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Running on Fumes 

Genesis 31:22-55 
 

Serina Wolfe got very angry when her boyfriend 

wouldn’t pay for her return flight to New York from 

Florida.  The 24-year-old was so mad that she went 

out to eat.  She took his credit card, ordered an 

expensive meal, and then left a $5,000 tip. The ploy 

later unraveled and the couple parted company 

when Wolfe was charged with grand theft.  

Unresolved conflict is usually worse than the 

conflict itself. 
 

There is plenty of unresolved conflict and pent up 

anger in our passage today. With your Bibles, turn 

to Genesis 31:22-55, where we will consider some 

characteristics of anger and how to overcome them.   
 

Wikipedia says “Anger, also known as wrath or 

rage, is an intense emotional state involving a 

strong uncomfortable and hostile response to a 

perceived provocation, hurt or threat. A person 

experiencing anger will often experience physical 

effects, such as increased heart rate, elevated blood 

pressure, and increased levels of adrenaline and 

noradrenaline.” 
 

Psychology Today states that “anger is one of the 

basic human emotions, as elemental as happiness, 

sadness, anxiety, or disgust. These emotions are tied 

to basic survival and were honed over the course of 

human history.  Anger too easily or frequently 

mobilized can undermine relationships and it can be 

deleterious to bodies in the long term. Prolonged 

release of the stress hormones that accompany 

anger can destroy neurons in areas of the brain 

associated with judgment and short-term memory, 

and weaken the immune system. 
 

What does our passage tell us about anger and how 

does the Bible help us with this strong emotion?  

Let’s take a look at unresolved anger in our passage. 

The first thing I notice is a fearful situation. 
 

I. A FEARFUL SITUATION – vs. 22-37 
 

Last week saw how Jacob in agreement with two of 

his wives decided to leave Haran.  Things weren’t 

very favorable for them. But before they left Rachel 

decided to steal dear old dad’s household idols.  We 

aren’t really told why but her actions in this section 

seem to indicate that she either held them or her 

father in contempt.  I’ll explain in a moment.  
 

To begin we see an angry pursuit. 
 

A. An Angry Pursuit – vs. 22-24 
 

Jacob and company had been traveling for three 

days before Laban found out they had left and we 

read that it took seven more days before he caught 

up with him.  They had made it to the northern 

border of Canaan.  By this time Laban is fuming 

mad.  It’s been a week of hard travel and hot 

tempers. After reading this passage where God 

speaks to Laban in a dream we assume his intent 

was to overtake Jacob and in some way bring him 

harm.   
 

During the night he had an encounter with God.  It’s 

the only one we are aware of, one in which God 

spoke to him in a dream.  God told him not to lay a 

hand on him.  What it means is that God was telling 

Laban that Jacob was under His protection.  It was a 

warning from God, a shot across the bow if you 

will, not to hurt Jacob in any way.  God is keeping 

His promise to Jacob that He would be with him.   
 

I suspect that Laban had every intention of taking 

everything of Jacob and returning back to Haran 

leaving Jacob with nothing but the shirt on his back.  

I believe he would have used force if necessary to 

rob Jacob of everything he had.  He may have even 

intended to murder Jacob. 
 

How many of you know that the longer you let 

anger seethe inside you the greater or more 

destructive it will if it isn’t controlled? 
 

In his “Rules for Living”, Thomas Jefferson worked 

out a way to handle anger.  He said when you’re 

angry count to ten before you speak; if you are very 

angry count to 100. 
 

Mark Twain modified it a bit.  He said when angry 

count to four; if you’re very angry swear. 

Well, I don’t recommend that latter, and I’m sure  

we have had bouts of anger where we have come  

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/happiness
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/anxiety
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/stress
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/hormones
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/memory
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close to losing our Christian sanctification. 
 

There probably isn’t a more difficult emotion to 

deal with than anger.  People can get so mad they 

can’t see straight.  They won’t listen to reason.  

Whether real or perceived, they believe their rights 

have been violated and they want revenge, 

something to appease their anger. Anger ruins lives, 

relationships, careers, possessions, testimonies. 
 

Laban the deceiver didn’t like being deceived.  He 

felt wronged, violated, cheated and he was bent on 

revenge but before he could do anything irrational 

God stepped in and intervened on the eve of what 

could have been a violent encounter.   
 

After an angry pursuit of seven days, there is an 

angry protest by Laban. 
 

B. An Angry Protest – vs. 25-32 
 

These verses give us some terms that describe some 

military action.  Laban’s quest is more than just an 

opportunity to give his family some lovely parting 

gifts.  These terms tell us the kind of mood Laban 

was in as he prepared to meet them the next day.  

The terms are fled, pursued, overtook, and pitched.  

If it were the movies, they might all be sitting 

around the campfires at night sharpening their axes 

and swords while Laban gives an impassioned 

speech about how they had been double crossed and 

how they needed to enact revenge for their name.  

We see Laban’s anger over a secret departure. 
 

1. A secret departure – vs. 25-29 
 

If we didn’t know any better, we’d almost think he 

was sincere about throwing a big party.  Truth be 

told he would have just as soon sent Jacob out the 

same way he had arrived – with nothing. 
 

When he confronted Jacob the next day he wanted 

to know why he ran off without saying goodbye, 

why he acted with deception, why he carried off his 

daughters as if they were captives of war.  He told 

Jacob what he had done was foolish.  He then tried 

to put some fear in Jacob by saying he had the 

power to harm him, but God spoke to him and was 

preventing him from inflicting any injury on Jacob. 

Yes, Jacob’s actions may have been foolish and ill-

advised but just who did Laban think he was that he 

could do anything to override God’s plans and 

protection over Jacob? 

Romans 8:31 “If God is for us, who can be 

against us?” 

The Message: “So, what do you think? With God 

on our side like this, how can we lose?” 
 

Moses wrote a song about God’s protection of 

Israel.  He said “In a desert land he found him, in 

a barren and howling waste.  He shielded him 

and cared for him; He guarded him as the apple 

of His eye.”  (Deuteronomy 32:10) 
 

Psalm 17:8 “Keep me as the apple of Your eye; 

hide me in the shadow of Your wings.” 
 

The apple of the eye refers to the pupil, the most 

delicate part of the eye that needs protection at all 

costs.  A shadow in Scripture is a metaphor that 

speaks of protection against oppression, just as 

shade protects from oppressive heat.  Wings speak 

of God’s protective power.  We, the apple of God’s 

eye, will be protected by Him.   
 

God’s protection was on Jacob and nothing Laban 

could do would harm the apple of God’s eye.  If he 

tried, God would overthrow his efforts. 
 

Laban was angry about a secret departure. 

Laban was also angry about a stolen deity. 
 

2. A stolen deity – vs. 30-32 
 

According to the Nuzu tablets unearthed in 1930, 

they state that it was perfectly legal for a son-in-law 

to possess the household gods as proof of the son-

in-law being the principal heir if they had been 

given legitimately.  The law of Hammurabi stated 

though that stealing someone’s household gods was 

a capital offense. 
 

Not knowing that Rachel had stolen these idols, 

Jacob sincerely but wrongly assumed that no one 

had taken them.  His response unknowingly brought 

a death sentence on Rachel if they had been found 

among her possessions. 
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Here’s what is so amazing to me, and by amazing I 

don’t mean in a good way.  Laban had an encounter 

with the living God and chose his puny gods 

instead.  How truly sad it is when people encounter 

God and choose to ignore Him and follow their own 

gods, which Scripture says cannot see, talk, hear or 

smell.  They can’t do a thing, but take up space on a 

shelf or in hearts and leave no room for the true and 

living God. 

People have had some encounter with God and yet 

choose to reject Him. 

They hear a message. 

They read His Word. 

They are brought to their knees because of some 

tragedy. 

In whatever way God has spoken to them, He is 

bypassed for some little trinket they believe has 

greater impact on their soul than the living God. 
 

Next we see Laban’s angry protest is followed by 

an angry probe. 
 

C. An Angry Probe – vs. 33-35 
 

With Jacob’s permission, Laban started his search.  

Someone who is angry isn’t necessarily neat about 

what they are doing.  I don’t think Laban cared very 

much about how careful he was with his 

investigation.  Maybe I’ve watched too many 

detective movies where the bad guys always go into 

a room or house looking for something and throw 

clothes out of dressers, toss books from shelves, rip 

open couch cushions.  You get the picture.    He 

wasn’t going to leave a stone unturned.  His search 

brought nothing but more frustration and anger.   
 

When he came to Rachel’s tent and began his 

search there she excused her inability to stand and 

greet him as was customary because she was 

experiencing her monthly cycle, when in fact she 

didn’t rise because she had hidden the idols in her 

saddle bags and was sitting on them.  One author 

goes so far as to suggest her reasoning may have 

been true because otherwise even Jacob may have 

been suspicious. 
 

Let me come back to something I mentioned early 

about the possible contempt Rachel had either for 

her father, for his idols or for both.  If Rachel was in 

fact experiencing her monthly cycle, she would 

have been in a state of impurity.  Anything she 

touched would have been considered contaminated.  

Sitting on them was a way of showing contempt for 

the Mesopotamian gods.   Kent Hughes writes that 

“she treated them as worthless and unclean.” 
 

Laban’s angry probe led to Jacob’s angry plea. 
 

D. An Angry Plea – vs. 36-37 
 

Now it’s Jacob’s turn to be angry.  In his tirade he 

not only lost his temper, he lost his testimony.  

Whatever example he had been of godly character 

before this, perhaps the sole representative of 

godliness in a pagan society, his display of anger 

unleashes a torrent of pent up animosity that had 

been stored for many years.  Some people wear 

their anger on their sleeve.  They show it whenever 

the slightest thing happens against them.  We say 

they have a short fuse.  
 

Others are like Jacob and they store it up and we 

think all the while that they have a lot of patience to 

put up with stuff, when in reality they are a volcano 

that is boiling beneath the surface and when it’s 

reached its limit it explodes.   
 

Jacob angrily wants to know the crimes against him.  

He wants the evidence laid out so that he can be 

judged fairly.  But Laban could prove nothing. 
 

It was a fearful situation.  Jacob feared losing 

everything, even his life because of Laban’s anger.  

In his own anger Jacob exploded with a run down of 

how he had been a faithful servant. 
 

II. A FAITHFUL SERVANT – vs. 38-42 
 

Jacob revealed the pain of hardships he endured 

through 20 years of service. 

He talked about the problems he encountered. 

He saw to it that Laban’s sheep and goats never 

miscarried during pregnancy and birth. 

Shepherds could take from the flocks an animal to 

eat, but Jacob never exercised that right.   

If an animal was mauled by a predator, the shepherd 

would bring the animal to the owner to show what 
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had happened and the owner would bear the cost of 

the loss.  Jacob paid for the loss of an animal 

whether it had been mauled or stolen.   

While Laban sat comfortably at night around a 

roaring fire to take away the chill air, Jacob was out 

on the hillside enduring the bitter cold. 

Jacob was in the searing  heat while Laban sat 

comfortably under the shade of some tree. 

There were sleepless nights watching the flocks. 

For 20 years he had been a faithful servant.   

He spoke of the many times Laban had cheated him 

and changed his wages.  If God hadn’t watched over 

him, Laban would have sent him away with nothing 

even though he had so faithfully served him.  
 

In spite of how he had been treated by Laban, he 

had been a faithful servant. 
 

The remaining verses in this passage speak about a 

future stipulation. 
 

III. A FUTURE STIPULATION – vs. 43-55 
 

Henry Morris writes “the self-seeking hypocrite 

such as Laban cannot bring himself to repent or to 

make public acknowledgment of his guilt.” 
 

A hypocrite who is angry won’t admit being wrong.  

He tried to shift the blame and even feigns a sense 

of being religious.  He proposed a covenant. 
 

A. A Covenant Is Proposed – vs. 43-44 
 

We’re both religious, let’s make a pact.  So he 

proposed a covenant and stipulated the terms.  The 

wording makes it sound like Jacob was the one who 

couldn’t be trusted so it was up to him to lay out the 

rules.  It made it sound like he really wanted peace. 

What a charlatan.  What a hypocrite. 
 

So what are the terms of the covenant?  In verses 

45-55 we see the covenant is prepared. 
 

B. A Covenant Is Prepared – vs. 45-55 
 

If Laban is so religious why is Jacob the one who 

sets up the witness, the stone pillar?  He and his 

relatives each pile stones in a heap.  It was given 

names that mean witness.  It was also called 

Mizpah, which means watchtower.  It would serve 

as a testimony between them that neither would 

cross that point in order to harm the other. 
 

What has been called the Mizpah benediction has 

been inscribed on wedding bands and penned on 

cards or embroidered on banners.  But make no 

mistake, this is not a benediction, this is not a 

blessing invoking God to favorably watch over 

those we are separated from.  This is not a 

benediction but a malediction.  It is a curse.  It is 

asking God to judge the person who would violate 

this truce by crossing it to bring harm.  Laban was 

asking Jacob’s God to curse him if he took other 

wives or mistreated them.  It was meant as an insult 

not a blessing. 
 

Now notice in verse 53 what Laban says.  He is 

calling on the God of Abraham and the God of 

Nahor (Abraham’s brother) and the God of their 

father Terah to judge between them.  Laban is not 

calling on the true God and on his god to watch 

over them, he is calling on the pagan gods of his 

ancestors.  This reflects the polytheistic nature of 

Laban’s background.   
 

But notice in the same verse that Jacob calls on the 

name of the God of his father Isaac.  He calls Him 

the Fear of his father, which is another name for 

God.  As a matter of fact, what we see immersed 

throughout these verses is Jacob’s constant 

reference to the true and living God.  He 

acknowledges that God has watched over him, 

provided for him, protected him, and is His God. 
 

Mizpah was a monument of suspicion and fear built 

by two men who neither trusted nor liked each 

other.  The conditions of the agreement etched by 

Laban made it sound like Jacob was the one not to 

be trusted and that it was God’s responsibility to 

watch him closely.  Laban made it sound like he 

was the one who was a man of his word. 

There parting is a lot different than 20 years earlier 

when Jacob had been warmly welcomed.  It is a 

lesson and a warning to us of the inherent dangers 

when anger is left unresolved. 
 

Even though this finds Jacob in somewhat of a 

negative light, we also see that Jacob is learning to 



5 

Fellowship Bible Church 2/16/2020 Pastor Howie Wideman 

trust God more.  He’s learning what it means that 

God will be with him. 
 

In 1641 Georg Neumark wrote the following: 

If thou but suffer God to guide thee 

And hope in Him through all thy ways, 

He’ll give thee strength, whate’er betide thee 

And bear thee through the evil days. 

Who trusts in God’s unchanging love 

Builds on the rock that naught can move. 
 

Let me close with a final suggestion. 
 

IV. A FINAL SUGGESTIION 
 

Christian counselors report that 50% of people who 

see them for counseling have problems dealing with 

anger.  It shatters relationships, sinks careers, sets 

people on a destructive path, and sabotages health. 
 

Anger has been defined as an emotional reaction of 

hostility that brings personal displeasure, either to 

ourselves or to someone else. 
 

Psychologists identify various stages of anger.  It 

can begin with mild irritation. 

We don’t like how our spouse (and you fill in the 

blanks). 

We don’t like how our child (and you fill in the 

blanks). 

We don’t like how our parent (and you fill in the 

blanks). 

We don’t like how our boss or coworker or 

neighbor (and you fill in the blanks). 
 

Irritation moves to indignation, the feeling of 

believing that the perceived wrong must be 

avenged. 

Indignation leads to wrath.  Wrath is a strong desire 

to avenge. 

Wrath leads to fury, a word that suggests violence 

and a loss of control. 

Fury leads to rage.  Rage is a temporary loss of 

control involving a violent act.  In some cases the 

person doesn’t even realize what they have done. 
 

People will sometimes justify their anger by saying 

that the Bible says it’s okay.  Let’s look at that. 

Ephesians 4:26-27 

 

The Phillips translation “If you are angry, be 

sure that it is not out of wounded pride or bad 

temper. Never go to bed angry - don't give the 

devil that sort of foothold.” (opportunity) 
 

The first thing we need to realize is that anger is a 

God-given emotion.  Anger isn’t always sin.  If so, 

then Jesus was a sinner because in anger He threw 

out the moneychangers from the temple.  We call 

that righteous indignation.  There are two Greek 

words that are used in the New Testament for anger.  

One means passion or energy.  The other means 

agitated or boiling.  Anger can be a God-given 

emotion that helps us solve problems.  More often 

than not, anger is boiling and becomes sinful. 
 

On the other hand, anger can become sinful when it 

is fueled by pride. 

James 1:19-20 “My dear brothers, take note of 

this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to 

speak and slow to become angry, for man’s 

anger does not bring about the righteous life that 

God desires.” 
 

Words, actions, and attitudes can all find expression 

in anger.   

When we get cut off in traffic do we give them a 

couple of warning toots of the horn to let them 

know we didn’t appreciate their careless driving or 

do we lay on the horn as if that somehow transposes 

itself into a fit of anger we hope they get through 

the blaring horn?  We call it road rage. 

If someone does something to us we don’t like, do 

we think about retaliation and revenge, whether we 

do it or not or do we hope that maybe someone else 

will give them what they have coming? 
 

I don’t need to spend a lot of time giving examples 

because the reality is, in a moment we have the 

ability to transform our anger.  Too often it is not 

righteous indignation but a sinful act or attitude. 

Anger becomes sin when we allow it to boil over in 

some unrestrained act whether it involves yelling or 

an act of violence by lashing out.  In anger we 

throw words or things. 

Proverbs 29:11 “A fool gives full vent to his 

anger, but a wise man keeps himself under  
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control.” 
 

Anger becomes sin when the person is unwilling to 

forgive and instead harbors a grudge or carries 

bitterness or resentment toward that person.   
 

Remember that when someone wrongs us we are to 

leave it with God.  Romans 12:19 “Do not take 

revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s 

wrath, for it is written: ‘It is Mine to avenge; I 

will repay,’ says the Lord.” 

From Ephesians 4:26-27 there are several things to 

keep in mind. 

The first is that anger is a God-given emotion. 
 

The second is that anger isn’t necessarily sinful.  

The verse says we can be angry but yet aren’t to sin 

in our anger.   
 

The verse also tells us there must be safeguards. 

Paul gives two. 

The first is that we aren’t to let the sun go down on 

our anger.  That means by the end of the day we 

better have it resolved.  Otherwise it will build up 

overnight or over time and explode.  That’s why 

when we come to the end of chapter 4 there is a 

verse about getting rid of all bitterness, rage and 

anger, brawling and slander and every form of 

malice.  The very next verse tells us the importance 

of forgiving others as God for Christ’s sake has 

forgiven us.  Chapter 5 then says we are to be 

imitators of God by living a life of love.  We can’t 

live in love if we are bent out of shape by anger. 
 

The second safeguard in that passage tells us not to  

give the devil a foothold.  Don’t give him an 

opportunity to let anger take over and control you 

because that’s just what the devil wants. 
 

Chuck Swindoll offers several reasons most anger is 

not justified. 

Anger is not justified when it comes from the wrong  

motive. 

Anger is not justified when things don’t go our way. 

Anger is not justified when we react too quickly 

without investigating the facts. 

Ecclesiastes 7:9 “Do not be eager in your heart to  

be angry, for anger resides in the bosom of  

fools.” 
 

James 1:19 “Let every man be quick to hear, 

slow to speak and slow to anger.” 
 

So how do we overcome anger? 

Galatians 5:22-23 – develop the fruit of the Spirit. 
 

Proverbs 19:11 says to ignore petty disagreements. 

“A man’s discretion makes him slow to anger, 

and it is his glory to overlook a transgression.” 
 

Proverbs 17:14 “The beginning of strife is like 

letting out water, so abandon the quarrel before 

it breaks out.” 
 

Proverbs 22:24-25 tells us not to associate with 

someone prone to anger.  “Do not associate with a 

man given to anger; or go with a hot-tempered 

man, lest you learn his ways, and find a snare for 

yourself.” 
 

We are to keep watch over our tongue. 

Proverbs 15:1 “A gentle answer turns away 

wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” 
 

Washington Irving once stated that “the only tool 

that gets sharper with use is the tongue.” 
 

In his anatomy class, my brother teaches that the 

tongue is the strongest muscle in the body. 
 

We could say a lot more about anger, but you get 

the point.  While the Bible tells us anger is not 

wrong, it is among the sinful characteristics of the 

old nature that we are to put off as we mature in 

Christ. Unfortunately in our passage we see that 

both Laban and Jacob were given to the sin of 

anger.  Let’s remember that an outburst of anger can 

diminish our testimony before others who are 

watching.  If we do happen to blow it, be willing to 

admit you were wrong and seek the forgiveness of 

those affected by your anger. 

 

Is anger one of those characteristics you need work 

on?  Let God’s Spirit help develop love, joy, peace, 

patience, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, 

self-control. 


