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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 29-30    

Jacob’s journey continues 

“The end goal of our faith is the salvation of our souls.”  (1 Pet 1:9) 

After being deceived by Laban into marrying the older sister, Leah, Jacob finally also marries Rachel, the 
one his heart desired from the time he set eyes on her.  We might ask why God condoned this polygamy, 
not to mention the use of concubines, by a patriarch—the very man who was to become “Israel”. On the 
one hand, of course, it was common practise in Mesopotamia at around 2000 BC; whilst on the other, as 
we will see, the two wives play an important role in the unfolding story of Jacob’s redemption journey, 
along with Laban,  the ‘adversary,’ whose cunning and deceitful ways tap into Jacob’s pride and his 
vulnerability. 

We begin with verse 31 of Chapter 29:  When the LORD saw that Leah was unloved, He opened her womb; 
but Rachel was barren. This verse alone gives us pause to reflect. We might recall here those well-known 
words of God to Samuel:  “. . . the Lord does not see as man sees; for man looks at the outward 
appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”  We saw that Jacob was smitten by the outward appearance 
of Rachel, but now he is being forced to look more deeply—to see the unloved, overlooked one—Leah.    

Rachel & Leah – a deeper dimension  

However, before we begin, it is important to understand a deeper dimension of this Torah story.  

Leah and Rachel are not merely two sisters living in Mesopotamia at the early phase of the 
Bronze Age. They also symbolize two dimensions of every human personality. Each of us 
possesses an inner “Rachel” as well as an inner “Leah”. Rachel, the beautiful woman, symbolizes 
the attractive, charming and beautiful characteristics.  The name Rachel in Hebrew means 
‘ewe,’ known for its bright white colour and its serene and lovable nature; Leah, a name that 

literally means “weary”, “tender” “weak of heart”, represents those elements in us that are 
more challenging. Rachel is outgoing and confident; Leah, the “weak-eyed” sister, is emotionally 
vulnerable, representing our struggle with insecurities and psychological and spiritual tension. 

We are a mix of serenity and tension. We have compassionate instincts but we must struggle 
against selfish ones as well. We have light but we also must deal with shadow. Both are genuine 
parts of our multi-dimensional personalities. Rachel is the light; Leah is the struggle against the 
dark.1  

Sometimes we “put on a good face”, when underneath we are weary and hurting in a place where no-one 
sees.  But nothing is hid from God – He sees all, and when we surrender our lives to Him, His desire is for 
our healing and wholeness.  Remember, this is Jacob’s redemption journey, and both of these dimensions 
in him need to be transformed and united – the pride taken out of his ‘Rachel’; the woundedness from his 
‘Leah’.  Only then will he be ‘whole’—in full union within himself and with God—only then can his name 
be changed to “Israel”.    
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After his life-changing encounter with the living God, Jacob’s life is now in God’s hands.   

Leah’s fruitfulness 

v.32 So Leah conceived and bore a son, and she called his name Reuben; for she said, “The LORD has 
surely looked on my affliction. Now therefore, my husband will love me.”  

God alone saw what no-one else could see; He heard the cry of Leah’s heart to be loved, valued and 
accepted. She went on to produce four sons for Jacob in quick succession, and the names she calls 
them portray her deep pain of rejection: 

Reuben  –  ”Because the LORD has discerned my humiliation (misery), now my husband will love me. ” 
Simeon  –  ”Because the LORD has heard I am hated. ” 
Levi        –  ”Maybe this time my husband will become attached to me for I have borne him three sons.” 
Judah     –  ”This time I will praise the Lord.” (This name will come to designate all Jacob’s descendants)   

Q. Can you see how the naming of the sons aligns with the pain in Jacob’s own soul?2 

Q. How does the naming of Judah designate a breakthrough? 

 

 

CHAPTER 30 

READ verses 1-8: These verses shed light on the strivings of Rachel, and the rivalry that has built  up 
between the two sisters.  Both longed to have what the other had: Rachel, had the love of Jacob, but 
was barren; Leah bore children, but felt unloved. We can imagine the heartache of each of them 
growing: Rachel, as she heard the sound of her sister's children outside her tent day after day; and 
Leah, as she slept alone in her tent, yearning for the love of her husband.  Finally, Rachel pleads with 

Jacob: “Give me children, lest I die.”   Jacob responds: “Is it I, instead of God who has withheld 

from you the fruit of the womb?”   

Q.  Compare these responses with Isaac and Rebekah in Gen. 25:21?3 

In desperation, like Sarah before her, she resorts to giving her handmaid, Bilhah, to Jacob  – “that she 
may bear upon my knees, that I too may be built up through her.” She called the fruit of this union, 
Dan, meaning  –  ”God has judged me and has heard my voice and has given me a son. ”     

Bilhah conceived again and bore a second son: 
Naphtali  – “With great wrestlings have I wrestled  with my sister and have prevailed.”      
                      Hebrew pathal “wrestled” –  to be twisted; figuratively to be (morally) tormented.  

Q.  Where does Rachel’s focus lie and where is God in her struggle?   Does she really prevail?   
Q.  How does this shed light on the wrestling going on within Jacob? 

The rivalry only builds in the following verses (9-21), as Leah, “When she saw that she had stopped 
giving birth”, follows her sister’s example, and her handmaid also bears two sons.  

                                                           
2
 Gen 26:28 Jacob was not assured of the love of his own father, who preferred Esau. 

3
  

 If we do not truly believe we are lovable, we cannot know the 
full assurance of God’s love for us. 
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Gad    – “A troop comes.” (good fortune) 
Asher – “I am happy, for the daughters will call me blessed.” 

The mysterious mandrakes 
– 30:14-17 

Now Reuben went in the days of wheat harvest and found mandrakes in the field, and brought them 
to his mother Leah. Then Rachel said to Leah, “Please give me some of your son’s mandrakes.”  But 
she said to her, “Is it a small matter that you have taken away my husband? Would you take away my 
son’s mandrakes also?” And Rachel said, “Therefore he will lie with you tonight for your son’s 
mandrakes.”    When Jacob came out of the field in the evening, Leah went out to meet him and said, 
“You must come in to me, for I have surely hired you with my son’s mandrakes.” And he lay with her 
that night. And God listened to Leah, and she conceived and bore Jacob a fifth son. 

Hebrew insight:  Mandrakes (love apples) emit a very distinctive, pleasant odour – (See Song of Songs 
7:13 – the only other biblical usage of this word.) The belief was that they induced sexual desire and 
fertility. The Hebrew word mandrake comes from a root word meaning “beloved”4.  

Here we see each sister giving the other something they valued, in order to receive their deepest 
heart’s desire – an interesting shift. However, on a deeper level, there are several very intriguing 
details and repetition in these verses which provide hints and links to various other stories, and which 
unfold a profound prophetic metaphor.  (I will leave it to you to grapple with – as indeed I still am – it 
is truly extraordinary!) 

Issachar  –  “Because the Lord has given me my reward because I gave my bondwoman to my 
husband.”  Another son soon follows:  
Zebulun – “Now will my husband dwell with me?” (which carries the idea of honouring by being 
conjoined)  Next, Leah gives birth to a daughter: 
Dinah - which means “vindicated”  (feminine form of Dan, meaning “judged”).    
This seems to indicate that God has judged and vindicated both Leah and Rachel because finally— 
‘God remembered Rachel’.    

The LORD did indeed bless and elevate Leah. Her sons included Judah—the Messianic line, and Levi—
the priestly line, and she was buried in the cave of Machpelah with the patriarchs. 

God remembered Rachel 

Once proud of her beauty and personal ability, Rachel had been sufficiently humbled – Then God 
remembered Rachel, and God listened to her and opened her womb. And she conceived and bore a 
son, and said, “God has taken away my reproach.” So she called his name Joseph, and said, “The LORD 
shall add to me another son.” 

How simply and unemotionally we are presented with this pinnacle moment! Joseph will become 
Jacob’s most beloved son – and he will also be the clearest depiction of the Messiah that we will see in 
the Torah. It will be some fifteen years later before the LORD does “add another son” – Benjamin – 
and tragically Rebekah dies in childbirth.  At one time she felt that, if she could not have children she 
would die, but ironically it was to be that, in giving birth to her second child, she would indeed die.  

30:25 And it was, when Rachel had given birth to Joseph, Jacob said to Laban, “Grant me leave that I 
may go to my place and to my land…” 
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Q.  The birth of Joseph marked a turning point in Jacob’s life?  - Discuss 

Never again do we see a struggle between the two sisters/wives. Buoyed by his assurance of God’s 
love for him and presence with him, Jacob is now able to stand up to Laban and say, ‘Enough!  I’m 
leaving and I’m taking my wives and children with me’.   

 
Q.  Can you identify with Jacob’s newfound boldness, in your ongoing walk with God? 

 

Trickery of Laban and Jacob – Read Gen 31:26-43 

But Laban doesn’t give up his hold on Jacob that easily.  He said to him: “If I have found favour in your 
eyes, please stay.  I have learned by divination that the Lord has blessed me because of you.” (30:27). 

Hebrew insight: The Hebrew word translated, “divination”, is nichashti, and it has the same root as 
the word serpent in Gen. 3:1. It literally means to learn through a serpent. Laban was a pagan idolater 
who dabbled in the occult. Therefore, through occult practices, he knew that he was reaping rewards 
from Jacob’s God, so he did not want to let Jacob go, because he realized he would lose his God’s 
blessing. Therefore, Laban offered a bribe to keep him, saying: “Name your wages, and I will pay 
them.”  

Jacob had had enough of Laban’s thievery and duplicity. For fourteen years he had allowed himself to 
be swindled by Laban, now he has the courage to move out from under his control. Jacob comes up 
with a clever plan:  Let me go through all your flocks today and remove from them every speckled or 
spotted sheep, every dark-coloured lamb and every spotted or speckled goat. They will be my wages. 5 
(30:32)  Laban said, Let it be as you have said.  However, Laban changed his mind as quickly as he had 
agreed and he cunningly removes all the streaked or spotted, goats and all the dark-coloured lambs 
that same day, leaving Jacob with only the dominant coloured animals, which would usually produce 
after their own kind.   Not only that, but he placed them in the care of his sons and put a three-day 
journey between himself and Jacob.  Again this shows the character of the man with whom Jacob had 
to deal.  

Being a righteous man (25:27), Jacob continued to fulfil his part of the bargain and tend the rest of 
Laban’s flocks (v.36). But, not to be outwitted, he resorted to shrewdness of his own, using his 
considerable knowledge of the mating habits of sheep and goats to outwit his uncle. The shrewdness 
he once used to outwit his brother Esau, is now put to good use. 6   Jesus understood this need well 
when he said: “Behold, I am sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be wise as serpents 
and innocent as doves.”  (Mt 10:16)  

Again, God blessed Jacob and he became very, very prosperous, having large flocks, maidservants and 
menservants, and camels and donkeys (30:43). God’s favour is clearly upon him.  

                                                           
5 In the East, the dominant coloured sheep were pure white and dominant coloured goats were either pure brown or black, so the animals 
he took would have been a distinct minority. 
6 Psalm 18:26  With the pure You will show Yourself pure; And with the devious You will show Yourself shrewd.   


