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JACOB LEAVES THE FAMILY (GENESIS 31) 
 

After working for his father-in-law for over twenty years, the time has come for Jacob 
to leave Laban and return to his father Isaac back in Canaan.  But in order to fully 
appreciate this event, we have to see what exactly was happening on both sides of the 
relationship – the events, each party’s interpretation of those events, and then the 
complete break between the two that would set the stage for an independent Family 
standing on its own in the Promised Land.   

By now Jacob has grown rich, while Laban has squandered his own property away to 
the point that his sons were worried that they wouldn’t have any inheritance of their own.  
The relationship has changed completely: once, Laban dominated his son-in-law for his 
own ends; now Jacob is in the position to set the rules.  And instead of encouraging Jacob 
to stay with his uncle and respect the family hierarchy, the LORD leads Jacob back to the 
inheritance and authority of his forefathers.  The Covenant made with his forefathers 
Abraham and Isaac has now accomplished another necessary stage of its fulfillment: a 
final break with the old family back in Haran.  

And Jacob appreciates the importance of this break, which we can see in his 
testimony to his wives and to Laban.  From now on, Jacob and his Family would serve 
the God of Abraham and Isaac, not the old traditional gods.  It’s the LORD who enriched 
Jacob supernaturally; he fulfilled his promises to take care of Jacob. 

 

Bad feelings – When everything was 
going Laban’s way, the family got along 
together – after a fashion.  Usually the 
wicked set the rules in this world, and 
the righteous have to “lay low” for a 
season and wait on the LORD to deliver 
them.  So there is a peace of sorts while 
God’s people are forced to submit 
themselves to the authority of those over 
them in this world.  

But the animosity will come out over 
time, when circumstances finally change 
– that is, when the LORD starts moving 
on behalf of his people.  Unaccountable 
things happen: changes and blessings 
appear that certainly didn’t come from 
the natural relationships within the 
family.  God’s people are looking to him 
for what they need, and he’s giving it to 
them.  In the meantime, since 
unbelievers have no such unlimited and 
faithful resource, they experience the 

natural result of living in sin: death, in 
its many forms.  In Laban’s case, the 
LORD reduced his herds as he increased 
Jacob’s herds.  This growing 
discrepancy between the two sides of the 
family caused hard feelings.  

Since the value systems and the ways 
of life of the two sides are contrary to 
one another, there can only be war.  
“Father will be against son, and daughter 
against mother.”  They cannot go on 
living together; at the very least, God’s 
people will gain nothing – in fact, will 
only continue to be harmed – by being in 
subjection to their unbelieving relatives.  
The time comes when believers have to 
take their stand and “come out from 
among them, and be separate.” (2 
Corinthians 6:17)  This goes hard for 
those who have natural feelings for their 
families, but it’s the only way God’s 
people will grow in grace and glorify 



him when their earthly families refuse to 
follow their God.  

The LORD’s command – And here is 
where the LORD himself drew the line.  
Rather than leave Jacob in doubt about 
what to do, God commanded him to 
return to Canaan and to his father Isaac.   

This provided two things: first, for 
many of his children God gives them the 
necessary push to separate from people 
who are harming them spiritually.  The 
kinds of things that a family provides for 
a person are often (or should be) nurture 
and blessing, naturally speaking.  Since 
most families have no interest in Israel’s 
God, however, they will actually be 
working against a new Christian’s 
spiritual well-being.  But who can walk 
away from one’s parents, relatives, 
siblings, comfortable home, family 
traditions, without pain and doubt?   

Therefore since our Father in Heaven 
is committed to giving his children life, 
not death, and a treasure that far 
outweighs any earthly blessings they 
might have, he may have to “get tough” 
with them and order them to separate 
themselves from what is doing them no 
good at all.  There is a difference 
between the two families: and casting 
one’s lot with one means irrevocably 
leaving the other behind.  We are either 
heirs of salvation, or heirs of this empty 
and vain world.   

The second thing that God’s command 
to leave the ungodly will do for his 
children is to give them God’s divine 
authority behind their strange act of 
leaving family.  Jacob knew that this was 
the right time to go back home to his 
father because he went in obedience to 
God’s command.  This was the right 
thing to do, and it will end well – 
because God knows what he’s doing at 
all times.  That simple act of faith took 

the burden off his shoulders; our 
testimony is that the God we are 
following has so ordered it, whether 
anybody else understands it or not, 
whether anybody else likes it or not.  
Jacob’s interpretation – In every 
disagreement there are at least two sides 
to the story.  Jacob knew what the LORD 
had been doing for him, and what Laban 
had been doing to him.  He didn’t mince 
words about his uncle’s cheating and 
scheming ways, even to his wives, 
daughters of Laban though they were. 
But as Jacob was going over the events 
of the past, he had a perspective that 
neither Laban nor Laban’s two daughters 
had – a spiritual insight into the work of 
the God of Israel on his behalf.  He knew 
that it was God who had blessed him and 
frustrated Laban’s schemes; God gave 
him spotted flocks only by miracle – he 
didn’t cheat his uncle in the least.  Jacob 
became rich in spite of his uncle’s 
efforts to impoverish him.  God spoke to 
Jacob, led him step by step through the 
process of getting rich at Laban’s 
expense, and did it in such a way that 
left Jacob innocent of any accusation of 
wrongdoing.  It was time for the 
personal testimony of the child of God, 
even if it was detrimental to the head of 
the family.  
The family switches – One would think 
that Laban’s daughters would have taken 
their father’s side in this argument, but 
the LORD chose these two women to be 
heirs of grace, and so they rose to the 
occasion.  After hearing Jacob’s side of 
the story, they both agreed with him that 
all this was the LORD’s doing, and that 
their father Laban was wrong.   The time 
had come for them to choose sides also: 
to cleave to one’s family, or to follow 
the LORD.   



What’s interesting is that they too felt 
cheated and let down by their own 
father.  They could see that there was no 
future for them by staying under Laban’s 
authority.  Their future well-being lay 
with the Covenant Heir and – for them – 
God was calling them also to go to an 
unknown land, “a place that I will show 
you.”   
Leaving the family – The word 
“deceived” usually has a pejorative 
aspect to it, as if Jacob did something 
wrong by not telling Laban that he was 
leaving.  Actually the word can also 
mean “kept it from Laban,” so that his 
uncle wouldn’t know about his 
departure.  

Given the facts that Laban had been 
unjust to him for 14 years, that Jacob did 
everything his uncle told him to do, that 
the LORD himself made Laban poorer 
and Jacob richer, and then that the LORD 
directly commanded Jacob to leave and 
go back to Canaan to his own family, 
Jacob can hardly be blamed for making 
sure he got away. “Deceived” is the 
wrong word here.  If he had told Laban 
about his plans for departure, his uncle 
would have gathered his sons and 
servants and “frozen” Jacob’s assets – 
both property and wives and children – 
to prevent Jacob from leaving; see, for 
example, how his ensuing conduct 
revealed his intentions when he chased 
after Jacob.  So instead of attributing an 
immoral act of “deception” to Jacob, we 
should rather consider it a wise strategy 
on his part to make sure he got free of 
Laban’s presence without any chance of 
getting dragged back under his uncle’s 
control.  He couldn’t continue to stay 
there; neither he nor his family could 
grow in their relationship with God 
under his uncle’s roof.  It was time to 
break away from Laban’s authority.  

We have to remember that Jacob owed 
his uncle nothing.  He had received 
nothing but bad treatment from Laban; 
his future, if his uncle had had anything 
to do with it, would have been a dismal 
life under pagan gods, subject to his 
deceiving uncle’s caprice, and living as a 
poor servant.  Laban had not been a 
source of blessing to Jacob; rather he 
was the opposite: animosity, slavery, 
poverty, injustice.  It was time for Jacob 
to set some of his own rules for a 
change. Believers can’t continue to live 
by the rules of pagans, even family, if 
they want to be blessed by God. 

Laban pursues – Keep in mind that 
Laban (as Pharaoh would in the future 
with Israel) understood the value of 
having the Covenant people around even 
if he didn’t want to give their God credit 
for it.  To give up an honest and hard-
working member of the family would be 
ruinous to the family’s best interests.  Of 
course he wouldn’t admit this until after 
Jacob left; admitting it to Jacob earlier 
would have meant giving his son-in-law 
leverage against him.   But it wasn’t love 
for Jacob, but self-interest, that drove 
Laban to pursue the party to bring them 
back.  No matter what “altruism” that 
Laban showed when he finally caught up 
with Jacob, we can be certain that he 
fully intended to take everyone back 
home and, with himself in charge and 
making the rules again, try to restore his 
own fortunes.  Notice that he had his 
“relatives” along with him to enforce 
Jacob’s return.  

This is why God threatened Laban 
along the way.  For the first time Laban 
met with Jacob’s Protector, the One who 
had been behind the scenes frustrating 
him and blessing his son-in-law at his 
expense.  The Lord’s demand was that 
he was “not to say anything to Jacob, 
either good or bad.”  “Touch not my 



anointed ones, do my prophets no 
harm!” (Psalm 105:15)  No doubt Laban 
was beginning to understand that this 
was a lost cause; not only was Jacob not 
coming back, but now there’s the threat 
from Jacob’s God of bodily harm.   

Notice too that God doesn’t bother to 
explain the situation to Laban.  God 
owed nothing to Laban in any case.  The 
only interpretation of the situation that 
Laban was going to get concerning all 
these events is the one that his son-in-
law was about to give him in the 
following verses.  Of course Laban 
wouldn’t believe Jacob’s interpretation, 
because (to him) it was only one man’s 
opinion, versus his own (enlightened!) 
opinion.  But that is the way God usually 
deals with the wicked: they only get 
threats from him, not explanations.  Only 
God’s children understand the truth. God 
usually closes the door to the wicked so 
that “hearing, they do not hear.”  
Laban’s interpretation – Because 
Laban was not seeing this situation from 
God’s point of view, Laban’s harangue 
against Jacob reflects his own warped 
outlook. On the surface it may look as if 
he had a case against Jacob; family 
members often feel that they do.  To 
them, they were the foundation of our 
lives: they gave us birth and nurture, 
they gave us what we needed to become 
what we are.  And of course Laban 
presented his own case in the best light – 
as if he were the offended party, that 
Jacob had done him wrong, and that he 
had legitimate claims against Jacob.   

As we’ve seen, there are always two 
sides to every quarrel.  Here is an 
example of a man without the benefit of 
light from Heaven.  For one thing, Laban 
wasn’t telling Jacob the whole truth.  He 
wasn’t there to “say goodbye” to his 
daughters and grandchildren!  His 

original intention was to take them all 
back home by force and restore control 
over them again; God’s threat changed 
all that.  Another problem was that he 
acted as if Jacob owed him something – 
if nothing else, at least the respect and 
courtesy of being informed of their 
departure.  This too was a lie, because 
(as Jacob remonstrated) Laban would 
not have let them go had he been 
informed of their plans to depart his 
camp.   

Then Laban referred to the “gods” that 
were missing – he accused Jacob of 
taking those too.  The “family gods” 
were idols that the head of the clan kept 
in his possession.  He led the rest of the 
family to worship them; and by virtue of 
his ownership of them and his leadership 
in the worship of them, he held 
undisputed authority over the rest of the 
family.  It was symbolic, but it was a 
serious matter because it meant political 
power over (in their case) a large family 
estate and many servants.  Possession of 
these idols made Laban the chief of the 
clan; without them, his power would be 
threatened and questioned.  

Jacob’s innocence – Jacob was not 
going to be deceived by his uncle again.  
He went straight to the heart of the 
matter by explaining his secret departure 
– he was afraid that Laban would have 
taken Jacob’s wives and family from 
him to prevent him from leaving.  In that 
he proved he knew his uncle’s heart.   

But he also didn’t know anything 
about the missing family gods – that was 
Rachel’s doing.  Once again, what was 
to turn out in Jacob’s favor was done for 
him, without any complicity on his part, 
with no effort on his part.  Others may 
do the “dirty work” and bear the blame, 
but Jacob in the meantime continued to 
become richer and more powerful, 



according to the promise made to him by 
his Covenant God. 

Laban’s search – We have to 
understand the importance of Laban’s 
search.  If there had anything at all that 
belonged to Laban, that came from 
Laban, that was part of the “old life” that 
Jacob once had under Laban, then his 
uncle would have had a just claim 
against him and, perhaps, had the moral 
right if not the physical means of taking 
him back into servitude.  But there was 
nothing.  All that Jacob possessed was 
given to him by God, and did not come 
from his uncle.  The break was 
complete; Laban had no claim on Jacob 
from this point on.   

This is what antagonistic families are 
so desperate to prove against their family 
members who are new believers.  They 
are totally offended with our “other-
worldly” point of view; they feel cheated 
and despised in return for all the “good” 
they did.  Their case is inevitably based 
on what the believer “owes” them from 
years of living under their roof, enjoying 
their provisions and protection and 
nurture.  What they don’t seem to 
understand is that the believer has a new 
Provider now, a new Father, a new 
Family, a new source of wealth and 
resources – he or she doesn’t need the 
old anymore, and has willingly set it all 
behind them.   

The only items that Jacob 
(unknowingly) had that used to belong to 
Laban were the family gods.  We aren’t 
told whether Jacob ever did find out 
about this theft; surely Rachel told her 
sister Leah, and possibly some of the rest 
of the group heard about it.  Not that 
they were interested in worshiping those 
gods, but the consensus in Abraham’s 
clan would have been that Jacob was 
now the head of the Family, not Laban; 

nobody would be going back to Haran 
for wives or anything else because that 
was no longer the family center.  Jacob 
had become the authority of the Family 
now.  He will go back to Canaan to live 
under his own roof, and he was now the 
Covenant Heir of the Promises given to 
Abraham.  And in becoming the new 
family authority, Jacob was identifying 
the family with new standards: instead of 
the “empty way of life passed down to 
us by our forefathers,” a life of 
immorality and lies resulting only in 
destruction and death (characteristics of 
the family under Laban’s rule), Jacob’s 
Family will live in holiness, 
righteousness, enjoying the treasures of 
Heaven, living in the presence of God, 
obeying God’s commands – a 
completely different lifestyle blessed 
with prosperity and life.  The center of 
the believer’s life now is not the physical 
family; that too often obstructs the 
spiritual growth that God plans for his 
people.1   
Jacob’s independence – The time had 
come for Jacob to stand on his own two 
feet and face his uncle down.   

Again he recounted his interpretation 
of the events.  Notice that he pinpointed 
the problems of his uncle – sin, nothing 
less, in several forms: injustice, deceit, 
greed, ignorance.  He wasn’t afraid to 
address his uncle’s sin, and he was very 
clear about it.  He also gave glory to his 
God for providing for him in spite of 
Laban’s sin.  His personal testimony, of 
course, was given for at least two 
reasons: first, it showed evidence of his 
converted heart: his enlightened mind 
now knew the presence and works of his 
God in his life.  He was a changed man 
                                                
1  See Paul’s comment on that topic in 1 
Corinthians 7:29-35.  



now, and he acted like it.  In case his 
family wondered what brought about his 
changed life, he made it plain that it was 
the hand of his God.   

Second, his testimony made any 
reconciliation with his uncle beyond 
hope – unless, of course, his uncle would 
undergo the same conversion process 
that he had experienced.  I’m leaving to 
follow my God, Jacob told Laban; take it 
or leave it.   

It would seem that none of this 
reasoning made any impression on his 
uncle besides removing any hope of 
bringing everyone back to Haran.  Laban 
would never get the point; he simply 
didn’t have the necessary faith – the 
light from Heaven, from Israel’s God – 
to ever see the truth.  It was beyond him.  
His response was sullen and frustrated.  
There will be no reconciliation between 
estranged family members over the 
Covenant life.  
The Covenant – Laban, with God’s 
threat still ringing in his ears and faced 
with his nephew’s intractable defiance, 
called a truce.  After having gone 
through a financial thrashing in his 
business because of Jacob (and Jacob’s 
God, evidently!), Laban wanted to make 
sure that each stayed on his own side of 
the line and that they leave each other 
alone.  He even made one more attempt 
to maintain his authority over Jacob’s 
family by demanding that Jacob take no 
other wives – such an act would bring 
other families into the picture, with the 
inevitable influences of other in-laws 
and their legal claims on property and 
inheritance.   

Laban is flattering himself;  Jacob 
didn’t need him or his advice anymore.  
It was actually the other way around: 
little did Laban know that the God of 
Israel was leading Jacob and his family 

far away and that Laban himself would 
therefore only experience decline and 
death in the end.  He was the one who 
needed Jacob and his God!  Most 
families know that the younger ones 
should honor the elders; but the LORD 
separates families along new lines and 
the old rules of family don’t apply in his 
Kingdom.  It just may be that the elders, 
in their traditions and pride, are choosing 
death, and their children are choosing 
life.  
Separation – And so they each went 
their separate ways.  Neither one of them 
wanted to be with the other.  Each of 
them thought that the other was wrong.  
Neither one of them wanted to worship 
the other’s God.  They weren’t going to 
see each other again, but then neither of 
them regretted that prospect.  The 
separation would be complete and for 
the rest of their lives, because neither 
one wanted the kind of life that the other 
man was leading. 

Laban returned to the same kind of life 
that he had been living, with dwindling 
resources and the failing confidence of 
his own family, habitually resorting to 
deceit and manipulation for survival.  
Jacob, on the other hand, had been fully 
trained by now by his God to follow, 
obey and trust in God for all things, with 
the result that he would prosper 
exceedingly as a result.   

It’s unfortunate but true: the earthly 
family leads to failure and the grave; 
God’s Family alone is destined to eternal 
life and blessings from Heaven.  It was 
only a matter of time until both parties 
fully experienced and understood the 
implications of the parting of the ways.  
The Point:  We must be plain about this.  
There are two families that one can be 
part of: the earthly family into which we 
all are born, and the spiritual Family of 



God.  Everyone has an earthly family 
(for good or ill!); but not many are born 
into God’s Family.   

The two families have no ties 
between them.  Not only does the earthly 
family contribute very little to life in 
God’s Family, it will almost always be 
at war with it.  We have Jesus’ own 
testimony to that effect.  

For I have come to set a man 
against his father, and a daughter 
against her mother, and a 
daughter- in-law against her 
mother-in-law. And a person’s 
enemies will be those of his own 
household. (Matthew 10:35-36) 
The spiritual Family of God draws 

its nourishment, its care and guidance 
and discipline, from the Heavenly 
Father.  Christians walk in a different 
world: they eat spiritual food, they live 
in the Spirit’s light, they experience the 
Father’s presence – these are things to 
which the physical family can contribute 
nothing, nor does it know anything 
about.   

In fact the purposes, the values, and 
the directions of the two families make a 
life-changing decision necessary: which 
family shall I follow?  Again, Jesus puts 
the question to each of us with a great 
deal of urgency, since we will all face it 
at some point in our lives.  

Whoever loves father or mother 
more than me is not worthy of me, 
and whoever loves son or 
daughter more than me is not 
worthy of me. (Matthew 10:37) 
This story about Jacob shows us the 

criteria that help us in our decision.  
Which God gave us eternal life, light 
from Heaven, food for the soul, 
forgiveness of sin and cleansing of the 
heart?  Which God promises an eternity 

of life, holiness, righteousness, and 
spiritual treasures?  Remember what 
Jacob promised God:  

If God will be with me and will 
keep me in this way that I go, and 
will give me bread to eat and 
clothing to wear, so that I come 
again to my father’s house in 
peace, then the LORD shall be my 
God. (Genesis 28:20-21) 

By this time Jacob knew very well 
where his treasure was.  

Sometimes the earthly family will 
share one’s spiritual interests to a certain 
extent, but even then the chances are 
good that most of them won’t share the 
believer’s new interest in God or in the 
Treasures of the Covenant.  There is 
Family and there is family.  Believers 
are …  

… ransomed from the futile 
ways inherited from your 
forefathers, not with perishable 
things such as silver or gold, but 
with the precious blood of Christ. 
(1 Peter 1:18-19) 

There’s something on a bigger scale 
going on here that Laban didn’t and 
couldn’t understand.  Family separations 
can be unpleasant and at times ruinous; 
but this separation based on the spiritual 
world of God is serious.  God has been 
putting together a new Family that is 
growing into millions, all around the 
globe, all through history, from every 
tribe and culture.  The Family 
inheritance that he has planned to give 
his children is staggering and beyond our 
imagination.  Jacob was a Patriarch, a 
foundation stone of that House that God 
was building, a House that was set up to 
last into Eternity.  So Laban’s myopic 
and selfish interests pale into 
insignificance by comparison; it would 



have been inconceivable to continue to 
submit the growing Family of Abraham 
to this world’s ignorance, deceits, 
selfishness, materialism and immorality 
just to maintain family ties and loyalty.  
The Children of Abraham were made for 
better and greater things.   
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