Sabbath Day Sermon of March 1, 2014.
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Jacob Decides to Return to the Land of His Birth

Genesis Chapter 31
We noted from the previous chapter how Laban had worked around the agreements with Jacob so he would benefit and Jacob would lose. In the long run it worked to Jacob’s benefit, and he became a wealthy man. This only caused Laban and his sons to become envious of Jacob. Now Jacob overheard the words of Laban’s sons, saying “Jacob has taken away all that was to our father’s; and of that which was our father’s has he gotten all this glory.” Most people find it difficult to be happy when others are doing better than they are. To compare our success with that of others is a dangerous way to judge the quality of our lives. By comparing ourselves to other, we may be giving jealousy a foothold. We can avoid jealousy foothold. We can avoid jealousy by rejoicing in others’ successes (Romans 12:15).
God’s time for Jacob to return to the land of his father was at hand. God told him to leave Haran and return to his homeland. When Rachel and Leah heard this they were in agreement and said, “Whatsoever God hath said unto thee do.” This was at least one time when the two sisters saw eye to eye. Jacob took his family, crossed the Euphrates River, and headed first for the land of Gilead. Laban caught up with him there.
Although Laban treated Jacob unfairly, God still increased Jacob’s prosperity. God’s power is not limited by lack of fair play. He has the ability to meet our needs and make us thrive even though others mistreat us. To give in and respond unfairly in return is to be no different from your enemies. Leaving home wasn’t difficult for Rachel and Leah because their father had treated them as poorly as he had Jacob. According to custom, they were supposed to receive the benefits of the dowry Jacob paid for them, which was 14 years of hard work. When Laban did not give them what was rightful theirs, they knew they would never inherit anything from their father. Thus they wholeheartedly approved of Jacob’s plan to take the wealth he had gained and leave.

19-23.  It was the custom of pagans at the time, and it is still among the heathens today to keep small wooden or metal idols in their homes. These idols were called treraphim, and they were thought to protect the home and offer advice in times of need. But the protection or advice was give by the demons that dwell in the idols. To the pagans, the idols had legal appeal significance as well, for when they were passed on to an heir, the person who received them could rightfully claim the greatest part of the family inheritance, and whatever spiritual bondage that comes with them. No wonder Laban was concerned when he realized his idols were missing. Rachel most likely had stolen her father’s idols because she knew their uses, and was afraid Laban would consult them and learn where she and Jacob had gone, or perhaps she wanted to claim the family inheritance. But no matter what was her reason for taking the idols, it was an idolatrous act on her part; because it showed that she had faith in them.  Since the images belonged to Laban, Rachel was not only a thief, but an idolatrous thief. Yet the real problem was whether either Laban or Rachel was truly a child of God. They were idol-worshippers, and idolatry is forbidden in the Scriptures. Since Rachel had been married to Jacob for some time, apparently he had little influence on her spiritual state. Jacob probably assumed that since he had often spoken to her about his faith in the God of his fathers that she had become a believer, but little did he know that Rachel had little or no faith in his God, and that she was an unbeliever in all those years. It appeared that it was for Jacob’s sake was Rachel even blessed with children. Again, it is evident in the words she said to Jacob “Give me children, or else I die,” signifying that she had been totally ignorant of the fact that it is God who gives children. 
24-31. Laban’s pursuit of Jacob issued when tidings were brought to him on the third day, that Jacob had fled; he immediately raises the whole clan, takes his brethren, that is, the relations of his family, that were all in his interests, and pursues Jacob in the same manner as Pharaoh and his Egyptians afterwards pursued the Israelites the seed of Jacob, to bring him back into bondage again, or with design to strip him of what he had. Seven days’ journey did Laban march in pursuit of Jacob. He would not have taken half the pains to have visited his best friends. But the truth is that bad men will do more to serve their sinful passions than good men will to serve their just affections, and are more powerful in their anger than in their love. Well, at length Laban, overtook Jacob, and the very night before he came up with him God interposed in the quarrel, rebuked Laban and sheltered Jacob, charging Laban not to speak unto him either good or bad, that is, to say nothing against his going on with his journey, for that it proceeded from the Lord. In other words, that it was He the Lord that had asked him leave in the manner which he left.
Laban, during his seven day’s march, had been full of rage against Jacob, and was now full of hopes that his lust should be satisfied upon him (Exodus 15:9); but God comes to him, and with one word ties his hands, though he does not turn his heart. In a dream, and in slumberings upon the bed, God has ways of opening the ears of men, and sealing their instruction, (Job. 33:15, Job. 33:16). Thus he admonishes men by their consciences, in secret whispers, which the man of wisdom will hear and heed.  The safety of good men is very much owing to the hold God has of the consciences of bad men and the access he has to them.  God sometimes appears wonderfully for the deliverance of his people when they are upon the very brink of ruin. The exiled Judeans were saved from Haman’s plot when the king’s decree drew him to be put in execution, (Esther 9:1).

Here we have the high charge which Laban exhibited against Jacob. He accuses him, as a renegade that had unjustly deserted his service. To represent Jacob as a criminal, he will have it thought that he intended kindness to his daughters, that he would have dismissed them with all the marks of love and honor that could be, that he would have made a solemn business of it, and would have kissed his little grandchildren and that was all he would have given them, and, according to the foolish custom of the country, would have sent them away with mirth, and with songs, with tabret, and with harp: not as Rebekah was sent away out of the same family, about 120 years earlier, with prayers and blessings (Genesis 24:60), but with sport and merriment, which was a sign that the knowledge of God had very much decayed in the family, and that they had lost their seriousness. However, Laban pretends they would have been treated with respect at parting. It is common for bad men, when they are disappointed in their malicious projects, to pretend that they designed nothing but what was kind and fair. When they cannot do the mischief they intended, they are reluctant to admit it should be thought that they ever did intend it. When they have not done what they should have done they come off with this excuse, that they would have done it. People may thus be deceived, but God cannot.
Laban went on to suggest that Jacob had some bad design in stealing away thus, that he took his wives away as captives. Those that mean ill themselves are most apt to put the worst interpretation upon what others do innocently. The insinuating and the aggravating of faults are the artifices of a designing malice, and those must be represented though never so unjustly as intending ill against whom ill is intended. Upon the whole matter, Laban boasts of his own power:  “It is in the power of my hand to do you hurt.” He supposes that he had both right on his side, a good action, as we say, against Jacob and strength on his side, either to avenge the wrong or recover the right. Bad people commonly value themselves much upon their power to do hurt, whereas a power to do good is much more valuable.

32-36. “Wherefore hast thou stolen my gods?”  Foolish man! To call those his gods that could be stolen! Could he expect protection from those that could neither resist nor discover their invaders? Happy are those of us who have the Lord for our God and Father, for we have a God that cannot be stolen from us. Enemies may steal our goods, but not our God. Here Laban lays to Jacob’s charge things that he knew not, the common distress of oppressed innocency. Jacob’s apology for himself. Those that commit their cause to God, yet are not forbidden to plead it themselves with meekness and fear. As to the charge of stealing away his own wives he clears himself by giving the true reason why he went away unknown to Laban. He feared lest Laban would by force take away his daughters, and so obliges him, by the bond of his affection to his wives, to continue in his service. Those that are unjust in the least, it may be suspected, will be unjust also in much, (Luke 16:10). If Laban deceived Jacob in his wages, it is likely he will make no conscience of robbing him of his wives, and putting those asunder whom God has joined together. What may not be feared from men that have no principle of honesty? Nothing!
 37-40.  As to the charge of stealing Laban’s gods, Jacob pleads not guilty. He not only did not take them himself, he was not so fond of them, but he did not know that they were taken. Yet perhaps he spoke too hastily and inconsiderately when he said, “With whomever thou findest thy gods, let him not live,” upon this he might reflect with some bitterness when, not long after, Rachel who had taken them died suddenly in travail. How just soever we think ourselves to be, it is best to forbear pronouncing a curse, lest they fall heavier than we imagine. Can you remember feeling absolutely sure about something? Jacob was so sure that no one in his family would stoop that low into paganism to have stolen Laban’s idols that he vowed to kill this offender. Since Rebekah took them, this statement put her safety in serious jeopardy. Even when you are absolutely sure about a matter, it is safer to avoid rash statements. Someone may hold you to them. The diligent search Laban made for his gods, partly out of hatred to Jacob, whom he would gladly have an occasion to quarrel with, partly out of love to his idols, which he was not willing to part with. We do not find that he searched Jacob’s flocks for stolen cattle; but he searched his furniture for stolen gods. He was of Micah’s mind, "You have taken away my gods, and what have I more?" (Judges 18:24). Were the worshippers of false gods so set upon their idols? Did they thus walk in the name of their gods? and should we not be as Eager in our enquires after the true God? When he has justly departed from us, how carefully should we ask, "Where is God my Maker?” O that I knew where I might find him! (Job. 23:3). 

Now Laban after searching Leah’s tent had gone into Rachel’s tent, but she had taken the idols, and put them in the camel’s furniture, and sat on them. Laban searched all the tent, but he did not find them. Then Rachel said to her Father, “The custom of women is upon me, that is, “I am having my monthly period.”  She was pregnant with Benjamin, but falsely claimed her menstrual period, which, under the later Mosaic Law, caused ceremonial defilement of all that she sat upon (Leviticus 5). Laban, after all his searches, missed of finding his gods, and was baffled in his enquiry with a shame; but our God will not only be found of those that seek him, but they shall find him their bountiful rewarder.
Jacob made it a habit to do more than was expected of him. When his flocks were attacked by wild animals, he took the loses rather than splitting them with Laban. He worked hard even after several pay cuts. His diligence eventually paid off, that is, after the Lord revealed to him how, his flocks began to multiply. Making a habit of doing more than expected can pay off: (1) it pleases God, (2) earns recognition and advancement, (3) enhances your reputation, (4) builds others’ confidence in you, (5) gives you more experience and knowledge, (6) develops your spiritual maturity.

42-48. “Except the God of my father, the God of Abraham, and the fear of Isaac,” if he should do things not according to what he was taught to do in the fear of the Lord.  Abraham was dead, and had gone to that place where perfect love casts out fear; but Isaac was yet alive, sanctifying the Lord in his heart, as his fear and his dread.  Laban had nothing to say in reply to Jacob’s earnest presentation of reasons for opposition or grievance: he could neither justify himself nor condemn Jacob, but was convicted by his own conscience of the wrong he had done him; and therefore desires to hear no more of the matter.  He is not willing to admit himself in a fault, nor to ask Jacob’s forgiveness, and deal with the problem or complaint in an acceptable way, as he ought to have done. But he turns it off with a sudden declaration of kindness for Jacob’s wives and children: “These daughters are my daughters.”  When he cannot excuse what he has done, he does, in effect, admit to what he should have done; he should have treated them as his own, but he had counted them as strangers. It is common for those who are without natural affection to pretend much to it when it will serve a turn or twist. Or perhaps Laban said this in a vain-glorious way, as one that loved to talk big, and use great swelling words of vanity: "All that thou seest is mine.’’ It was not so, it was all Jacob’s, and he had paid dearly for it; yet Jacob let him have a field day of  his saying, perceiving him coming into a better humor in his ego. Do not be fooled when dealing with wordly people, because it is property not people lies near the hearts of worldly people. They love to boast of it, "This is mine, and the other is mine,’’ as Nabal (1 Samuel 25:11), “My bread and my water,”
49-55. Laban proposes a covenant of friendship between them, to which Jacob readily agrees, without insisting upon Laban’s submission, much less his restitution. To be binding, an agreement had to be witnessed by a third party. In this case, Jacob and Laban used God as their witness that they would keep their word. As for the substance of this covenant, Jacob left it wholly to Laban to settle it. The tenor of it was, (1) That Jacob should be a good husband to his wives, that he should not afflict them, nor marry other wives besides them. Jacob had never given him any cause to suspect that he would be any other than a kind husband; yet, as if he had, he was willing to come under this engagement. Though Laban had afflicted them himself, yet he will bind Jacob that he shall not afflict them.  Those that are injurious themselves are commonly most jealous or afraid of others what they might do, and those that do not do their own duty are most arrogant in demanding duty from others. (2.) That he should never be a bad neighbor to Laban.

 It was agreed that no act of hostility should ever pass between them, that Jacob should forgive and forget all the wrongs he had received and not remember them against Laban or his family in after-times. As Christians, we may resent an injury which yet we may not revenge; for vengeance is the Lord’s. 
The ceremony of this covenant. It was made and ratified with great solemnity, according to the customs of those times. (1.) A pillar was erected (v. 45), and a heap of stones raised, to perpetuate the memory or the thing, the way of recording agreements by writing being then either not known or not used. (2.) A sacrifice was offered, a sacrifice of peace-offerings. Our peace with God is that which puts true comfort into our peace with our friends. If parties contend, the reconciliation of both to him will facilitate their reconciliation one to another. (3.) They did eat bread together, jointly partaking of the feast upon the sacrifice. This was in token of a hearty reconciliation. Covenants of friendship were anciently ratified by the parties eating and drinking together. It was in the nature of a love-feast. (4.) They solemnly appealed to God concerning their sincerity herein, as a witness: The Lord watch between me and thee, that is, "The Lord take cognizance of everything that shall be done on either side in violation of this league. When we are out of one another’s sight, let his be a restraint upon us, that wherever we are we are under God’s eye.’’
Jegar-sahdutha, which in the Aramaic meant “the heap of witness.” The Hebrew Galeed also meant “the heap of witness.” Mizpha means “Watchpost.” Jacob and Laban made God their witness, the third party in the agreement. Each expected God to enforce the covenant if either man broke it.
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