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BREAD OF LIFE TORAH STUDIES 

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

  
  

GENESIS 28-29    

 Jacob’s Journey Begins 

The previous chapter left us with many questions to wrestle with, and there are no right or wrong 
answers. As with all the questionable behaviour of the various patriarchs, scripture leaves the reader 
to wrestle with the questions, and we also see that none of the characters are reprimanded in the 
scriptural text.  As we have noted before, the Torah has multiple layers of meaning, so on one level we 
could see Jacob as a deceiver who outsmarted his brother to get his own way, whilst on another level 
we see it was all part of God’s unfolding plan in the formation of Israel; on a deeper level again we saw 
how it clearly foreshadowed the Messiah standing in the gap for sinful humanity, even willing to take 
the curse upon himself, in order to reclaim mankind’s inheritance that was lost at Eden. 

Perhaps the more important question for us is: What can I take from this in my own walk with God? All 
Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for 
instruction in righteousness. (2 Timothy 3:16). 

Isaac's farewell to Jacob 

1 Then Isaac called Jacob and blessed him, and charged him, and said to him: "You shall not take a wife 
from the daughters of Canaan. 2 Arise, go to Padan Aram, to the house of Bethuel your mother's father; 
and take yourself a wife from there of the daughters of Laban your mother's brother." 

In verses 3-5 we go on to read the all-important restatement of the Abrahamic blessing – So Isaac sent 
Jacob away, and he went to Padan Aram, to Laban the son of Bethuel the Syrian, the brother of 
Rebekah, the mother of Jacob and Esau.  Just as it was important for Abraham’s servant to take a wife 
for Isaac from his own kindred, where the house of Bethuel and Rebekah’s brother Laban were central 
to the story, we see this emphasis repeated here in verses 2 and 5.   

Q. What additional difference do you see in verse 5, and why do you think this is necessary? 

The primary theme of Jacob’s journey is that of exile and redemption. This is one of the most 
important doctrines of the Torah and it is given to us in various stories.  He will return a redeemed 
man and have his name changed (as Abraham did) – but first, he has quite a journey ahead of him.   
 

The Place 

While Jacob was on his way to Haran, he came to a “certain place” and camped there for the night, for 
“the sun had set”.  This marked the closure of what was past, and a new beginning.  Here Jacob has his 
first encounter with the LORD God of Abraham, and his life will be forever changed.  

Gen. 28:10… Jacob left Beersheba and went toward Haran. 11 And he came to a certain place and 
stayed there that night, because the sun had set. Taking of the stones of the place, he put it under his 
head and lay down in that place to sleep.  
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The name of “the place” is not given, but repetition of the term demands our attention.  What is the 
significance of this “place”?   We also hear echoes of a previous story, when, “on the third day, 
Abraham lifted up his eyes and saw the place from afar”. (Gen 22:4; 9,14). This place is none other 
than Mount Moriah, where the future temple will be built – the place where, according to 
Deuteronomy 12, the LORD chooses to place His name.1  We don’t know if Jacob knew of this place 
before, or whether he came here intentionally? However, we do need to take our understanding of 
Genesis 22 with us as we look at Jacob’s encounter with God at this “place”, and his subsequent 
unfolding journey.  DISCUSS  
 

The Dream & the Ladder 
 
12 

And he dreamed, and behold, there was a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven. And 
behold, the angels of God were ascending and descending on it!  
 

The Hebrew word translated “ladder” is found only here in all the Tanach, and comes from a root word 
meaning to “lift up,” “exalt,” “cast up a highway”2. Furthermore, there are angels ascending and 
descending on this ladder.  What Jacob is seeing is the removal of the curtain between the earthly 
realm and the heavenly realm. A complete understanding of such prophetic visions is difficult to 
comprehend, but let us hear what one Jewish sage had to say: 
 

“The person himself is the ladder. For his body is down below, and his soul reaches 
Heaven, and the angels climb up and down on it. The body is lower than they are—in 
other words, lower than the level of the angels—while the source of his soul is higher 
than them.”3 
 

16 Then Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is in this place, and I did not know it.”  
17 And he was afraid and said, “How awesome is this place! 
  
Through this vision, Jacob discovered the greatness of his soul. He understood that he must be skilled 
in the act of ascent and descent on the spiritual ladder. He must master the secret of going up and 
down.4 “The dreams mentioned in Scripture are vehicles of prophecy. Jacob’s dream symbolized the 
future of the Jewish people and man’s ability to connect himself to God’s master plan.”5   
  
In John 1:51, Jesus clearly applies this dream to himself, when he says to Nathanel: “Truly, truly, I say 
to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of 
Man.”  We might also link this to Jesus words in John 14:6: “I am the way and the truth and the life. No 
one comes to the Father except through me.”   
 
Q. Are you ‘skilled in the act of ascent and descent on the spiritual ladder?’ If we are to effectively 
live out our relationship with the Father that Jesus opened up for us, we must not neglect ‘ascending’ 
in prayer and praise regularly—and bringing His presence down to Earth, so that He might live in and 
through us – to the glory of His Name. 
 
We will recall that Hebrews. 1:14 tells us that the angels are ministering spirits, sent forth to minister 
to them who shall be heirs of salvation?    
 

                                                           
1 See also Deuteronomy 12:5, 11, 14, 18. 
2 Isaiah 62:10  
3 Excerpt  from Thoughts for a Jewish Home”, Harav Ezriel Tauber, p.19. 
4 Ibid, p.20. 
5 The Jewish Bible, Gen 28:12 insight. 
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13 And behold, the LORD stood above it and said: “I am the LORD God of Abraham your father and the 
God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and your descendants.  
 
Jacob’s dream contains both a vision and a message from God.  In the dream, the LORD God speaks to 
Jacob in the familiar covenantal blessing language and assures him that he is the next link in the chain 
of the chosen, but adding: you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to 
the south—to the ends of the earth. 

  
God also provides Jacob with something that he desperately needed at this point - a personal 
guarantee that He will never leave him or forsake him, but will protect him wherever he goes and 
bring him back to this land.  We are blessed to have the same promise: that the LORD will ‘never leave 
nor forsake us’. (Heb. 13:5 and Deut. 31:8).  

 
Q. Do you have this assurance in your own life?  

 
The Stone 
 

Is this simply a matter of Jacob taking a headrest for the night to aid his sleep?  Stones don’t make for 
comfortable pillows! The sages note a discrepancy in the language used, comparing Genesis 28:11, 
where Jacob takes from "the stones of the place," (plural) and verse 18 where, after he awakens, he 
"took the stone (singular) that he had put at his head and set it up as a monument."   
 
Rabbinic interpretation resolves the inherent conflict between these two verses: The sages say he took 
twelve stones, indicating that twelve tribes would spring forth. More specifically, the fusion of the 
twelve stones into one alludes to the fusion of the twelve tribes. Midrash also says that the stones 
quarrelled because each one wanted to be the top stone on which Jacob's head would rest.  What do 
you make of this Rabbinic interpretation?  Perhaps it gives us fuel to make our own ‘playful 
interpretations’:  Were there not twelve disciples who argued among themselves as to who would be 
the greatest? (Luke 9:46 and 22:24)  … and recall that Jesus prayed that they (including all who would 
believe through their word) would be one! (Jn.17).    

We might recall many scriptures using the term “stone” or “rock” in the NT. For example, Ephesians 
2:20 says that Jesus Christ is the chief cornerstone, the apostles and prophets are foundation stones, 
and the whole structure, joined together, is a holy temple in the Lord (Eph 2:18-22). When we consider 
that the Hebrew word, ֶאֶבן   even, stone, comes from a root meaning to build, build up, have children, 
this all makes a lot of sense. 

...he took the stone that he had placed around his head and he set it up as a pillar; and he poured oil on 
its top. And he named the place Beth-el (House of God)6. There is clear temple imagery here, and 
especially considering this is to be the place of the Temple in Jerusalem. 

Q. What do you see as the significance of Jacob setting up the stone and pouring oil upon it?7 
 
And Jacob vowed a vow . . .READ and discuss verses 20-22 and compare with Matt. 6:31   

This is Jacob’s first personal encounter with God.  He had known Him by the hearing of the ears, but 
now he has had a profound personal encounter and is formally invested with the mission of carrying 
forth the calling of Abraham.  Jacob is now prepared to embark on the spiritual journey necessary to 

                                                           
6
 This is the first time the term House of God is mentioned. 

7 Oil was used in the process of anointing both priests and kings. 
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become “Israel”.  It will be a journey of trial, testing, and transformation necessary, in order that he 
might take hold of his destiny in the unfolding plan of God. 
 

Q. Do you see this relating to your own spiritual journey? 
 

“It is right here, not in the celestial heights that God is to be found. He is to be found wherever a 
guiltless man finds repose and peace.  Divine glory is not to be sought in the heavens; its place is 

in the lives of human beings.”8       (DISCUSS) 

CHAPTER 29 
 
READ 29:1-12 - After the sweet communion he had with God at Beth-el, Jacob had a fresh spring in his 
step.  The Hebrew literally reads, ‘Then Jacob lifted up his feet’ and proceeded on his journey to the 
land of the easterners.  Providence brought him to the field where his uncle's flocks were to be 
watered, and there he found a well9 in a field, a large stone over the well’s mouth and three flocks of 
sheep waiting to be watered.  

In the natural, the stone at the well's mouth was to secure it; water was scarce, it was not there for 
everyone's use. When all the shepherds came together with their flocks, they watered their flocks 
together.  Hirsch says: “ . . . it gives us an insight into the base character of the Arameans. No one 
trusted another or allowed anyone a possible advantage.  There was a selfish fear that someone might 
get a bit more than his share of water, so they made it impossible for anyone to get water unless 
others were present to monitor his use of the well.”  

The Torah gives a lot of detail here about watering the sheep, “which prompts the Sages to consider 
that the passage hints at a message of a general nature which refers to the future destinies of the 
family of Abraham.”10 Let us look at some of these details: Why three flocks of sheep? Why is the word 
“well” mentioned seven times, and the stone on the mouth of the well, five. This repetition is not 
insignificant, nor are the numbers 7 and 5 which speak of spiritual completion and grace. Notice the 
familiarity and authority with which Jacob speaks to the shepherds—He calls them “my brothers”, and 
as soon as Rachel arrives he rolls the stone away singlehandedly, and waters his “mother’s brother’s 
sheep”! 

Q. What familiar themes do you hear here?  Do you see a resonance with the religious system Jesus 
confronted; and how does that compare to the Church through history? 

The Meeting 

We might think that what happens at the well is all about Jacob meeting Rachel, but a careful look at 
the text reveals several references to Laban (his name meaning “white”) -  three  times as Rachel’s 
father, and three times as  his mother’s brother.  Again, the Jewish sages teach us that repetition 
should fire our interpretive energies.   

Imagine the pent-up emotion Jacob is experiencing. He is both a fugitive and a chosen servant of God – 
having just had a powerful spiritual encounter, his future is now filled with promise and hope, yet no 
doubt he is still aching at the loss of his beloved mother, Rebekah.  At the sight of Rachel it all comes 
tumbling out, “then Jacob kissed Rachel, lifted up his voice and wept.”  In seeing Rachel, he recognizes 
the living image of his mother – as well as his potential wife. We also see a parallel here with the life of 
his father Isaac.  When Isaac was taken from his mother to be “sacrificed”, he never saw her again; but 

                                                           
8
 Munk, The Call of Torah. 

9 A well is a metaphor for a source of inspiration, purity and holiness. 
10 Munk Call of Torah Gen 29:2 
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when he met his wife-to-be, Rebekah, he took her into the tent of Sarah and was “comforted after his 
mother’s death”.  Neither will Jacob ever see his mother again. 

Jacob’s Marriage 

Laban had two daughters.  The name of the elder was Leah. The Torah introduces Leah by saying she 
had tender eyes. The name Leah was probably derived from the Hebrew word ְלָאה (le'ah) meaning 
"weary".  The name of the younger was Rachel, meaning a ewe lamb – meanings we should keep in 
mind as we continue through this story.  

From the moment he set eyes on Rachel, Jacob only had eyes for her and was willing to serve Laban 
for seven years simply to take her as his wife.  The seven years seemed to him but a few days, so great 
was his love for her.  A wedding feast was arranged and his new wife delivered to him – but behold it 
was Leah that Jacob woke up to! So he said to Laban, “What is this you have done to me? … Why have 
you deceived me?”  – familiar words!  Where have we heard them before?11  

Now the deceiver is deceived.   “Whatever you sow, you shall also reap.”  

1. Isaac’s blindness equals the darkness of Jacob’s wedding night – neither could see well.12 
2. Jacob is deceived by being presented with the older for the younger.  Isaac was deceived by 

being presented with the younger for the older.    
3. Jacob pretended to be his older brother; Leah pretended to be her younger sister. 

 
v.30 Then Jacob also went in to Rachel, and he also loved Rachel more than Leah. And he served with 
Laban still another seven years. 

  

                                                           
11 Genesis   26:10. 
12 In those days, brides were veiled on the wedding night. 

 

http://www.behindthename.com/support/transcribe.php?type=HB&target=l%3A%27ah

