
1 
 

BREAD OF LIFE TORAH STUDIES 

I am the bread of life. He who comes to me shall never hunger… John 6:35 

  
  

GENESIS 31-33    

Jacob’s returns to his land 

After 20 long years in Haran, Jacob is ready to return to the land of his fathers. Laban’s countenance 
toward him had deteriorated, and the jealousy of Laban’s sons was palpable as they saw Jacob 
amass wealth under the blessing of his God.  The LORD said to Jacob: 

“Return to the land of your fathers and to your birthplace, and I shall be with you”. So Jacob sent and called 
Rachel and Leah to the field, to his flock, and said to them …  you know that with all my might I have served 
your father. Yet your father has deceived me and changed my wages ten times1, but God did not allow him to 
hurt me.  

READ verses 8-12 – God reminds Jacob in a dream of the vow he made at Bethel (28:18-22). God 
had indeed been with him and kept him – Jacob’s part in the vow was: “Then the LORD shall be my 
God.” Now assured of this, he confidently prepares to leave Haran and Laban behind him.  
 
Then Rachel and Leah answered and said to him, “Is there still any portion or inheritance for us in our father’s 
house?   Now then, whatever God has said to you, do it.” 

In response, we see both Rachel and Leah speaking with one voice, and fully identifying with their 
husband, and with his God. Their eyes are now open to their father’s base, selfish character, and the 
family unified in their desire to come out from under his hand, in full confidence of the LORD’s 
leading and gracious presence with them. 

The Stolen household idols 
Now Laban had gone to shear his sheep, and Rachel had stolen the household idols that were her father’s. And 
Jacob stole away, unknown to Laban the Syrian, in that he did not tell him that he intended to flee.  (19-20)   

There is an interesting wordplay in these two verses: Rachel “stole” her father’s idols, and Jacob 
“stole”, literally, the “heart of Laban” (ֵלב ָלָבן) 
Q. How do you understand this juxtaposition?  Could there be a deeper significance? 
Q. Do you consider Jacob’s ‘stealing away’ to be deceit or a necessity? 

v.21 So he fled with all that he had. He arose and crossed the river, and headed toward the mountains 
of Gilead.  This is a wonderfully expressive verse, which speaks of ‘breakthrough’, ‘rising up’ 
(spiritually). Jacob is fleeing the land of the ‘easterners’ (29:1)—a land filled with idols and those who 
‘worship the work of their own hands’2. It is noteworthy to recognize the strong connection here to 
the story of the Exodus, where Israel flees from Egyptian slavery with amassed wealth, and with 
Pharaoh not willing to let them go (see Ex. 14:5,8). We might recall that, whilst God took Israel out of 
Egypt, it was not so easy to get ‘Egypt out of them’, which was exemplified by the Golden Calf incident. 
 
Read verses 22-34  

What do you make of Laban’s heart-wrenching accusation in vs. 26-30?  

                                                           
1 The number 10 designates completeness of order, a complete cycle of anything, e.g. see Job 19:3. 
2 See Isaiah 2:6, 8 
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The word “steal” comes up again several times in these verses. When Laban had finished ransacking 
Jacob’s belongings and failed to find the idols, the outraged Jacob stood up to Laban, beginning: “What 
is my trespass? What is my sin, that you have so hotly pursued me?”  While Jacob was in the process of 
being redeemed, Laban (the Adversary) still had a hold on him.  But now, at the end of this period of 
trial, Jacob feels confident to stand up and defend himself, assured of his own innocence.  

Q. Why do you think this stealing of Laban’s idols/heart his given so much emphasis?  
Might it be drawing attention to Jacob’s ‘stealing’ of his brothers brother’s blessing?  
On a deeper level, might there still be an ‘idol’ hidden in his heart – unbeknown to him? 

Jacob rashly exclaims: “With whomever you find your gods, do not let him live.” Would this prove to 
be a curse that would lead to the death of Rachel?   

He concludes: “Unless the God of my father: the God of Abraham and the Fear of Isaac, had been 
with me, surely now you would have sent me away empty-handed. God has seen my affliction and 
the labour of my hands, and rebuked you last night.”    

Q. What does the ‘Fear of Isaac’ refer to and how was that ‘with him’?3   

Treaty at Gilead  - 31:48-54 

Laban proposes a treaty. The agreement includes two parts: (1) Jacob would not mistreat Laban’s 
daughters and (2) neither party would pass a designated landmark with hostile intentions. A 
monument and stones of witness are set up to mark the boundary. 

Q. Can you see a spiritual aspect to this treaty?     

In verse 50 Laban invokes HASHEM as a witness between them, in recognition of Jacob’s God.  But 
his good intentions are short-lived and he then returns to his own god, saying: “The God of Abraham, 
the God of Nahor 4 and the God of their father judge between us.” And Jacob swore by the Fear of his 
father Isaac.” Then Jacob offered a sacrifice on the mountain, and called his brethren to eat bread. 
And they ate bread and stayed all night on the mountain. (place of spiritual elevation). (vss.53-54)  

Q. Again the “fear of Isaac” is invoked here. How does this relate to the subsequent breaking of bread 
with his kinsmen on the mountain? 

And early in the morning Laban arose, and kissed his sons and daughters and blessed them. Then 
Laban departed and returned to his place. So Jacob went on his way, and the angels of God met him.  
When Jacob saw them, he said, “This is God’s camp (or “host).” And he called the name of that place 
Mahanaim. (two camps/hosts)   
 
What divine favour met Jacob here! The word translated “camp”, from which Mahanaim derives, is 
the same word as that used in verses 7, 8 & 10 referring to his two family groups. The two hosts 
could therefore relate to two hosts of angels, one for each ‘camp’. 
 

The angel of the LORD encamps around them that fear Him, and delivers them. (Ps. 34:8) 
 

                                                           
3
 It refers to Isaac being placed on the altar by his father - but ultimately it points to the sacrificial death of Jesus. 

4 
Nahor was Abraham’s brother. He is effectively swearing by the God of Terach, their father. 
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Beginning with Gen 28:1, and ending here at 32:2, there have been no breaks at all in the Hebrew 
script.5 This is extremely unusual and tells us that all of the events in this section (from the time 
Jacob fled to Haran), contribute to one primary theme—the redemption of Jacob—with the central 
axis to the story being the birth of Joseph. Haran means mountaineer in Hebrew. Jacob has indeed 
‘scaled the mountain’.  He is now a transformed man.    
 
Genesis 32:3 gives us a clue that we are returning to the subject of Esau and the selling of the 
birthright:  “Then Jacob sent messengers before him to Esau his brother in the land of Seir, the field of Edom.”  

  Seir   –  means “shaggy” or “hairy” and refers back to Esau’s appearance upon birth 
Field  –  Esau was described as a “man of the field”   
Edom – means ‘red’. Esau was ‘red’ at birth (Adam, and the soil he came from, adom, meaning 
‘red,’  could also be alluded to here. Esau certainly epitomizes the man of flesh) 

 
Jacob had escaped the clutches of Laban, but he was oppressed by another burden, the fear of 
meeting Esau. He is still haunted by what he had done, and his brother’s fierce anger toward him. 
The last time Jacob saw Esau he was fleeing from him.  Murder was in Esau’s heart – fear in Jacob’s.  
Jealousy was another significant factor in both of them: For Jacob, jealousy because his father loved 
Esau above him; for Esau, jealousy because Jacob had ‘stolen’ the birthright and firstborn blessing he 
believed were rightfully his. 
   
Jacob sends messengers ahead to ‘test the waters’ and the word comes back that Esau was coming 
with a force of 4006 men.  Jacob’s fear, guilt and imagination took over – ‘Esau still has murder in his 
heart toward me. What must I do?’ (v.8) He therefore makes a threefold preparation: 
 
1. He divided his household into two camps so at least one camp would survive (Gen. 32:7-8).   
2. He prayed - (discuss the components of Jacob’s prayer) 
     Gen. 32:9-12 Then Jacob said, “O God of my father Abraham and God of my father Isaac, the 

LORD who said to me, ‘Return to your country and to your family, and I will deal well with you’: 
 “I am not worthy of the least of all the mercies and of all the truth which You have shown Your 
servant; for I crossed over this Jordan with my staff, and now I have become two companies.  
“Deliver me, I pray, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau; for I fear him, lest he 
come and attack me and the mother with the children.“For You said, ‘I will surely treat you well, 
and make your descendants as the sand of the sea, which cannot be numbered for multitude.’ ” 

3. He prepared lavish gifts of herds and flocks, with clear instructions on how to approach Esau and 
what to say.  For he thought, “I may appease him with the present that goes ahead of me, and 
afterwards I shall see his face (face him); perhaps he will accept me.”  (Gen. 32:13-20) 

  
Q.  What do you think of Jacob’s approach?   Is this lack of faith and trust on his part, or is it a wise 
move to do all in his power to protect himself and appease his brother before he faces him? 
Consider Proverbs 21:14 A gift in secret pacifies anger: and a reward in the bosom, strong wrath. 
 
READ verses 21-22 His threefold preparation complete, Yaakov lodges that night in the camp.  
However, immediately after being told that Jacob is spending that night in the camp, we read, ‘that 
same night he rose up…’ and took his wives, children and all that he had and crossed over the ford of 
the Jabbock.7 This seems like a strange thing to do in the middle of the night. What is the Torah 
trying to tell us here? The name “Jabbock” means "emptying", “pouring forth”8. Perhaps we can 
understand this as separating himself from all his worldly wealth, even from those he loves dearly—
putting “Jabbock” between them and himself. It appears that this is where God deals with the very 

                                                           
5 

The original Hebrew script has semi regular breaks, somewhat like our paragraph breaks. Notably, here there are no breaks. 
6 400 points to the end of one cycle (often of testing/trial) and the beginning of another.. 
7
 For a deeper study read II Samuel 17:21-24 and note the many similarities between the stories.   

8 “And now my soul is poured out because of my plight” Job 30:16-18 
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depth of Jacob’s flesh life. Perhaps, in the dead of night, he became aware of a churning fear deep 
down in soul at the thought of facing his brother, and he just knew that he needed to deal with it —
alone. Could this be where a hidden idol is secreted?  To quote Pope Francis:  “Idolatry is subtle…we 
all have our hidden idols—the idols hidden in the many saddles.”9 
  
 
24 

Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 
25 

When the man saw that he did not 
prevail against Jacob, he struck him on the hip socket; and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with 

him. The Hebrew word translated “wrestled” here is only found in these two verses, and means “to 
pound (to dust)”, “to make small”.    
 
This passage immediately brings up the question: Who is the man?  There is no easy answer to this 
question. Following is a quote from the Jewish Tanach – Bible: 

This confrontation was a cosmic event in Jewish history. The Rabbis explained that this “man” was the 
guardian angel of Esau, in a human guise. The sages teach that every nation has an angel that guides its 
destiny as an “intermediary” between it and God. Two nations, however, are unique. Israel is God’s own 
people and just as Esau epitomizes evil, so his angel is the prime spiritual force of evil—Satan himself. 
Thus, the battle was the eternal struggle between good and evil, between man’s capacity to perfect 
himself and Satan’s determination to destroy him spiritually Jacob’s triumph symbolized the ultimate 
ascendency of good.  

 
I expect this view may be quite foreign to you, and probably leaves you asking more questions. That 
is the nature of Torah. There are many facets through which to view it, and the more we grapple 
with it, the more questions arise. As we shall see later, the perceived identity of this “man” seems to 
change. 

Q. What might be the significance of Jacob’s hip being put out of joint?  

Many and varied answers have been offered to this question. One I like is that he needed to limp from 

there on, because a limping man cannot flee from the need to face his brother before he could go on 

to become “Israel”. 

26 
Then he said, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” 

 
So 

he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said, “Jacob.” 
 
Then the man

,
 said, “You shall no longer be called 

Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with man 
,
and have prevailed.” … and he blessed him there. 

 

One of the meanings of Jacob’s name is “supplanter”. By speaking his name, Jacob is confessing/ 
owning the truth about his former character. In the womb, he struggled with his brother in the womb; 
as a man he used deceitful means to obtain the birthright and his Father’s blessing. Now he holds on 
to the Angel and pleads for a blessing, and is told that his name will be changed to “Israel”. 10 
Meanwhile, the name of his contender remains a mystery. 

”Then Jacob asked, saying, “Tell me your name, I pray.” And He said, “Why is it that you ask about my name?” 
And He blessed him there. So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel11: “For I have seen God (Elohim) face to 
face, and my life is preserved. Just as he crossed over Penuel the sun rose on him, and he limped on his hip. (Gen 
32:29-32)  (See also Hosea 12:3-5) 

 
We might recall Gen 28:11: And he came to a certain place and stayed there that night, because the 
sun had set. The sun “setting” at the beginning of Jacob’s journey, and “rising” here, seems to bracket 
the transformation journey of Jacob becoming “Israel” – he is now truly an “overcomer”, albeit with a 
limp limp—perhaps to remind him of who he was. 

                                                           
9 http://www.catholicworldreport.com/2013/06/06/pope-francis-we-all-have-our-hidden-idols/ 
10

 Israel means "God prevails", or “Prince of God”. (from a root meaning ‘power’, to ‘persevere’) 
11

 For Jacob, the name Peniel had a 1st person connotation my face ִני  For future generations the place name will .ֵאל God (is toward) פְּ
signify “Turn toward God”, or “facing God”, thus: Penuel. 


