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Someone to Watch over Me 
Jacob in Exile 

 

 
I’m a little lamb lost in the wood 
I know I could, always be good 
To one who watched over me. 
So goes the George & Ira Gershwin song “Someone to watch over me.”  It has 

become such a classic perhaps because of the sentiment that it portrays.  We all like the 
idea of someone to watch over us, to be looking after us, to have our best interests at 
heart. 

Scripture promises that God watches over his people but sometimes we may 
struggle to know what that means in the difficulty and confusion of our lives.  As we look 
at the life of Jacob as he leaves his family and his land we may understand this promise 
of God better. 

JACOB IN EXILE (GENESIS 29-31) 

As Jacob left home he probably would have felt like a little lost lamb lost in the 
wood.  Whilst he did know where he was going, to his mother’s family he knew little else.  
But as we looked at last week, as Jacob left God appeared to him and reaffirmed the 
promises previously made to Abraham and Isaac of many descendants, of great 
blessing, of the land and finally of blessing to all the people of the earth.  But perhaps 
more immediately important for Jacob God’s promises “I am with you and will watch 
over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until 
I have done what I have promised you." (28:15). 

God had promised to be the one who would watch over Jacob. 

ARRIVAL IN HARAN (29:1-14) 
With this promise of God ringing in his ears Jacob takes off on his long journey. 

He arrives at a well as a brash young stranger and meets his cousin, Rachel.  In an act 
of bravado and flouting local custom Jacob waters her sheep and she rushes home to 
tell her Father, Laban.  Laban likewise rushes out to meet Jacob, perhaps remembering 
the last time someone arrived from Canaan and all the gifts that flowed.  Perhaps Laban 
was disappointed when he saw Jacob, penniless and alone, but he welcomed him into 
the home. 

MARRIAGE AND CHILDREN (29:15-30:24) 
Laban then offers wages to his nephew.  Jacob proposes that he work for 

Laban’s daughter, Rachel, with seven years as the bride price.  It should not surprise us 
that Jacob has fallen in love with Rachel, for he met her at the well and biblical 
characters have a habit of meeting spouses at wells.  But more than this we are told that 
she was “lovely in form and beautiful”.  This is a good deal for Laban so he accepts.  We 
then have one of the most touching verses in the Bible  “So Jacob served seven years 
to get Rachel, but they seemed like only a few days to him because of his love for her.” 
(29:20). 

It makes me thinks of the Proclaimers song 500 miles.  I would walk 500 miles 
and I would walk 500 more just to be the man who walked 1000miles to fall down at your 
door.  He has already walked the 1000 miles and now he will work 7 years. 



St Davids 14/9/14     Someone to Watch Over Me Genesis 29-31/  2 

At the end of the 7 years Laban doesn’t seem keen to keep his bargain, Jacob 
has to remind him of his due.  But the wedding is arranged, the guests are invited, and 
Jacob gets his wife but he gets less and more than he bargained for.  Along with his 
bride there is maid, Zilpah.  But the bride was something less than he hoped for. When 
morning came, there was Leah! (29:25a). 

We can only wonder how the change was not noticed before but in the cold light 
of morning it is clear that this is the older, usually translated “weak eyed” Leah, not his 
beloved Rachel.  The great tricker has been tricked.  Jacob complains but Laban says in 
a wonderful bit of sarcasm that here the first born has certain privileges.  Given Jacob’s 
past he can hardly complain, this is rough natural justice being worked out.  He will 
marry his intended but he has to wait 7 days and work 7 more years, which don’t seem 
to pass as quickly.  He is happy to work 7 long years but not to work 7 years more to be 
the man who worked 14 long years for 2 wives and 2 maids. 

From these wives and their maids come Jacob’s children, we are told of the birth 
of 11 sons and 1 daughter.  But there seems to be little joy as the Jacobs favouritism 
between his wives leads to name calling.  The children are named so as to never forget 
the pain in this family.  If you are looking for an argument against polygamy Jacob and 
his wives is a good place to start 

BUSINESS DEALINGS (30:25-43) 
Jacob, having got a family, desires to return to his homeland, but he doesn’t want 

to go empty handed.  He makes a deal with Laban that he will take the spotted and 
striped sheep and goats and Laban can have the straight coloured ones.  Laban accepts 
but removes all the ones that would have been Jacobs.  So Jacob goes on a breeding 
programme using some old folk methods, trying to influence the outcome of the 
breeding by what the flock see, and also good old fashioned common sense, only 
allowing the healthy and hale animals to mate.  And so Jacob became very rich. 

GOING HOME(31:1-55) 
Jacob then starts for home. First of all he checks with his wives.  They may not 

agree on much but they agree that they would be better off away from their father. As 
we noted a couple of weeks ago we again see the way that greed can destroy a family. 

So Jacob and family get ready to leave but fearing that Laban may not let him go 
he waits until Laban is away shearing the sheep before making his escape.  To make 
things worse Rachel steals her father’s household gods. 

Not surprisingly Laban gives chase.  He accuses Jacob of stealing his gods.  
Jacob knowing nothing of what Rachel has done says that if this is true then whoever 
has done this will die.  We fear for Rachel’s life yet she now deceives her father.  Once 
again a deceiver is deceived.  Laban finally has to let Jacob go but makes Jacob 
solemnly promise to look after his daughters and not to come back to harm him. 

 

WHERE IS GOD? 

That, all too briefly is the story.  But where is God in all this family infighting and 
strife.  An interesting feature of the text is the way that God is noticeably absent from 
some parts of it.  When Jacob arrives in Haran, unlike his father’s servant who is full of 
praise to God, the Lord does not rate a mention.  Jacob, as too many do after a spiritual 
high, seems to forget about God and work in his own strength.  In the story of his love 
for Rachel, God is not there.  In relating Jacob’s animal husbandry skills God is not 
there.  But there are three areas in which God is very clearly there.  

THE BLESSING OF CHILDREN 
As we are told of the birth of Jacob’s children the text makes it very clear that this 

is God’s doing.  See 29:31; 30:22.  This is reinforced when Rachel complains to Jacob 
that she has no children he responds “Am I in the place of God, who has kept you from 
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having children?”  More subtly there is a rather strange incident in the text where Rachel 
asks Reuben, Leah’s son for the mandrakes that he has found.  Leah is infuriated and 
only lets Rachel have them if she gets a night in the matrimonial bed.  Leah duly 
becomes pregnant with God’s help.  The passage only makes sense when we know that 
mandrakes were seen as a fertility drug. 

It is perhaps worth noting in our age of technological wonders that the Bible 
clearly teaches that in the end children are the work of God.  It is to God that thanks 
should be given 

But the author of Genesis is more interested in showing that God is keeping his 
promise to Jacob of many descendants.  God is keeping his promise, he is watching 
over him. 

THE BLESSING OF JACOB 
The next place where God is very obvious in the text is when Jacob reflects on 

the bounty he has received from his breeding programme.  He recognises that its 
success was not due to his efforts but due to God being with him (31:5).  Jacob most 
clearly puts it as he and Laban bitterly argue “If the God of my father, the God of 
Abraham and the Fear of Isaac, had not been with me, you would surely have sent me 
away empty-handed" (31:42). 

It is God who has brought this blessing to Jacob. 

BRINGING JACOB HOME 
Lastly it is God who brings Jacob home. saying "Go back to the land of your 

fathers and to your relatives, and I will be with you." (31:3).  The Lord also appears to 
Laban to prevent him from doing Jacob harm.  The text very skilfully  then makes it very 
clear that God is keeping the promises that he has made to Jacob.  In all the difficulty 
and strife Jacob has many descendants, he has been greatly blessed and he is going 
home to the land.  God is keeping his promises. 

GOD WATCHING OVER US. 

What then are we to get from this story of Jacob. 

GOD KEEPS HIS PROMISES TO WATCH OVER HIM 
Firstly there is the great comfort that we have seen regularly in Genesis that God 

keeps his promises to Jacob of children, land and blessing.  But in Jesus he keeps his 
promise of blessing to the world, of sins forgiven, eternal life and so on.  God keeps his 
promises.  God also promises to watch over Jacob and he does. God also promises to 
watch over us, to be with us and he does. 

This is not dependent on us, Jacob did not deserve this, he was a little lost sheep 
who it seems never could be good but God kept watching over him. 

GOD DOES NOT PROMISE AN EASY LIFE 
God does not however promise an easy life. 
Jacob is forced to face the consequences of his actions, and receives a measure 

of justice. 
Promient Christians in America have said they doen’t believe in global warming 

because God wouldn’t let that happen.  That is not the God we see in Genesis he 
watches over us and many times will protect us but also will let us face the result of our 
choices and also some of the vagaries of life.  Difficult relatives, sorrow in the family.  
Too many people’s faith has been shipwrecked the first time rocks have appeared in 
their lives.  God promises to watch over us, but not to keep us from reality. 

God watches over us in accordance with his purposes, his purposes are that we 
should trust him and only him and that we become more like Jesus. 

In fact often it is only as we look back over what has happened that we can see 
the hand of God in what has happened.  You get a sense of that as he looks back over 



St Davids 14/9/14     Someone to Watch Over Me Genesis 29-31/  4 

his time with Laban.  He knows he has worked hard, he has schemed, and been 
schemed against but in the end it has been God who was working.  We should look 
back and give thanks for the way God has worked.  

GOD WATCHES OVER THE WHOLE OF HIS LIFE WHEREVER HE IS. 
I think lastly it helps to expand our view of God.  We see in these chapters many 

of the every day aspects of life, we see love, marriage, children, business deals good 
and bad and travel.  These are all areas of life that God is interested in and watches 
over us.  This means God watching over us has a warning connotation as well.  When 
Laban leaves Jacob he says "May the LORD keep watch between you and me when we 
are away from each other. (Genesis 31:49, NIV).  This sounds like a wonderful 
sentiment of care but Laban means it more as a threat. 

The other aspect here is to expand our view of God is that all this happens 
outside the Promised Land.  The Jewish readers of this passage, especially those 
reading it who like Jacob were in exile would have understood the message.  God is 
bigger than the Land, he is more than the God of Israel, he is the God of the whole 
earth, he watches over his people wherever they are. 

Both of these points remind us that God is not just interested in the religious bits 
of our life, but all our life. 

CONCLUSION 
This passage then helps us to understand our God better, a God who keeps his 

promises even to people like Jacob, a God who doesn’t promise us an easy life but to 
be with us in those difficult times and a God who is interested in all our lives. 

To misquote Gershwin 
 
We are little lost sheep who don’t do what we should 
But we know that God would be working for good 
He is the one watching over us. 


