their purpose, but rather that "God remembered Rachel; He heard her and opened her womb."


D. The Twelve Sons of Jacob (Genesis 29:31 - 30:24). Now that both wives and both slave-girls have been proven fruitful, it will perhaps be helpful to notice who is who among Jacob's descendants.

	Leah
	Zilpah (her slave)
	Rachel
	Bilhah 

(her slave)

	Reuben Simeon Levi

Judah 

Issachar Zebulun
	Gad 

Asher
	Joseph

(Benjamin) (Genesis 35:16-18)
	Dan 

Naphtali



Notice that the tribe of Levi, later to become the priestly tribe, are descended from Leah, as is Judah, from whom comes the line of kings. It will be Joseph, however, who will be savior of his people in time of famine. He will presumably be buried in Egypt, and his sons, Ephraim and Manassah, will claim his inheritance among the tribes.


Scholars tell us that the etymology of the names is rather far-fetched, reflecting the tribal alliances at a later date. It is clear that the number twelve has significance, because even when, at different periods, names of tribes vary slightly, the number twelve is always maintained. It is no coincidence that Jesus will name twelve apostles. Scholars refer to the Israelite theocracy—government by God—which was based less on blood kindred than on the acceptance of Yahweh as God.


Clearly God is well on His way toward fulfilling His promise to Jacob of descendants "as plentiful as the dust on the ground." Apparently He has also come through with the "food to eat and clothes to wear" that Jacob made part of the bargain, but the wily patriarch is looking for more than that. His further intrigue will put him in need of God's promise of keeping him safe!

III. JACOB'S JOURNEY HOME (Genesis 30:25)


Genesis 30:25 introduces us to the scheme. Jacob, whose wives and children are legally bound to Laban, asks permission to take them and go home. Laban, however, has found his presence enriching, at least materially, and is ready to bargain to pay wages. Notice that prices are not named immediately. Jacob too claims that the prosperity Laban enjoys is the result of God's providence toward himself, not toward his father-in-law, so the bargaining advances one step.


A. Jacob Outwits Laban (Genesis 30:25-43). Laban thinks he is getting the better of the deal. No money will change grasping hands. Surely his flocks will continue to increase, as they have already done under Jacob, and the cost will be little. In Eastern flocks the sheep are usually white and the goats black. Hence Jacob will have only the irregulars. The surveillance is easily assured.


Laban, of course, will take no chances. The black striped and speckled animals that already exist in the flock are not to be included in the bargain. They are put in the custody of his sons and sent a three days' journey away. Jacob, for his part, may attribute his prosperity to God, but he offers considerable help, at least according to his own lights. Not only does he try a little genetic engineering of sorts; he tries it only on the stronger animals. The method, hardly to be recommended to today's shepherds, seems to work in the story handed down, and "the man grew extremely rich, and came to own large flocks, men and women slaves, camels and donkeys" (Genesis 30:43).


B. Jacob Leaves Laban (Genesis 31:1-21). Not surprisingly, Laban's sons are angry, nor is Laban as friendly as he had been when he thought he was getting the better of the bargain. Once more Jacob must take to flight to avoid anger he has himself provoked. But God is present, even in this, sending the patriarch back to the land he has been promised.


Clearly this will have to be an undercover activity. Notice that Leah and Rachel must come to Jacob in the fields where his flocks are. Apparently there is no love lost between the two sisters and their father. They too have known him as grasping and selfish. Jacob uses two arguments to persuade them: Laban has "tricked" him in the past, "changing my wages ten times over," (a statement for which we have no other evidence); God has intervened on his behalf: "The God of my father has been with me." The daughters cast their lot with their husband: "All the wealth that God has reclaimed from our father belonged to us and our children, so do whatever God has told you."


Jacob gathers his possessions while Rachel, the beloved wife, proves herself a true daughter of Laban and a fitting wife for Jacob by plotting a ruse of her own. The household gods that she conceals are not only objects of veneration: whoever holds them has a claim on the land in which they were honored. The family sets out, soon putting behind them the Euphrates river and heading toward the highlands of Gilead, east of the Jordan River.


C. Laban's Pursuit (Genesis 31:22-42). Word gets to Laban, who, with his brothers, sets out in pursuit, overtaking the party at Mt. Gilead. There he experiences a dream in which he is told by God that Jacob is to be exempt from vengeance. An argument, however, is scarcely to be avoided. Laban's sentimental attachment to his children and grandchildren may sound a bit suspect, but his climaxing question is certainly heartfelt: "Why did you steal my gods?"


Here Jacob can be self-righteous. The story builds to a dramatic climax as we, who know that Rachel has the figurines, hear Jacob say: "Whoever is in possession of your gods shall not remain alive!" (There will be a similar climax in the encounter of Joseph with his brothers when his cup has been hidden in Benjamin's sack.) Rachel, however, is as nimble of wit as of hand. Her apology to her father, couched in respectful terms, must have brought many a guffaw as it was retold in the tents, generation after generation. Claiming a woman's period of uncleanness, she insults the pagan deities that we know she is sitting upon, and successfully conceals them from her father.


In his reply to Laban, seldom has Jacob been provided such an opportunity to claim injury from him (Genesis 31:38-42) and he makes the most of it. He tells in detail how honorable he has been in his dealings. We are reminded of Abraham's refusal to share in the loot he obtained in rescuing Lot. The patriarchs are enriched by God, not by their neighbors. "The God of my father, the God of Abraham, the Awesome One of Isaac," has delivered judgment.


D. Jacob and Laban's Pact (Genesis 31:43 - 32:3). Laban, though still claiming to be right, yields as gracefully as possible, and a pact is made. The terms are interesting. "Let Yahweh act as watchman between us when we are no longer in sight of each other," says Laban, expressing the measure of faith to which he has been led. "If you ill-treat my daughters or marry other women besides my daughters, even though no one be with us, remember: God is witness between us." The concept of oath is theologically sound. Jacob swears fidelity to the pact. It is interesting that both men swear by the God of Jacob, rather than each by his own God, as would normally have been the case.


As he moves into the land he has been promised, Jacob encounters angels and recognizes "God's camp," a properly nomadic term for a shrine. As he advances farther, the real task is at hand: he must encounter Esau, who presumably is still angry. To prepare for the meeting, Jacob sends messengers, addressing the elder brother as "lord" and referring to himself as "your servant." He mentions his riches "in the hope of winning favor." The message that comes in return is not reassuring: Esau is on the road with 400 men.


E. Jacob's Meeting with Esau (Genesis 32:4 36:43)


1. Jacob's Prayer (Genesis 32:4-13). The hardest hour for Jacob occurs during the night before he met his brother Esau again. He sent his family across, then he was left alone during the dark night. For the first time we hear him praying to God, "Deliver me." He realizes that he must take responsibility for what he did and has hidden from. It is a process of maturing that comes after a struggle. Repentance wins with God! Jacob is renamed Is-ra-el. The conversation with the strange adversary is a literary achievement described in The Literary Guide to the Bible. Jacob prevails, but is wounded, yet he faces his adversary in the morning with an admission of his guilt and is reconciled. Theme of the brothers again: Cain-Able, Jacob-Esau, and soon to be in Joseph and his brothers. Crime-guilt-remorse-conversion.



2. Reconciliation (Genesis 33:1-20). We move to chapter 33. Esau, contrary to Jacob's fears, "ran to meet him, embraced and kissed him." It resembles the story of the Prodigal Son that Jesus told (Luke 15:11-32). The injured father welcomes in this way the offending son. Jacob and Esau, reconciled, go their separate ways, to become ancestors of different peoples, still rivals in the Near East. But Jacob and Esau are together again in Genesis 35:27-29, in another peaceful way.



3. The Story of Dinah, Jacob's Daughter (Genesis 34:1-31). This is an old legend which is very believeable and shows the evil results of the sin of rape in our fallen race, one which is rampant today in our world, after two thousand years of Christianity.



4. Bethel Revisited (Genesis 35:1-29)



a. Arrival in Canaan (Genesis 35:1-15). Jacob first received a command from God to build a shrine at Bethel where earlier he had appeared to Jacob. All those with him had to give up their foreign gods and their jewelry which was connected with pagan magic. "Bethel" is Hebrew for "house" (beth) of God (El). Bethel is about ten miles north of Jerusalem. (Bethlehem is about 7 miles south of Jerusalem.)




b. Jacob's Name-Change (Genesis 35:9-13). Again God appeared to Jacob, telling him of a new name he was to adopt: Israel. As he set out again, Rachel went into labor with her last child, whom she named Ben-omi (son of my affliction), as she died. Jacob buried her at Ephratha, a few miles north of Jerusalem, an area which became Benjamin, her last son's territory.



5. Descendants of Esau (Genesis 36:1-43). This twin brother of Jacob is also carefully recorded in his descendants in the Bible, as he moved from Canaan to a land south of Israel that came to be called Edom, now in the northern part of Arabia.

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 8

Genesis 37-41

Day 1

Read the notes. Reflect upon the people involved in the story we have dealt with: Isaac, Rebekah, Esau, Jacob, Laban and Laban’s daughters, Leah and Rachel. Mention one of them whose story appeals to you and why.

Day 2

Read Genesis 37:1-11.  Review Genesis 30:20-24 and 35:16-35.


a.
Who was Joseph's mother? His full brother?


b.
How were the brothers related to him?


c.
What were the causes of the brothers' dislike of Joseph?

Day 3

Read Genesis 37:12-36.


a.
What do we learn of Joseph's character in this story?


b.
Read Wisdom 10:13. (written later) What lesson do you see in this incident (a) above and Wisdom's commentary on it?

Day 4

Read Genesis 38. This is an interruption of the story of Joseph.



See the footnote (New American Bible) which explains putting Judah's story (and wrongdoing) here.


a.
Was Tamar justified? If so, why? If not, why not?


b.
How does Judah show some character finally?

Day 5

Read Genesis 39 and 40.


a.
What could we expect Joseph to be like, after all the injustice and misfortune he had?


b.
Describe the qualities he is showing in Genesis 39.


c.
What can we learn from Joseph's example? Give an illustration—a possible situation.

Day 6

Read Genesis 41.


a.
Was there an indication of Joseph's special talent before now? Contrast what happened then, and what happened after this dream story.


b.
How is Joseph unjustly treated again?


c.
What is your feeling about Joseph?


d.
In what way is he, so far, a pre-figure of Jesus?
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