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Idol Talk 

Genesis 31:1-21 
 

The name Robert Burns probably doesn’t ring many 

bells for you.  He was a Scottish born poet and 

musician, perhaps best known for the song Auld 

Lang Syne – “Should old acquaintance be forgot,” 

and so the song goes, which is traditionally sung as 

we say goodbye to the old year and welcome in a 

new one.  While attending church one Sunday, he 

sat behind an elegant lady of high society.  She was 

very conscious of her well-kept appearance, 

expensive clothes and prominent place in society.  

During the service he noticed a bug crawling up her 

back toward her collar.  While watching it he wrote 

a little jingle: 

Oh that God the grace would give us 

To see ourselves as others see us! 
 

Jacob was beginning to see himself more clearly.  

It’s taken 20 years, but the curtain has been drawn 

back for him to see his true self allowing for change 

to begin and might I add for the better.  Whatever 

future he thought he had in Haran, that was now 

coming to a close.  Maybe you can identify.  I know 

I can.  Sometimes God shakes us out of our 

complacency in order to get us to where He wants 

us to go.  We won’t move otherwise.  I know how 

Jacob felt when attitudes start changing toward you 

and you get thrown under the bus. 
 

Jacob has been away from home for 20 years.  He 

has gotten a family and a fortune.  But things started 

to change.  In Genesis 31, the journey in Haran is 

ending.  It’s probably a lot longer than he expected.  

But circumstances have made it clear that it’s time 

to return to his family and possess the land God had 

promised.  How does he know it’s time to return to 

his family?  In verses 1-16 there is a clear message. 
 

I. THERE IS A CLEAR MESSAGE – vs. 1-16 
 

People’s attitudes can change in a minute, can’t 

they?  One day you’re sitting in the backyard 

grilling burgers enjoying some laughs and sharing 

memories with some friends and the next day, they 

don’t want anything to do with you. 
 

 

Robyn had a good friend she grew up with.  They 

had spent time in each other’s homes sleeping over.  

She came and helped Robyn do some landscaping. 

Then one day out of the blue Robyn received a note 

that she didn’t want to be friends any more.  No 

explanation, just a friendship dear Joan letter.  With 

the stroke of a pen years of friendship vanished. 
 

I don’t know if something like that has ever 

happened to you.  We can be puzzled by such a 

change in attitude.  Jacob had something similar 

happen to him.  Somewhere during the last six years 

of working for Laban, Jacob began to see and hear 

some disturbing things by others in the family, 

including coming from Laban himself.  In verses 1-

2 there is a change in demeanor. 
 

A. There Is A Change In Demeanor – vs. 1-2 
 

One person’s prosperity can become the breeding 

ground of contempt and criticism by others.  Envy 

generates resentment and hatred.  Antagonism will 

motivate scheming to discredit favor in the eyes of 

others.  A couple weeks ago we noted some key 

verses about envy. 

Proverbs 27:4 “Wrath is cruel and anger is 

outrageous, but who can stand against envy.” 
 

James 3:16 “For where envying and strife is, 

there is confusion and every evil work.” 
 

In verse 14 James calls envying bitter. 

The word for envy in Greek is zelos.  It’s our 

English word zealous.  A person who is envious is 

zealous to an excessive degree.  We might say that 

they are fanatics, but not in a good way.  Envy can 

drive someone to seek merciless revenge.  It is the 

fuel of anger, strife and every evil work. 
 

Jacob’s brothers-in-law were upset claiming that 

Jacob had taken what they considered to belong to 

them and their father.   
 

Let’s take a trip down memory lane to an event that 

occurred six years earlier. 

Genesis 30:25-34 
 

It seems to me that this is a legitimate business 

transaction ratified by both parties involved.  
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Laban’s sons didn’t have a proverbial legal leg to 

stand on, because the outcome, although favorable 

to Jacob was well within the legal right of his claim 

on the livestock that were now in his possession 

based on their mutual agreement.  But that didn’t 

matter to them, they were going to bellyache about 

it because they seemed to think it was unfair since 

Jacob prospered so handsomely. 
 

The prosperity of another can often make us look at 

them through another set of eyes, often with ill 

intent.  It happens around the water cooler or in the 

lunchroom at work.  People huddled in quiet 

conversation looking in your direction, but as you 

approach, their conversation turns to whispers eyes 

still fixed on you with suspicion.  You know they’re 

talking about you.  They don’t like your promotion, 

your bonus, your work ethic.  You hear the talk.  

Even though it’s said in secret it’s echoed through 

the corridors.  Jacob heard what they were saying.  

He could see it in their changed demeanor when he 

was around them. 
 

He also saw the changed demeanor of Laban. When 

everything was going his way, Laban was all 

smiles.  Fourteen years of free labor and flourishing 

flocks can make you feel all warm and cozy inside.   
 

But now that Jacob was becoming prosperous 

Laban’s smiles turned to scowls.  When your 

circumstances change it’s easy to blame the one 

variable in the mix that changed, and it pointed to 

Jacob. 
 

John Phillips acknowledges that “Jacob could see 

that lawsuits were impending against him – not 

orderly lawsuits in the established courts of the 

land, but rough and ready lawsuits of the frontier, 

backed by force and fueled by hatred.” 
 

Jacob’s once very serene setting had now become 

hostile and it was only a matter of time before this 

powder keg of tension would explode.  What should 

he do?  What would you or I do? 
 

It is in such times as this that we should listen for 

God to speak.  Let me just say that when the world 

and all that makes us feel comfortable and content 

begins to taste sour, that’s a good thing.  That’s 

when we begin to remember that this world isn’t 

our real home.  Haran wasn’t Jacob’s real home and 

the changed demeanor of Laban and his sons was 

making that evident to him.  That’s when there is a 

call to depart.  We notice that in verse 3. 
 

B. There Is A Call To Depart – v. 3 
 

God first spoke to Jacob twenty years earlier fleeing 

for his life from the murderous threats of his brother 

Esau after deceiving him out of his blessing.  

Camped out under the stars he had that dream of a 

staircase between heaven and earth.  God was 

positioned at the top with angels going up and down 

the staircase.  God’s position at the top of the 

staircase referred to His being all powerful, all 

knowing and everywhere commanding his angels to 

do His bidding on earth. 
 

In his dream God spoke and reaffirmed the 

covenant that he would inherit a land where a vast 

multitude of his descendants would live.  God told 

Jacob that He would not leave him, but bring him 

back to the land. 
 

I take verses 11-13, which we will get to in a 

moment, to mean that before his call to return to 

Canaan in verse 3, God must have spoken to him at 

least one other time, probably shortly after the 

agreement with Laban regarding what flocks he 

could keep. 

It was a call to leave Haran, to leave the world and 

head for the Promised Land.  The world holds no 

future for the child of God.  His future is in the 

promised land.  Six years earlier Jacob requested 

leave from Laban to return home.  God still had 

some lessons to learn in Haran.  Now God once 

again speaks to Jacob and tells him it’s time to head 

back to the place of his father’ home, to the 

promised land and God gave him that reassuring 

promise of His ever-abiding protective presence. 

Underline that in your Bibles – “I will be with 

you.”  There is not a greater promise that we can 

hold on to in our day to day lives than that promise. 

It doesn’t say I will be with you except… 

It doesn’t say I will be with you unless… 

It doesn’t say I will be with you until… 
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It doesn’t say I will be with you when… 

It doesn’t say I will be with you later… 

It doesn’t say I will be with you if… 

It says “I will be with you.” 

What an amazing promise. 

It is our comfort when we feel distressed. 

It is our strength when we feel weak. 

It is our hope when all seems to be lost. 

It is our joy when filled with sorrow. 

It is our courage when we feel anxious. 
 

Paul captures this very truth for us in his letter to 

the Romans. 

Romans 8:31-39 
 

Jacob was told to leave Haran and head back home 

to what he didn’t know.  For all he knew he was 

leaving one hostile situation and returning to 

another.  Remember that twenty years earlier his 

brother’s hostility toward him was quite evident.  

Some people never forget and never forgive.  But 

God had given him this affirmation “I will be with 

you.”  Never in the twenty years of God’s silence 

had that promise been rescinded or altered.   

Sometimes we need a reminder.   
 

So let me ask you, what are you going through 

today where you need this reminder of God’s  

ever-abiding protective presence?   
 

As I look around the room many of you are going 

through some great challenges.   

This is a reminder to you that God is with you. 
 

Those who aren’t going through any difficulties 

today may experience them tomorrow. 

This is a reminder to you that God is with you. 

The promise assures us of God’s faithfulness. 
 

Jacob didn’t know what he was returning to but he 

had the promise of God in this call to depart. 
 

Once Jacob received his marching orders from God, 

it was time to rally the troops.  In verses 4-13 there 

is a careful discussion. 
 

C. There Is A Careful Discussion – vs. 4-13 
 

In the privacy of an open field away from other  

potential listening ears Jacob called Leah and 

Rachel to discuss God’s leading to leave and return 

to the land of Canaan.  There is no explanation 

given as to why he didn’t include Zilpah and 

Bilhah.  Some scholars suggest that the less who 

knew, the less likely someone would have a slip of 

the tongue.  His wives needed to know the whole 

reason for this decision to leave unannounced.  He 

knew Laban would not give his approval or 

blessing.  He even reasoned that Laban might send 

him away just as he had arrived – empty handed, 

keeping his wives, children and flocks, everything 

he had worked for. 
 

Jacob cited to them their father’s change in attitude 

toward him creating a less than desirable 

atmosphere in which it was not conducive to live, 

work, and raise a family. 
 

He cited how their father had cheated him, 

something both Leah and Rachel were very familiar 

with on what was to have been Rachel’s wedding 

night.  Given Laban’s nature as a deceiver we can 

only assume that there were other occasions. 
 

He cited the numerous times his wages had been 

changed.  He could have been referring to the 14 

years he ended up working for Rachel instead of the 

seven as was agreed on.  It’s possible Laban had 

changed Jacob’s wages during the last six years 

even though there had been an agreement. If so, it’s 

possible that the reason was because of Jacob’s  

success.   
 

For the first time we read something of importance  

in Jacob’s life.  Seven times in theses verses he 

acknowledges God who has helped him.  The self-

sufficient man is beginning to see that the steps of a 

good man are ordered by the Lord.  He has learned 

to trust God more, even to the point of recognizing 

that his prosperity came from the hands of God. 
 

In his dream Jacob also heard God remind him of 

the vow he made back in Bethel.   

Genesis 28:20-21 “Then Jacob made a vow, 

saying, ‘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 
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return safely to my father’s house, then the Lord 

will be my God.” 
 

God had done exactly that and now it was time for 

Jacob to honor his vow.  So Jacob had a careful 

discussion with Leah and Rachel away from 

listening ears and gossiping lips preparing them for 

the need to leave quietly. 
 

Leah and Rachel had also witnessed the change in 

their father’s attitude and actions.  They are 

concerned daughters. 
 

D. There Are Concerned Daughters – vs. 14-16 
 

Comparing their dad and brothers with Jacob, they  

could see why God had blessed their husband. They 

resented their father selling them as he did.  They 

resented their father for treating them as foreigners.  

They resented their father for spending the dowry 

on himself rather than preparing for their future.  

Those 14 years of labor were to be held in trust for 

them in the event they were either abandoned or 

widowed.  It ensured they would be taken care of 

financially, but instead Laban had spent it all on 

himself.  Unconcerned about their welfare, he was 

the sole beneficiary. He was only concerned about 

himself.   It was clear to them that they had no 

future there.  Their place was with Jacob. 
 

For all involved to this point there is a clear 

message. 
 

Now in verses 17-21 we note a crafty move. 
 

II. THERE IS A CRAFTY MOVE – vs. 17-21 

First of all, there is a decisive act. 
 

A. There Is A Decisive Act – vs. 17-18 
 

For those of you who have moved, you know how 

much time it takes to box up all your household 

goods, mark them for the appropriate room, load up 

the U-Haul and travel to your new destination. 

Depending on your accumulation of goods, it can be 

a daunting experience. 
 

I saw a cartoon once where a father and son are 

standing in front of the garage with door open.  The 

garage is jam packed from floor to ceiling with 

stuff.  The dad says, “son, some day this will all be 

yours.” 
 

We don’t know how long it took them to pack up 

and get going.  Art Linkletter was right – kids say 

the darndest things.  I suspect it was done quickly.  

With kids running around they couldn’t risk one of 

them slipping up and spilling the beans.  We only 

know that Jacob put his children and wives on 

camels and drove the flocks ahead of him.  It was a 

decisive act, one that required a quiet and quick 

response.  The longer the delay, the greater the risk.  

They had to be crafty. 
 

But in the swiftness of the move there is also a 

disgraceful act. 
 

B. There Is A Disgraceful Act – v. 19 
 

Sheep shearing was done in the spring and required 

a lengthy time away from home.  One ancient tablet 

records a 300-400 man crew shearing sheep for 

three days.  That reminds me an Amish barn raising. 
 

Other records indicate a much longer time frame.  

With Laban away for an extended period of time, 

they could get a good head start before he knew 

they had left.  This served to their advantage. 
 

In the flurry of activity, Rachel committed a 

disgraceful act.  We aren’t told why, but she felt the 

need to steal the family idols.  Scholars offer several 

reasons.   
 

Laban was an idol worshipper.  Idols were crafted 

objects used in divination and were supposed to  

bring the person good luck and provide protection.   
 

Growing up in the environment some suggest that 

his influence of idol worship stuck with Rachel and 

she felt the need to take them with her, but they go 

on to say that while she had come to trust  God to 

some degree she was reluctant to give them up 

completely. 
 

Other scholars refer to the Nuzu tablets that were 

excavated in 1930.  These tablets indicate that idols 

were associated with the inheritance and property 

rights of the owner.  Henry Morris adds that Rachel 
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may have stolen them to validate Jacob’s legal title 

to the flocks he had earned while serving Laban 

further representing the inheritance she had a right 

to expect from him. 
 

Still others suggest that idol worshippers believed 

that when you traveled away from home, your gods 

didn’t go with you and therefore could offer no 

protection.  You were on your own.  They suggest 

that Rachel took them to provide some divine 

protection while they traveled. 
 

Maybe she just wanted to get even with dear old 

dad for how he had treated them all by taking away 

his means of divination.  She wanted to leave him 

without protection.  If she had them, he couldn’t use 

them to find them.  We’ll see next week that didn’t 

work out so well. 
 

There is one more act we notice in verses 20-21. 
 

C. There Is A Deceptive Act – vs. 20-21 
 

Was it wrong for Jacob to pack up and head out of 

town without telling Laban? 

The answer to that is found in verse 20.  The Lord 

must have thought so because under the inspiration 

of the Holy Spirit, Moses writes that he deceived 

Laban and fled. 
 

Whether the motivation was sincere or not, 

deception is deception.  It’s still a lie.  Jacob may 

have rationalized that not telling Laban his intent to 

leave would spare any potential problem that may 

erupt between them.  Maybe the fear of Laban 

stripping him of everything that rightly belonged to 

him, sending him away empty handed was 

legitimate.  Maybe he even feared for his life, but 

God called it deceptive.  This was an opportunity 

for Jacob to trust God but instead trusted his own 

instincts choosing rather to revert to the old Jacob, 

the deceiver Jacob.  It was a lack of faith. 
 

From our passage we have considered a clear 

message and crafty move.  I would like to conclude 

by looking at a challenging mandate. 
 

III.  THERE IS A CHALLENGING MANDATE 
 

The very first commandment given in Scripture is a 

challenging mandate, a mandate that resonates 

throughout the Bible.  In the Garden of Eden God 

gave the command not to eat of the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil.  We might think of it 

as a test of obedience, and that it was, but it was 

more than just to determine if man would obey God 

or not.  It was a test of who man would worship.  To 

obey God’s command meant that man had chosen to 

keep God at the forefront of his life, to worship Him 

and let Him be the one in control of his will.  To 

disobey God meant that man had chosen to usurp 

the throne of God and worship himself and set 

himself up as god.  Genesis reveals man’s desire to 

be his own god, to idolize himself.  We see it when  

Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit. 

When Cain murdered Abel. 

When Nimrod gloated over killing a man and 

defying God’s directive for marriage and becoming 

a polygamist. 

When the world was destroyed because it 

worshipped itself plummeting into wickedness. 

When Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed. 

And the list goes on and on. 
 

God made it abundantly clear to the Israelites in His 

first commandment given on Mt. Sinai that He was 

their God and that they weren’t to have any other 

gods before Him. Then He added that they were not 

to make any idols of things in heaven or on earth – 

not the sun, moon or stars or any living thing.  He 

alone was to be worshipped.   
 

Now Israel had just witnessed the destructive hand 

of God completely decimating all the gods of the 

Egyptians through the ten plagues and yet it didn’t 

take them long to make a golden calf to worship. 
 

Jesus made it clear that God alone is to be 

worshipped.  I mentioned last week that the God 

you worship is the God you serve and the God you 

serve is the God you worship. 
 

Patron saints of Catholicism are modern day idols.  

People carry them around thinking that they will 

protect or bring grace when they are symbols held 

over from pagan worship believing that some icon 

can bring you what you desire. 
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Originally idolatry meant the worship of false gods 

made of carved images regardless of the material.  

Hosea spoke about the idolatry Israel was guilty of 

by making images of what they thought God was 

like (Hosea 8:5-6).  The history of Israel in the Old 

Testament is replete with their worship of idols and 

God’s judgment against them.  Yet we are reminded 

in Scripture that no idol can see, hear, or deliver its 

worshipper.  Only God can. The prophets of the Old 

Testament called Israel to repent of their idolatry 

and return to God for it was on account of their 

idolatry that God’s judgment was poured out on 

them.   
 

The New Testament gives us another view of 

idolatry.  It teaches that idolatry isn’t just some 

carved or cast image, but anything we choose to 

honor or give devotion to instead of God. 

It’s putting anything above God.  One author 

describes idolatry as a matter of the heart.  It is 

pride, self-centeredness, greed, gluttony, a love of 

possessions, a career, a hobby, an heirloom, even a 

person.  Idolatry is ultimately rebellion against God.  

Anything can become an idol and the sad truth is we 

might not even realize that thing has subtly taken 

the place of God in our life and become our god. 
 

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 10:14 that we are to 

flee idolatry. 
 

In Galatians 5:20 and Colossians 3:5 idolatry is 

among the various sins we are to put off as part of 

the old nature. 
 

Greed is defined as idolatry in I Peter 4:3. 
 

For whatever reason, Rachel chose to take idols 

with her to the promised land.  In just a few 

chapters Jacob is going to insist that they remove 

their false gods.  So this is a warning to us as we 

head to the promised land we are to leave behind 

any idol that we are attempting to bring with us.  

There isn’t room to worship them and God.   
 

Anything and everything has the potential to 

become an idol.  We overcome idolatry by loving 

God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength.  To 

love Him any less increases the risk of allowing  

something else to take His place.   
 

We overcome idolatry by reading God’s word.  

When King Josiah heard God’s Word read to him, 

he repented and called on God for mercy and began 

to remove all the idols from the kingdom.  Only by 

renewing our minds regularly through the Word of 

God can we overcome the pull of the world to 

conform to what it wants us to worship. 
 

We overcome idolatry by prayer asking God to 

reveal anything that has crept in and taken His place 

as rightful king of our heart.   
 

In his book Living Above the Level of Mediocrity, 

Chuck Swindoll writes: “If some corporate position 

is the god of your life, then something terrible 

occurs within when it is no longer a future 

possibility.  If your career, however, is simply a part 

of God’s plan and you keep it in proper perspective, 

you can handle a demotion just as well as you can 

handle a promotion.  It all depends on who’s first 

and what’s first. 

Breaking the magnet that draws things ahead of 

God is a lengthy and sometimes painful process.  

There is a line found in the Jewish Talmud that puts 

it well: ‘Man is born with his hands clenched; he 

dies with them wide open.  Entering life, he desires 

to grasp everything; leaving the world, all he 

possessed has slipped away.’… 

Just remember: whatever is in first place, it if isn’t 

Christ alone, it is in the wrong place.” 
 

As we close, let the words of this hymn be your 

prayer today: 

Lord Jesus I long to be perfectly whole 

I want Thee forever to live in my soul 

Break down every idol, cast out every foe 

Now wash me and I shall be whiter than snow. 
 

AS we head to the promised land of God’s making, 

we need to leave our idols behind. 

 

 

 


