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I AM THE GOD OF BETHEL
Genesis 30:25-31:55 (Key Verse 31:13)
“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.”

In today’s passage we are going to witness Jacob’s exodus from Padan Aram heading to his native land. Jacob’s departure was not easy, his uncle Laban did not want him to leave. Therefore in today's passage we are going to learn why Laban did not want Jacob to leave, we are also going to learn how Jacob navigated the situation. Furthermore we are also going to learn how God helped Jacob to leave the land. From the key verse we are told about God who came to Jacob, the God of Bethel and commanded Jacob to leave this land at once and go back to his native. Therefore we are also going to learn how this command helped Jacob to leave the land.

I pray that the Lord may help us to receive one word from today’s passage, help us to meditate on what decision of faith we need to make, what land we need to leave to go to the land that the Lord has placed in our hearts to go to.

The passage today begins after Rachel gave birth to Joseph. At this time Jacob went to Laban and said to him: “Send me on my way so I can go back to my own homeland. 26 Give me my wives and children, for whom I have served you, and I will be on my way. You know how much work I’ve done for you.”” Why did Jacob all of the sudden go to Laban requesting that he send him on his way to his homeland? Jacob made this request because he saw that through his hard work he had made Laban very wealthy, and so he wanted to leave so that he could go and make wealth for himself, he wanted to build up his own house. Jacob was a very hardworking man, he was very disciplined, also the Lord was with Jacob while he worked for Laban . In verse 30:29-30 it says: “29 Jacob said to him, “You know how I have worked for you and how your livestock has fared under my care. 30 The little you had before I came has increased greatly, and the Lord has blessed you wherever I have been. But now, when may I do something for my own household?””

Before, Jacob worked for Laban because his goal was to get Rachel and he worked for Laban for 14 years. And now that he has paid all his dues for Rachel and Leah, Jacob wanted to move on and create wealth for himself. Here we see once again Jacob’s ambition to accumulate material wealth. He said: “But now, when may I do something for my own household?” Jacob was not just a mere man, he was a descendant of Abram, the Son of Isaac, God had a covenant with him, to bless him and through him establish a kingdom of priests and holy nation. To bless him with descendants as numerous as the sand in the seashore.  However Jacob was concerned about material wealth, his reasoning lacked spiritual maturity.

How then did Laban respond to Jacob when he made the request to release him to go and do something for his own household? Let us look at verse 30:27-28: “27 But Laban said to him, “If I have found favor in your eyes, please stay. I have learned by divination that the Lord has blessed me because of you.” 28 He added, “Name your wages, and I will pay them.”” Laban knew that it was because of Jacob that his wealth grew, it was evident that the Lord was with Jacob, and blessed Jacob’s work. Yes Jacob worked hard and was disciplined, but it was God who granted him success which increased Laban’s wealth. In fear of losing his wealth, Laban pleaded with Jacob and said: “Name your wages and I will pay”, he added and said: “What shall I give you?” 

In order to build his material wealth, Jacob accepted the plea from Laban and he named his wages. Jacob asked for the inferior animals, those that were speckled or spotted or dark colored sheep or goats as his wages. Jacob made this request for it would be easy to tell which are his flocks from that of Laban's since most of the flock was white. Laban agreed to this request, but instead of honoring it he tried to deceive Jacob. Before Jacob could have a look at the flocks and take those that belonged to him, Laban removed all the male goats that were streaked or spotted, and all the speckled or spotted female goats and all the dark-colored lambs, and he placed them in the care of his sons. Furthermore, he put a three-day journey between himself and Jacob, while Jacob continued to tend the rest of Laban’s flocks. Laban did this to remove any chance of Jacob accumulating any form of wealth. Laban just wanted to accumulate wealth, he was not concerned or interested in Jacob accumulating wealth of his own, he wanted Jacob to remain his servant.

How did Jacob react to this deception from Laban? Did he fight with him and cancel the deal? No, instead he continued to take care of Laban’s flock, also he did not give up on his goal to build wealth for himself. He did what he could to build wealth for himself. In verse 30:37-39 it says:

“37 Jacob, however, took fresh-cut branches from poplar, almond and plane trees and made white stripes on them by peeling the bark and exposing the white inner wood of the branches. 38 Then he placed the peeled branches in all the watering troughs, so that they would be directly in front of the flocks when they came to drink. When the flocks were in heat and came to drink, 39 they mated in front of the branches. And they bore young that were streaked or speckled or spotted.”

What Jacob did was not common practice, it was not something practical, Jacob just did something and God blessed it. When Laban did all he could to hinder Jacob from accumulating wealth, God blessed Jacob and in verse 30:43 it says: “43 In this way the man grew exceedingly prosperous and came to own large flocks, and female and male servants, and camels and donkeys.”  When Laban was against Jacob God fought for him and blessed him. Here we learn that Jacob’s life was in the hands of God, only God had power and authority over what happens to Jacob. Similarly to us today, our lives are under the power and authority of God. Many times people live with fear of their Professors, their managers, their parents, spouse and children. One negative thing from their professor or manager at work, leaves them broken and helpless. Jacob did not allow Laban’s deception to paralyse him, he continued to do what he could and God blessed him. Similarly we must continue to do what we could by faith and allow God who has power and control over lives to take charge. 

After Jacob had spent 6 years more in Padam Aram with his wealth growing all the more, something interesting happened. Jacob heard that Laban’s sons were saying that he has taken everything their father owned and has gained all this wealth from what belonged to their father. Furthermore Jacob noticed that Laban’s attitude toward him was not what it had been. This was a very stressful time for Jacob for he had now settled in Paddan Aram, he was enjoying his life with his wives and many sons, and with great wealth. While Jacob was in this panic mode, something very interesting happened. Let us look at verse 31:3: “Then the Lord said to Jacob, “Go back to the land of your fathers and to your relatives, and I will be with you.””

When the Lord came to Jacob and commanded him to go back to the land of his fathers and relatives, something very interesting happened, Jacob remembered the vow he had with God. When Jacob accumulated wealth, he forgot about the vow and the promise that the Lord had made to him. But now the Lord reminded him about who he is, he reminded him about his purpose. What exactly did Jacob remember? Let us look at our key verse 31:13: “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.’”” While Jacob was in Paddan Aran once in breeding season, he had a dream where the Lord appeared to him, and said: I am the God of Bethel, now leave this land at once and go back to your native land. At that time Jacob did not make anything of it. But when the Lord appeared to him again and commanded him to go back to his native land, he remembered the dream and he remembered the vow. 

The Lord said to Jacob, I am the God of Bethel, what does this mean? This means he is the God who made a covenant with him while he was on his way to Paddan Aram, the very same God who promised to be with him wherever he goes, the God who promised to bless him with offsprings as numerous as the stars, the God who promised to give him his native land. Furthermore, the God of Bethel meant the God he made a vow to. When Jacob meditated about this he realized how God had been with him in Paddan Aram, even though Laban was against him, the Lord protected him and blessed him with great wealth. In his vow, Jacob said: “If God will be with me and will watch over me on this journey I am taking and will give me food to eat and clothes to wear so that I return safely to my father’s household, then the Lord will be my God.” God honored Jacob’s vow. When Jacob remembered and meditated about this, he was determined to go back to his native land.

And so Jacob immediately gathered his family, He explained his situation to his wives and they agreed with him and supported his decision to leave Paddan Aram. After he had agreed to leave with his family, he was still faced with another issue, he was afraid that Laban would not let him leave, and that if he insisted he would take away his wives and children by force. He knew that Laban would do everything in his power to stop him for it was because of Jacob that he could accumulate great wealth. So Jacob decided to not tell Laban about his plans to leave, he waited until Laban was out of town, then put his children and 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. And in verse 31:21 it says: “So he fled with all he had, crossed the Euphrates River, and headed for the hill country of Gilead.”

When it had been three days since Jacob had fled, word about it came to Laban and he immediately took his relatives and pursued Jacob and caught up with him in the hill country of Gilead. At this point it seemed like Jacob’s plan to escape had failed. But the God of Bethel who was with Jacob, who protected Jacob wherever he went intervened. Let us look at verse 31:24: “Then God came to Laban the Aramean in a dream at night and said to him, “Be careful not to say anything to Jacob, either good or bad.”” God protected Jacob, he warned Laban not to dare say anything that will hinder Jacob from continuing on his journey. The God of Bethel intervened to fulfill his promise, to honor Jacob’s vow to return him to his native land. God intervened because he wanted to capture Jacob’s heart, he wanted Jacob to receive him and accept him as his God.

And indeed when Laban met with Jacob, he did not do anything to harm Jacob, he did not do anything to hinder him. All he did was rebuke him for not telling him about his departure, and was just furious about his idols that were missing. He did not dare to stand in the way of Jacob and his household, he did not dare stand in the way of the God of Bethel. Instead Laban made a treaty with Jacob, he kissed his grandchildren and his daughters and blessed them, then left and returned home. 

Today as well, no one can stand in the way of something that the Lord has put in our hearts, because he is the God of Bethel. He has our lives in his hand, he will protect us and be with us wherever we go. Do you have something that the Lord has put in your heart, but are hindered from following it through because of fear? Many people have something that the Lord has put in their hearts, God wants to use them mightily, however because of peer pressure they suppress it, because of pressure at school, they suppress it, because of fear of their families who worship ancestors, they suppress it. But today, the Lord is saying to you and me, that we do not have to suppress what the Lord has put in our hearts, we do not have to fear, because our lives are in the hands of the God of Bethel, who is with us, he will never leave us, he will protect us and bless us. 

In Matthew 1:23 it says: ““The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”).” Jesus left his glory in heaven, to come down on this very sinful world to be with us, to protect us, we do not need to be perfect, as long as we accept Jesus as our Lord and Savior, Jesus will protect us and will see us through what he has planted in our hearts. When Jacob was weak, God intervened and protected him. Our lives are in the hands of Jesus, the God of Bethel.
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