Preparation Guide 31:  Jacob’s Flight
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Genesis 31:1—Genesis 31:55
See also: 
· Finish Patriarchs and Prophets, Chapter 17: “Jacob’s Flight and Exile”  
Characters and Motivations:               References:                                                  
JACOB:
· Wanted to obey God
· Wanted to leave Laban, who was no longer treating him very nicely and continually tried to cheat him.  
· Wanted to return to his family
· Was afraid that Laban wouldn’t let him go
RACHEL:
· May have wished to “get back” at her father for his indifference and “devouring” of her money
· May have wanted to retain the (probably) fertility icons that were meaningful to her
· May have wished to interfere with the succession from her father—possession of the household gods indicated the individual who would become the head of the family
LABAN:
· Basically did not like having to give wages to Jacob
· Was angry with Jacob for what he probably considered to be “stealing” his flocks, so he kept changing the wages
· Was angry that Jacob left, particularly with the “stolen” flocks in tow—and undoubtedly irate when he discovered that the idols were missing as well
· May have intended some kind of force against Jacob and/or his wives and children
Why does Jacob choose this time to return to his father’s home?  How does he plan his departure?  Why?  
Jacob’s increase in wealth had not gone unnoticed.  Laban’s sons were convinced that he had cheated their father somehow.  Laban himself became overtly antagonistic toward Jacob.  Presumably Jacob sought God’s advice and God spoke to him, calling him to return to the land of his fathers.  He plans his departure when Laban is away, calling his wives to the field for greater secrecy.  Jacob may have been shearing his own sheep, and the festivities surrounding this event enabled him to plan a less noticeable escape.  Clearly Jacob, as well as Rachel and Leah, are concerned that Laban will prevent their departure.  Laban surely would not have allowed Jacob to take all his earnings with him, as Laban later laid claim to them himself.  
How do Rachel and Leah feel about Jacob’s plans?  Why? 
Rachel and Leah have no objections.  In his greed, Laban has not treated his daughters well.  They have no inheritance at all, and the marriage portion that should have been theirs, the money set aside as their dowry, has been taken and used by Laban as his own.  Thus they are not sorry to see the wealth their husband has acquired from their father.  It was to be their security, and an inheritance to their own children.  
What did Rachel do?  Why?    
Rachel steals Laban’s idols.  These were usually small human figurines, often made of wood.  Archeologists have turned them up in great numbers.  Some represent male gods but the vast majority are figurines of female deities.  Since most of them are nude goddesses whose sexual features are accentuated, they were probably thought to promote fertility.  Rachel may have wanted them in order to enhance her chances for reproduction.  She may also have intended to interfere in the inheritance.  In the previous verses it is clear that both Leah and Rachel have reason for complaint regarding their father’s management of the inheritance.  Possession of the family’s household gods guaranteed to their holder the title to his father’s properties.  This was probably the chief reason that Laban was so eager to retrieve them.  Although daughters could not inherit in this way, particularly as Laban had sons who could, Rachel may have intended to interfere with this process in some way.  
How does Laban respond?  Why?  What happens on the way?  How does Laban greet Jacob?  
Laban chased Jacob down.  He appears to have taken his time about it, but he did not intend to let Jacob go freely with all of his possessions.  Laban was furious, both at Jacob’s abandonment and at the theft of his idols.  He may have taken the time in order to assemble an armed escort, intending to “take by force” his daughters, as Jacob feared.  But then God came to Laban in a dream on the road, and told him not to interfere with Jacob but to allow him to make his own decision.  Laban therefore greets Jacob in the role of the good natured but deeply hurt father.  He tells Jacob that he would have thrown a good-bye party, and bid a fond farewell to his daughters and grandchildren.  
What is Rachel’s stratagem for concealing the idols?  
She put them in the “camel’s furniture,” or saddle, and sits on them.  Then she claims to have her period, and thus be unable to rise at Laban’s request.  She may have done this because menstruating women were considered to be “unclean,” and anything they touched or sat on was defiled.  Thus Laban might have been afraid to investigate the “camel’s furniture” in any further detail for fear of being made unclean.  
How does Laban part from Jacob, Rachel, and Leah?  Why do they leave things in this fashion?    
They decide to make a covenant of friendship, complete with a “pillar” as a reminder.  This may have been prompted by Laban’s fear that Jacob might seek reconciliation with Esau and return to take revenge.  Laban also asks Jacob to swear to treat Rachel and Leah well.  They celebrate the covenant with a meal, and stayed at the site of the “heap” overnight, before Laban bids his daughters and grandchildren goodbye.  It is certainly due to God’s intervention that Laban departs so peacefully.  
Observations:                                         References:
· It seems clear from verse 7 that Laban’s greed inspired him to repeatedly attempt to limit the original agreement between himself and Jacob by changing its provisions.  The fact that Jacob is silent about his own stratagems for dealing with these difficulties, preferring to attribute his success to God’s blessing, implies consciousness that the means employed were not always completely honest.  
· Verse 14 shows Rachel and Leah in perfect agreement, for the first time ever, in regard to their father’s conduct.  This consensus in spite of their mutual jealousies is clear evidence of the validity of their complaints.  Laban’s heartless cruelty and insatiable greed were obviously so pronounced that even his own daughters eventually rose in protest.  
· Since Laban received word of Jacob’s flight after two or three days and overtook him after a pursuit of seven days, it appears at first that Laban met Jacob again after only 9 or 10 days.  But the mountains of Gilead lie more than 275 miles away from Haran.  This distance can indeed be covered by fast camels in 7 days, as Laban’s journey indicates, but it would be impossible when traveling with flocks and herds, as Jacob was.  Such a group could only make perhaps 10 miles in a day.  Laban knew that Jacob could only make such slow progress, so he himself did not need to hurry.  The time between Laban receiving word of Jacob’s departure and Laban’s own departure may easily have been 30 days or more.  
We know that “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness:  That the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works.”  2 Timothy 3:16-17.  How does this apply to these verses?  Why is this information recorded?  What are we meant to draw from it?  Why has God provided us with these specific words?  
[bookmark: _GoBack]It is amazing how God continues to look after us in spite of everything.  God prevents Laban from interfering in Jacob’s departure despite Jacob’s own dubious stratagems in acquiring wealth.  God allows Rachel to be taken safely along by her husband in spite of her wicked intent to take her father’s household gods.  It is amazing how God permits His people to be protected in spite of their weakness and sinfulness.  This is not to say that such protection will go on indefinitely, of course, but it is reassuring evidence that He still cares for us even as we repent our misdeeds.  
