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Gen. 29:1-30 A FINE MESS 6/15/08 

 

Introduction: 

A. It sure sounds good when God said, “I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go.” It is that 

great promise we looked at last week—the promise God makes to all who are his, all who commit their 

ways to him. “I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go.” But you might not realize just 

what comes with that promise.  

B. We’ve been studying the life of Jacob, in Genesis. Last week we had the famous story of Jacob’s ladder. 

Jacob and his mother tricked father Isaac into giving his God-heavy blessing to Jacob, the younger twin, 

rather than to Esau, the firstborn. Esau was livid and threatened to kill him so Jacob had to flee. Isaac 

told him to go to Paddam Aram and find a wife, as long as he was running anyway! 

Jacob ran till he collapsed, and there, in a very desolate place, while Jacob slept, God appeared to 

him in a dream. Jacob saw a great stairway extending from where he lay all the way to heaven. Angels 

were going up and down the stairs and God himself stood at the top. God made some very great 

promises to Jacob, and among them was that promise, “I am with you and will watch over you wherever 

you go.” Jacob awoke and built an altar there, and he made a vow that the LORD would be his God.  

And that brings us to today’s story. Jacob was on his way to Haran, nearly 600 miles northeast of his 

home in Beersheba. I want to read Gen. 29:1-30, explaining some things as I go along. 

Vv.1-8... God has guided Jacob to exactly the place he needed to find—his Uncle Laban’s neck of 

the woods. Once all the flocks are there then the shepherds will move the big stone 

covering the well. The storyteller wants to be sure we notice that the stone is really 

big! 

Vv.9-10... He did what?! All by himself, like a little boy showing off for the 

cute girl, Jacob moves that enormous rock off the well, and then “he watered his uncle’s sheep” so 

Rachel wouldn’t have to. Sparks fly! 

V.11... Bring up the strings, put the camera in slow motion, move in for a 

close-up! The artist, Abel Pann, thought the moment looked like this:  

Vv.12-14... Here we meet Laban, Jacob’s uncle, the brother of his mother 

Rebekah. We were introduced to Laban in Gen. 24 when Abraham sent his servant 

to this same area—maybe even this same well—to find a bride for his son, Isaac. Now—lo and 

behold!—Jacob, Isaac’s son, meets this same man, his uncle, for the first time. This is how I picture 

Laban... Gen. 24 says that the first thing Laban had noticed all those years ago was the gold jewelry 

Abraham’s servant had given his sister Rebekah. That was the kind of guy Laban 

was—the kind of guy who see the jewelry first, who’s got a currency converter for a 

brain, a guy who is always working the angles. When Jacob told him his whole 

story Laban said, “You are my own flesh and blood,” and there’s no doubt they were 

cut out of the same cloth!  

Vv.14b-15... They say guests and fish stink after three days. But Jacob wasn’t going anywhere. At 

least not till he got word that things had cooled down at home. Laban’s comment is sly. It sounds like, 

“I wouldn’t want to take advantage of you,” but what he actually says is, (1) relative or not, you’re 

going to work, and (2) I’m your new boss. 

Vv.16-18... The plot thickens. No one knows just how the Hebrew description of Leah should be 

translated: “Leah had weak eyes.” Maybe that there was no sparkle in her eyes, a quality highly valued 

in the Mideast. But whatever it was, Jacob only had eyes for Rachel, so he offers seven years’ labor as 

her bride price. 

Vv.19-21... That was some romance if seven years only seemed like a few days! And at the end, 

Jacob was very tired of waiting! Now the story takes an incredible twist... 

Vv.22-25a... Delicately put! Jacob, of course, is outraged (never mind how Leah must have felt!) 

Vv.25-26... My study buddy, Doug, told me that this verse is dripping with irony. Remember how 

Jacob had told Laban his whole story? Including, I assume, how he had tricked his older brother Esau 

out of their father’s blessing. What Laban is saying here is, “Where you come from, the younger may get 
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When God promises to 
be with you, you may 
be getting more than 
you bargained for!

 

the blessing, but in these parts, the firstborn always goes first.” Jacob sputters, but he’s been had and he 

knows it. Like they say, what goes around comes around. Believe it or not, we have a family photo: 

Vv.27-30... The first seven years may have only “seemed like only a few 

days to him” but I’ll bet the second seven years didn’t go by so quickly! 

C. Do you notice anything missing in that story? God is missing! At least, he’s never 

mentioned in 30 verses. Not once. And that brings me back to where we started. In 

Jacob’s dream God had said, “I am with you and will watch over you wherever you 

go.”  God was certainly with Jacob through these experiences we’ve just read, but I 

think Jacob didn’t realize all that comes with the gift when God says, “I am with you 

and will watch over you wherever you go.” You and I might not realize that either. When God 

promises to be with you, you may be getting more than you bargained for! There are three 

implications of God’s promise you might not have considered. 

 

To understand the first implication it’s helpful to know that there is a very similar story to this in Gen. 24. 

Abraham sends his servant to this same place—Haran—to find a wife for his son, Isaac (Jacob’s father).  Two 

stories of two wife seekers making the same trip. They both show up at a well—perhaps the very same well—

just as the future wife is arriving. Both discover that the woman is a marriageable relative. Both are invited to 

Laban’s house where they are welcomed. And both end up getting the bride they came for. But there is one big 

difference—in the first story people pay attention to God. They pray to God, they listen to God, they worship 

God. All that is missing in Gen. 29. So here’s my point:  

I. SINCE GOD IS ALWAYS WITH US, PRAY HIM INTO YOUR STORY 

Illus.: I had a conversation with a friend recently that helped me get a handle on this passage. He was saying 

how reluctant he was in his small group to ask for prayer for anything because his life is really going well. 

Job, kids, health—all good. Other people in the group had real problems to pray for. His concerns were 

pretty ordinary—day-to-day business issues that seemed trivial compared to what other people faced.  

I was thinking about this story and it occurred to me that as Jacob might well have felt like my friend. 

He’d just seen God and heard God’s extraordinary promises. Plus, God leads him straight to the place he 

was trying to find. He meets a beautiful girl, gets a place to stay. Life was good! What more could he ask of 

God!? Even in the ordinary circumstances of life—even when our lives are extraordinarily blessed—we 

need to pray God into our stories. Think of how Jacob could have prayed: 

A. Whatever you face, ask God to help you see yourself honestly. Illus.: I used to teach a class at Trinity 

where a group of pastoral students and I would examine ministry case studies. These knotty problems 

weren’t actually our problems, of course, so we could all be very dispassionate, very analytical. But I 

would say to students, “Imagine you’re in this story. What would it do to you? Given your blind spots 

and personality, your fears and strengths, what would this do to you? Because you are always part of 

the story.” That’s what Jacob didn’t do here. I wonder how this might have been different if he had 

talked to God about how deceptive he’d been with his family and what damage that had done to his soul.  

We are seldom sufficiently aware of our own hearts—our sins, our fears, our baggage from life, our 

blind spots. And those are the things that shape our experiences. Paul wrote in Rom. 12:3, “Do not think 

of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance 

with the measure of faith God has given you.” Thinking of myself with sober judgment is something I 

need God’s help to do. So pray! 

B. Whatever you face, ask for God’s wisdom and guidance. This is the huge difference between these two 

parallel stories in Gen. 24 and 29. In Gen. 24, Abraham’s servant pleaded with God for his clear 

direction and God gives him a vivid sign. There’s no doubt that God was directing Jacob, but Jacob 

rushed headlong into is engagement to Rachel and into his servitude to Laban, without ever thinking to 

ask God for his help.  

God wants us to think things through. He doesn’t usually just make the decisions for us. No good 

father does that. But he is willing to help us think wisely, to help us see what we might otherwise miss, 

to weigh big things big and little things little. Praying helps us think better—to see God as part of the 

issue, to evaluate moral aspects. God answers prayers for wisdom by helping us think of factors we’ve 
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forgotten, or become wary of things that never occurred to us. James 1:5 says, “If any of you lacks 

wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to 

him.” 

C. Whatever you face, thank God when you see his “kindness and faithfulness.” That’s another difference 

between these stories. Jacob never thanks God for anything—for the safe journey, the remarkable 

direction, the beautiful girl. But look at what the Abraham’s servant says at the end of his remarkable, 

God-directed day in 24:26-27... When we’re determined to be grateful to God we develop an eye for 

God’s handiwork in our environments. We spot God’s footprints and understand how he is at work. 

Gratitude develops God-oriented people. Remember that statement by C. S. Lewis we kept thinking 

about in our study of the psalms, “...praise almost seems to be inner health made audible.” 

D. At the end of the story in Gen. 24 Laban speaks, just as he does in the Jacob story, but he sounds like an 

entirely different man than the man who outfoxed Jacob. 24:50-51... People who pray show God to 

people who don’t know him.  God was working in Jacob’s life, to be sure. God was with Jacob, but 

since Jacob never mentioned him, Laban didn’t see God in Jacob’s story. Don’t let that happen in your 

life. You don’t have to push your relationship with God in people’s faces, but you can be transparent 

about your trust in him. You can give God credit when he deserves it. You can live life with God in the 

room. 

SUMMARY: I wonder how Jacob’s story would have been different if he would have acknowledged how God 

had led him, if he had prayed for wisdom and protection, if he had admitted his faults and needs, if he had 

talked of God to Laban. The lesson? Since God is always with us, pray him into your story! Now here’s 

another implication when God is with us.  

 

II. SINCE GOD IS ALWAYS WITH US, WE WILL EXPERIENCE HIS DISCIPLINE 

A. Jacob had God’s grace-filled blessing on his life, to be sure, but he also had some serious character 

cleaning to be done. I suspect that didn’t occur to Jacob that night when God assured him, “I am with 

you and will watch over you.” We see God’s promise at work, believe it or not, when Laban tricks 

Jacob. It looks like a classic case of what-goes-around-comes-around, of you-reap-what-you-sow. But 

there is more than that. God is doing the work of a loving Father in Jacob’s life. Derek Kidner sums it 

up nicely, “In Laban Jacob met his match and his means of discipline. Twenty years of drudgery and 

friction were to weather his character; and the reader can reflect that presumably Jacob is not the only 

person to have needed a Laban in his life.” [Genesis, p.159-160] 

B. Jacob never grasped what kind of man he really was until he met Laban. On that fateful morning-after 

when Laban said, “It is not our custom here to give the younger before the firstborn,” Jacob saw himself 

for the deceiver he was. Laban was indeed his “own flesh and blood.” Having God with us means facing 

ourselves in God’s mirror. Illus.: I’ve certainly had experiences like this in my life—some too personal 

to make public. But I never forget one time God made me face myself when I was in college. When I 

was an upperclassman there was a freshman girl in the choir named Jan. She was red-headed, giggling 

all the time, and pretty spacey. She was very easy to tease. And teasing can slip very easily into 

mocking. The choir was on tour to the east coast, singing in churches, and I was constantly mocking Jan. 

She took it good-naturedly but it was probably hard for her. You know, I knew I had crossed a line, but 

the laughs were intoxicating.  

Then one Sunday morning, we were singing in a packed church in New Jersey. When the choir 

processed in and out I was the leader on one side. We were supposed to come in down the side aisle and 

go out down the center aisle—or maybe it was the other way around. That was the problem—I couldn’t 

remember then, either. We got to the end of the first section and I was to lead the choir out. I headed 

down the middle aisle, everyone watching me, while the rest of the choir all went down the side aisles. 

And believe it or not, when we came back in, I did it wrong again! Walked in all by myself. Now who 

do you think was the laughingstock of the choir? What proud jerk felt really stupid? And I immediately 

knew it wasn’t just a mistake; I knew it was about the way I treated Jan—who made it all the worse by 

being exceptionally kind to me. 
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Are you facing some situation that is making you face who you really are; what you’re really like? 

Like the man said, “presumably Jacob is not the only person to have needed a Laban in his life.” 

Remember Heb. 12:5-7, 11... That’s the way it is when God is with us!  

 

III. SINCE GOD IS ALWAYS WITH US, WE ARE PART OF HIS GRAND PLAN 

A. Jacob’s situation was a mess. It was a mess with Isaac, Rebekah and Esau back in Beersheba, and now it 

was a mess in Haran. A tangled, painful, heartbreaking mess. It was a mess for him, for Rachel and for 

Leah. But it was not a hopeless mess. Because all those snarled knots were on the back of God’s 

tapestry. We’ll talk more about this next week, but let me remind you of what was happening here on 

God’s main stage. Jacob was, through all this heartache, becoming a man of faith, so that when he is old, 

he is able to bless his 12 sons—the 12 tribes of Israel—with God’s own word. He is becoming a man 

who wrestles with God and succeeds. And God gave Leah, the unloved wife, four sons in quick 

succession. One of them, Levi, became the forefather of Moses, and another, Judah, whose name means 

praise, was the forefather of David, and ultimately of the one who was the Praise of Israel, Jesus Christ 

the Lord. Jacob’s life was a mess, but it was a fine mess. 

B. The days of God’s people being part of his grand plan are not over. They did not end with the patriarchs.  

 It was a great honor, to be sure, to be the forebears of Christ. But is it any less of an honor to be his 

brothers and sisters? To be joint-heirs with him. His Bride?  

 It was a great honor when the patriarchs were told that from them would arise a great nation too 

numerous to count. But is it any less of an honor to be citizens of that vast holy nation? 

 It was a great honor for the patriarchs to know that from them would arise a great king. But is it any 

less of an honor that we are a royal priesthood, and that we shall rule this world with Christ? 

 It was a great honor, to be sure, when the patriarchs were told that through their offspring—Jesus 

Christ—all the world would be blessed. But is it any less of an honor to be those blessed people, or 

to be the hands and feet, the eyes and heart of Christ in this lost world?  

 It was a great honor when the patriarchs were promised that they would return to that promised land 

and it would be theirs forever. But is it any less of a blessing that our promised land is the New 

Heaven and the New Earth, where God himself lives among us and there is no longer any death or 

mourning or crying or pain? 

C. Sometimes in life’s ordinariness we forget that when God promises you, “I am with you and will watch 

over you wherever you go,” it means we are part of God’s grand, eternal plan. 


