
Story Number 26

THE FIRST SWINDLE

Jacob, who was on the whole an honest man, had under his mother’s

influence deceived his blind father by pretending to be Esau and taking

Esau’s blessing, as we have seen. As a consequence he fled to his mother

Rebekah’s brother Laban, a man who, as we will see, had far less

scruples, and who was unable to be straight and honest. Inherent in his

nature was the idea of deceit and swindling, a man outwardly very

pleasant but inwardly very nasty. Jacob had decided to go straight from

now on and to be strictly honest, yet what he had done to his father

deserved punishment and for twenty years he was on the other side of

deceit. Laban made him realise what it felt like to be deceived and

swindled, but Jacob maintained his integrity and God helped him to come

out well in the end. Let us start at the beginning.

We saw last time that when Jacob came to Harran, in Paddan of Aram

(north Mesopotamia, today north Irak), Laban kissed and embraced him,

made him welcome. Jacob then told him his whole story – a mistake!

Jacob stayed with Laban, but so as not to be dependent on charity, even

from his uncle, he worked for Laban as a shepherd. After a month, Laban

turned to him and said ‘Look, you are my relative, you should not work

for me for nothing. Let me pay you wages for your work, tell me how

much you want.’

Now Laban had two daughters. The older one, Leah, had soft eyes, but

the younger one, Rachel, was really beautiful, and Jacob had fallen in love

with her and he wanted to marry her. But in those days, if you wanted to

get married you were expected to make a payment to the girl’s father, and

Jacob had nothing. His father Isaac was rich, but Jacob had come ‘with

his walking stick’ as he himself later expressed it.
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So he offered to make a deal with Laban. ‘Don’t give me any wages,

I will work for you for seven years without wages, in return for your

younger daughter Rachel.’

Laban replied ‘Of course, I would sooner give her to you than to

anyone else. Stay.’

Jacob had not yet got to know Laban very well, and took it to mean

‘it’s a deal’. This was his uncle, his mother’s brother, he could trust him,

a second mistake.

Seven years is a very long time, but Jacob loved Rachel so strongly

that to him it was like a few days, and he felt he had made a good

bargain. The bargain meant that she was promised to him and so could not

marry anyone else; she was in a sense half-married but not fully. In those

days they did things that way: the agreement was much more than being

engaged like today, because you can always break off an engagement by

agreement, or at very worst a breach of contract, but to break the ‘half-

married’ state needed a divorce!

Jacob worked for seven years, at the end of which he turned to Laban

and said ‘I have finished the seven years, now give me my wife Rachel.’

So Laban made a party for all his neighbours to celebrate the wedding,

and then brought along his older daughter Leah in disguise, pretending to

be Rachel. Jacob innocently married her, and found out too late who she

was. He was furious with Laban. ‘Why did you deceive me? I worked for

you for seven years for Rachel!’

Laban’s reply was nasty in the extreme. On arriving at Laban’s house

Jacob had told him the whole story of why he had run away, and now

Laban hit back. ‘Here, in this place, it is not the custom to put the

younger before the older.’ Unlike in Canaan where Jacob the younger had

taken preference over Esau the older.

We ask why Laban did this, and why Leah had agreed. His first reason

was that Leah was not beautiful, and he had not been able to find a

husband for her. (Perhaps also the locals knew him too well and nobody
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wanted Laban as a father-in-law.) Here he was able to find her a husband

for whom he had been very well paid. Who would have worked unpaid for

seven years for Leah? His second reason was that he saw a means of

exploiting Jacob further, as we will see.

When we ask why Leah agreed it looks at first as if she shared her

father’s cunning and deceit, but that does not fit in well. She was never

punished for this, and all we know of Leah indicates that she was a

woman of very strong character. However, when we ‘read between the

lines’ we see that while Jacob was in love with Rachel, Leah was in love

with Jacob. This was probably her reason, she convinced herself that she

could make him a better wife than Rachel could (there are women who

think that way 1), and that if she deceived Jacob it was for his own sake

and he would afterwards be glad. True she was pushing her sister out of

the way, but that did not matter – Rachel was younger than her and would

find someone else. It was not difficult for a cunning man like Laban to

persuade her that she was doing nothing wrong, acting in her own

interests (as she was entitled to do being older) and in those of Jacob!

But Laban had another idea. He could exploit the situation to get a lot

more out of Jacob. Having made his excuse for deceiving him, he said to

Jacob ‘Alright, you have now married this one. Finish the week of

celebration, and you can have the other one (Rachel) as well, in return for

working for me for another seven years.’ This time at least he would get

the woman in advance, but had to undertake to work another seven years

for her, after working seven years for Leah who he did not want!

Jacob had no alternative but to agree. He was already half-married to

Rachel and fully married to Leah, so he had both of them. He could of

course have taken Rachel at the end of the week and run off with her, but

where to? Furthermore, he felt he had to keep his promise, even though

it had been forced on him by Laban who had broken his promise.

1. The writer of this has met a few.

3



God saw that Rachel was loved by her husband and Leah was not

loved, so after a while Leah became pregnant and had a son. She felt that

her husband, being presented with a son, would now love her, but it did

not work. She had two more sons, each time thinking that they would get

her husband to love her, but it did not have that effect. When she had a

fourth one she gave up hope, and said simply ‘I will praise God.’ After

that she stopped (for a while) bearing children.

Meanwhile, her sister Rachel had no children and was jealous. She had

a row with Jacob, demanding that he give her children, and ‘if not I die’.

Jacob replied that he was not God who had not let her have children.

[We notice here the difference between the sisters. Rachel had her

husband’s love which she hoped would give her children, but so far it did

not, while Leah had children which she hoped would bring her her

husband’s love, which they did not.]

Rachel had an idea. Remember how Sarah, an old woman who had

been childless for many, many years, gave her husband her slave Hagar

to give him a child that she would adopt? Rachel, a young woman, had

been married four years but was impatient, so she too gave her husband

her slave Bilhah who gave Jacob two sons that Rachel adopted.

Leah, seeing this, gave Jacob her slave Zilpah, who also gave him two

sons that Leah adopted. On one occasion there was bickering between the

two sisters, in which mutual jealousy was expressed. Then Leah herself

started having children again, having another two sons and a daughter.

Finally God took pity on Rachel, and she had a son, who she called

Joseph, saying ‘May God give me another son’. About the time that

Joseph was born, the second period of seven years was up, and Jacob

decided that it was time to leave Laban and go home. He now had twelve

children, a son from Rachel, two each from Bilhah and Zilpah, and six

sons and a daughter from Leah. He asked Laban’s permission to go, and

...... well, that is the next story.
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