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Psalm 11; 1 Timothy 6:3-12; Genesis 31:1-21

Our final Scripture reading today comes from Genesis 31:1-21.  May God bless the 
reading of His holy, sacred, and perfect Word.  “Jacob heard that Laban's sons were saying, 
"Jacob has taken everything our father owned and has gained all this wealth from what belonged 
to our father." And Jacob noticed that Laban's attitude toward him was not what it had been. 
Then the LORD said to Jacob, "Go back to the land of your fathers and to your relatives, and I 
will be with you." So Jacob sent word to Rachel and Leah to come out to the fields where his 
flocks were. He said to them, "I see that your father's attitude toward me is not what it was 
before, but the God of my father has been with me. You know that I've worked for your father 
with all my strength, yet your father has cheated me by changing my wages ten times. However, 
God has not allowed him to harm me. If he said, 'The speckled ones will be your wages,' then all 
the flocks gave birth to speckled young; and if he said, 'The streaked ones will be your wages,' 
then all the flocks bore streaked young. So God has taken away your father's livestock and has 
given them to me. "In breeding season I once had a dream in which I looked up and saw that the 
male goats mating with the flock were streaked, speckled or spotted. The angel of God said to me
in the dream, 'Jacob.' I answered, 'Here I am.' And he said, 'Look up and see that all the male 
goats mating with the flock are streaked, speckled or spotted, for I have seen all that Laban has 
been doing to you. I am the God of Bethel, where you anointed a pillar and where you made a 
vow to me. Now leave this land at once and go back to your native land.'" Then Rachel and Leah 
replied, "Do we still have any share in the inheritance of our father's estate? Does he not regard 
us as foreigners? Not only has he sold us, but he has used up what was paid for us. Surely all the 
wealth that God took away from our father belongs to us and our children. So do whatever God 
has told you." Then Jacob put his children and his wives on camels, and he drove all his livestock
ahead of him, along with all the goods he had accumulated in Paddan Aram, to go to his father 
Isaac in the land of Canaan. When Laban had gone to shear his sheep, Rachel stole her father's 
household gods. Moreover, Jacob deceived Laban the Aramean by not telling him he was 
running away. So he fled with all he had, and crossing the River, he headed for the hill country of
Gilead.”

One of my favorite movies growing up as a kid was Night Crossing.  You probably 
haven’t heard of it – few people have – unless you’ve heard me rave about it.  It was based on 
the true story of two families in East Germany who were determined to escape to West Germany 
after a friend of their families was killed attempting to break through the border wall.  Knowing 
they couldn’t go through the wall, they went up.  After a failed attempt, both families were able 
to get over the border by using a hot air balloon that could hold eight people.  The film, made by 
Walt Disney Productions, faded from view once Germany reunited 32 years ago.  

But what was even more striking than the daring balloon escape was how these two 
families faced danger, imprisonment, and even death to leave a totalitarian regime where things 
had become unbearable.  When neighbor reported neighbor and wages changed based on 
government whims, when the best you could hope for was not disappearing in the middle of the 
night with the secret police, even escaping via hot air balloon was preferable to the alternative.
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I thought about that movie quite a bit when I read this week’s passage.  There are a lot of 
parallels!  But even more important than the escape itself for us are the details about Jacob, Leah,
and Rachel’s departure that open up a conversation for us today.  

Jacob has become amazingly wealthy.  Because God has blessed him continually by his 
own promise, Jacob now has an enormous flock, the profits from which have afforded him 
camels and donkeys and maidservants and menservants.  He’s doing very well for himself, we 
might say.  But envy can make enemies out of best friends, and it’s not like Laban and Jacob 
were particularly chummy given Laban’s trickery and deceptions.  

In fact, it’s the attitude of Laban’s sons and Laban himself that give Jacob cause for 
concern.  He knows they aren’t happy, and trouble is a’brewin.  Because what would happen if 
Jacob were to have an unfortunate accident?  What if Jacob were to disappear and his household 
was just subsumed into Laban’s?  It’s easy to understand Jacob having legitimate fears that his 
wealth has made him a target.

It seems that Jacob began praying in earnest about it, and God answered his prayers by 
telling him to go back home – that God would watch over him as he left Haran for Canaan.  That 
was the biggest thing Jacob needed to get him moving.  But there was another significant issue – 
Leah and Rachel.  

We might remember the biblical statement that a man will leave his father and mother and
cleave to his wife.  That pattern has a godly warrant, but it also reflects what typically happened 
in biblical times  –a man would move near his wife’s family.  Jacob is taking a big risk here.  He 
does not order Rachel and Leah to go.  Instead, he brings them in on his plans.  This takes real 
courage.  All Rachel or Leah needed to do to spoil everything up was to go back to dear old dad 
and let him know what Jacob was planning.  However, it is the most faithful choice – it honors 
his wives, and it honors God who told him to trust that he would be safe in his travels.  

And Rachel nor Leah are agreed.  They know their father.  They know the dirty trick he 
pulled to get them both married to Jacob, and they know that time hasn’t made him any better.  
He’s spent everything that Jacob provided by his services for a dowry.  He’s changed Jacob’s 
wages time and again to try and cheat him, which also cheated them and their children.  God 
took Laban’s wealth and gave it to Jacob because of Laban’s deceitfulness – and it belongs to 
them.  They throw their lot in with Jacob and Jacob’s God because they’ve seen God’s 
faithfulness despite Laban’s tricks.

This leads me to what might be a radical concept, one that might take us by surprise.  It’s 
this: God can and does bless the suffering of His servants for His name, but He doesn’t condone 
the abuse of His people, either.  Jesus suffered unto death for our sakes.  Stephen, the apostles, 
and millions of faithful believers over the centuries have died for the name of their Savior.  And 
yet, those same apostles fled persecution; they died only at the time God declared.  They did not 
seek to become martyrs.  They died glorifying Christ.  
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The apostle Paul suffered immense abuse at the hands of those who opposed him.  He’d 
been beaten, whipped, stoned, imprisoned, and in constant danger.  But he escaped the city of 
Damascus in a basket; the church got him away from Jerusalem when a plot on his life was 
formed and got him to the city of Tarsus.  Paul and Barnabas flee violence against them in 
Iconium and head to Lystra and Derbe.  Paul was faithful to God and did whatever God told him 
to do, which sometimes found him suffering for Christ, even dying for Christ around 68 AD, but 
he didn’t wait around in a city opposed to his message to find himself martyred.

Jacob has suffered all kinds of abuse at the hands of Laban.  His integrity speaks for him 
with his wives, who have learned about the Lord from Jacob; they invoked the Lord’s name at 
the birth of their sons and give God the credit for them.  God’s blessing on Jacob is evident to 
everyone.  Now that Laban is no longer benefitting from the blessing, he’s made things all the 
worse.  Jacob has the confirmation from God to leave, and even though his wives don’t have 
quite the same relationship with God, they know – it’s time to go.  Even though it might separate 
Laban from his daughters and grandchildren, Laban has made the situation intolerable.

When dealing with complex situations like abuse, we need to pay attention to the whole 
counsel of God.  Sometimes when we read a verse out of context, we don’t get the full picture of 
who God is and what God wants for us.  Sadly, abusers have sometimes twisted the Scriptures to 
continue abusing others, by making those they abuse feel like God wants them to suffer abuse, or
that they are doing the right thing by going along with abuse.  This is wrong, and at times, the 
church has sinned by allowing it.  When a segment of the church allowed slaveowners to use the 
Bible to keep their slaves disempowered, it was wrong.  When portions of the church have stood 
behind abusive pastors and attacked the victims, it was wrong.  Abuse is simply wrong.

We also need to understand the Bible’s full counsel when it comes to abuse and marriage. 
Marriage existed before sin.  Marriage models God’s relationship to His people.  It is 
foundational to society and shouldn’t be entered into nor dissolved lightly.  Our country’s 
modern attitude towards marriage is fundamentally flawed.  But we also have flawed thinking if 
we believe God has commanded that that separation or divorce should be unthinkable in the face 
of abuse.  Expecting a wife – or a husband, as happens too – to stay in an abusive relationship 
permanently is not what we find God saying in Scripture.  

Jesus taught that divorcing a woman would force her to commit adultery when she 
remarried.  We’ve read this as, “It’s always a sin to divorce,” but that’s not what Jesus said.  God 
hates divorce, we find in Malachi.  However, in Malachi, God has not been answering the 
prayers of His people because the husbands have been unfaithful to their wives, who they had 
been divorcing despite their wives’ faithfulness.  They were treating marriage lightly. 

When Jesus said a man would force his wife to commit adultery if he divorced her, He 
wasn’t condemning women.  He was condemning the men.  Rabbis taught a man could divorce 
his wife for something as petty as burning his breakfast.  Divorce in ancient civilizations left 
women destitute unless they could re-marry.  Jesus was saying, “By causing your former wife to 
sin, you are guilty of a much greater sin – she had no choice, but you did, and you forced her into
it.”  Jesus’ teachings weren’t to guilt anyone to stay in violent abuse but to show the sinfulness of
men who were using divorce to satisfy their lusts while harming their former wives.
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Sometimes we must deal with the ugly parts of church history over the centuries to bring 
glory to God.  God is not glorified when we allow injustice and abuse and deceitfulness go on in 
Jesus’ name unchecked.  There are times when God calls us to be patient through a trial.  Paul 
told believers in Corinth that they didn’t have to leave their unbelieving spouses because Jesus 
might save their spouses through their care for them.  But he also told them that if an unbelieving
spouse leaves, let them go.  The believer is not bound to them.    

We must be wise when we counsel others.  The Bible is not simple.  God has set out clear
rules and clear laws, and yet Scripture shows that God also understands complex situations 
beyond rule-keeping.  God sent Jesus to redeem every sinful person who would trust in Him 
because both the greatest sinner and the most righteous human alive have a lot to answer for.  

Do we honor marriage?  Absolutely.  Are there times when marriages break down due to 
human failing and sin and frailty?  Absolutely.  Thank God that He has mercy on all who come to
Him.  In all situations where wrong has been done, we work to forgive.  But in some situations, 
even when we’ve forgiven someone, relationship cannot be restored.  It’s the reality of a broken 
world.  Sometimes, you can make a relationship with a Laban work...and sometimes, you’ve just 
got to get out of Dodge.

Moving on...after getting Leah and Rachel’s blessing, Jacob moves everything out.  This 
is a huge contingent, not something Laban would easily miss.  So they leave when Laban is out 
shearing the sheep with his sons, 25 miles away, doing some of the hardest work a shepherd has 
to do.  He’ll be preoccupied.  That’s when Jacob’s crew leaves.  It seems like the practical 
choice.  With this huge caravan, feeling threatened, getting a three-day head start makes sense.  
But Jacob deceived Laban by doing this.  These are Laban’s children and grandchildren we’re 
talking about here.  As frustrated as Jacob is, as fearful as he might be, Jacob knows he has the 
blessing of God.  God has promised to protect him.  So why does he not trust God to protect his 
family long enough to say goodbye and to be upfront?

There’s another issue.  Rachel steals Laban’s household gods.  Most likely, they weren’t 
dissimilar to the statues you might see in the home of someone from India or the Far East even 
today, representing either gods or family ancestors who were worshiped.  Household gods also  
belonged to the head of the household, and they were passed down to the eldest son.  For Rachel 
to steal them meant one of two things, maybe both.  First, and most likely, despite all of Jacob’s 
discussions and prayers over the years, she still clung to the worship of her family over the 
generations.  Second, by taking the household gods, she is claiming her dowry and all that her 
father cheated her out of over the years.  It’s a final act of defiance by the daughter whose father 
had treated her shamefully.

Here’s what the story suggests we talk about: old habits die hard and must be taken to the
cross.  Rachel, who knew Jacob’s God ended her barrenness, stole the household gods – not fully
giving herself over to faith.  Jacob, who had acted with integrity now for over a decade, resorts to
deception – it might have been a practical move, might have seemed the safer move, but the 
Bible calls it that.  We have sympathy for them for their stress, for the concern for their lives and 
the lives of their children that clouded their judgment.  But in a moment of trial, they slipped 
back into old ways.
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When Jesus told us that we would have to die daily to ourselves, that we would have to 
carry our cross, He was setting a standard for us.  In Ephesians 4:22-24, Paul writes, “You were 
taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted 
by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, 
created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.”  In Romans 12:2, Paul wrote, “Do not 
conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is -- his good, pleasing and 
perfect will.”

Old habits die hard, especially under stress.  A few weeks ago, getting tons of things 
moved in our home, getting ready for my mom to move in, the other night, setting up our living 
room with a lot of stuff from our family room...super stressful.  I didn’t act the way I would have
liked when not everyone was pleased with the work I’d done.  I’ve apologized since, but I know, 
old habits die hard.  Getting angry, getting even, getting bitter, acting in ways unbecoming a 
believer in Christ...even when we’re devoted to Christ and want to please Him, we let our old 
self get the better of us.  We know what it is to be in Jacob and Rachel’s shoes, to trust in God 
and yet become insecure in a moment of trial.  We understand the faith of the apostle Peter, who 
had trust enough to get out on the water to walk to Jesus but started flailing when he set his 
sights on the water and the wind and the waves rather than the Lord.

Old habits die hard...but when we take them to the cross, they are forgiven.  It is our duty 
and privilege to die to ourselves and to live for Christ; that is our aim and our goal.  We make no 
excuses for our bad behaviors and sinful actions.  As Christians, we own that we are not the 
people we want to be.  Every week, we have a prayer of confession where we all state, together, 
that we have not lived up to our calling as the children of God.  We should not give up easily; our
grace came at an incredibly heavy price, and we should not cheapen that grace by simply doing 
whatever we want to do whenever we want to do it.  We wrestle with sin; we struggle with it as a
fearsome enemy to be overcome.

Yet too, we know that those sins we do commit are indeed forgiven when we take them to
the cross.  Nothing is beyond the grace of God.  Jesus died not so we might have a chance at 
forgiveness!  Jesus died that all the sins of His people would be forgiven.  We do not hope we are
forgiven; we know we are forgiven.  We live in the glorious truth that God loves us, and the Son 
gladly gave His life so that His people would be free and clear of sin and could live holy lives, 
starting even now.  If there’s an old habit or a new sin either one that has cropped up in your life, 
know that if you are a believer, your mission is to kill off that sin and to not let it grow.  But we 
can accomplish that mission knowing that in Christ, that sin is forgiven and that, in the Holy 
Spirit, victory over that sin is not just possible but assured.  May we live in that victory today!

Next week, we’ll find out how the escape went.  But this week, may we live in the light 
of God’s love for us, working not to abuse our relationships with others but to act with love and 
mercy with all those we know, finding forgiveness through our Savior and turning to Him when 
we are tempted to return to our old ways.
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