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Jacob observed to the letter the terms of his agreement with Laban but his clever tricks are suspect. Laban got what he deserved but remember again that the end never justifies the means when some degree of sin is involved in the means. We will read that Leah and Rachel, like Rebekah before them and Ruth after them, readily went to the Promised Land. 
Gen 31:1-3 Now Jacob heard the words of Laban's sons, saying, "Jacob has taken away all that was our father's, and from what belonged to our father he has made all this wealth." 2And Jacob saw the attitude of Laban, and behold, it was not friendly toward him as formerly. 3Then the Lord said to Jacob, "Return to the land of your fathers and to your relatives, and I will be with you."

Laban’s scheme to make sure that Jacob’s flocks did not prosper failed because of Jacob’s manipulating them. Previously Laban had prospered under the care of Jacob but now the situation was becoming dire for Laban’s flocks were in bad shape and his sons were worried that they would not have an inheritance. Laban was quite old by this time for at least 120 years had passed since Rebekah left her family. Jacob had not shown any deceit to Laban although the way he manipulated the birthing process is a bit suspect. So Laban’s sons were discussing what to do about the situation. Jacob heard about the charges of Laban’s sons and knew that he was about to be in trouble. He also became aware of a change in Laban’s attitude toward him. He had a covenant with Laban but he knew that Laban was capable of breaking the agreement and taking his flocks by force. Jacob could not see Laban’s heart but God sees the heart. God then spoke to Jacob and told him that it was time for him to return to the land of his father as He had told him would happen. God promised Jacob that He would be with him during this travel and Jacob was then encouraged to leave. 

Gen 31:4-9 So Jacob sent and called Rachel and Leah to his flock in the field, 5and said to them, "I see your father's attitude, that it is not friendly toward me as formerly, but the God of my father has been with me. 6"And you know that I have served your father with all my strength. 7"Yet your father has cheated me and changed my wages ten times; however, God did not allow him to hurt me. 8"If he spoke thus, 'The speckled shall be your wages,' then all the flock brought forth speckled; and if he spoke thus, 'The striped shall be your wages,' then all the flock brought forth striped. 9"Thus God has taken away your father's livestock and given them to me.

Jacob had earlier discussed leaving this area (Gen 30:25) but the situation here was relatively peaceful then. However the situation between him and Laban was now stressful. Jacob was concerned that Rachel and Leah might not be ready to leave home so he explains why he must leave unannounced. I remain a bit skeptical that Jacob really did not see that Laban had not always been friendly toward him. Maybe Jacob was really so “blue-eyed” that he could not see a deceitful attitude in someone else. Based upon Laban’s previous actions, Jacob was concerned that he would take away all of his flocks if he requested to leave. In verse 42 we will read that he did know that Laban would take away all of his flocks. So rather than trusting God to take care of the situation he decided to explain the situation in a way that would cement the loyalty of Laban’s daughters to him rather than to their father. He wanted this discussion to be very private so he called his wives to the field where he was taking care of the sheep. He spoke of their father changing his wages ten times although we are not told of those events. We will see later that he repeats this exact charge in front of Laban, which lends credence to it actually happening ten times. However when a round number like ten is used for something it usually is a figure of speech indicating a repeated action and that is likely the proper way to interpret this number. He did give all credit for his prosperity to the Lord and that speaks highly of him. Regardless of what Laban did to him, God continued to prosper him. As he told about Laban changing the agreements, it is even more doubtful that Jacob thought Laban was friendly toward him at any time. 
Gen 31:10-13 "And it came about at the time when the flock were mating that I lifted up my eyes and saw in a dream, and behold, the male goats which were mating were striped, speckled, and mottled. 11"Then the angel of God said to me in the dream, 'Jacob,' and I said, 'Here I am.' 12"And he said, 'Lift up, now, your eyes and see that all the male goats which are mating are striped, speckled, and mottled; for I have seen all that Laban has been doing to you. 13'I am the God of Bethel, where you anointed a pillar, where you made a vow to Me; now arise, leave this land, and return to the land of your birth.' "

Jacob continues to tell his wives what had happened to him. They should have been very encouraged to know that God was blessing them and it was Him who told them to leave. He then tells them how God had visited him in a dream and told him about the mating that was producing the animals that Laban had agreed would belong to Jacob. In this revelation God is telling Jacob that He is responsible for the increase in his flocks and the reason for this action is that Laban was trying to cheat Jacob. God then reminded Jacob that He was the God of Bethel and that He had told him then that He would be with him and that Jacob would be returning to his homeland. That God had visited their husband in the dream and related all this information to him would have been very encouraging to the wives. However here there is a considerable change from what he actually did as described in chapter 30. Here he told nothing about how he used his breeder skills but just gave all credit to God. His account to his wives is not deemed deceptive for certainly God was the agent of the mating results. He certainly would not credit God with his dubious methods of livestock manipulation. We do not know when the dream occurred but verse 13 implies that the event occurred recently. However it is more likely that the dream occurred sometime previously and he is just telling his wives about both events to encourage them that God has been with them all along. 
Gen 31:14-16 And Rachel and Leah answered and said to him, "Do we still have any portion or inheritance in our father's house? 15"Are we not reckoned by him as foreigners? For he has sold us, and has also entirely consumed our purchase price. 16"Surely all the wealth which God has taken away from our father belongs to us and our children; now then, do whatever God has said to you."
Jacob must have been relieved to learn that Rachel and Leah were in agreement with him about how Laban had acted against him. They also realized that they would not receive an inheritance from their father and that even their purchase prices were gone. This dowry should have been put aside or invested somehow so that they would personally receive it some day. However Laban had used it to build up his own fortune with no intent to give any of it to them. They are then stating that their father treated them as slaves. They understood that God was with Jacob and had taken away from Laban to prosper Jacob and his family. They were now ready to do whatever God told him to do. They used Elohim for the name of God rather then Jehovah. It does not seem that their reasoning had a high spiritual basis but they did recognize that Elohim was at work in a way that prospered their family so they were ready to do whatever God told Jacob to do. 
Gen 31:17-21 Then Jacob arose and put his children and his wives upon camels; 18and he drove away all his livestock and all his property which he had gathered, his acquired livestock which he had gathered in Paddan-aram, to go to the land of Canaan to his father Isaac. 19When Laban had gone to shear his flock, then Rachel stole the household idols that were her father's. 20And Jacob deceived Laban the Aramean, by not telling him that he was fleeing. 21So he fled with all that he had; and he arose and crossed the Euphrates River, and set his face toward the hill country of Gilead.

After receiving his wives’ approval, Jacob wasted no time in putting the plan into action. He expected considerable resistance from Laban so he waited until Laban left home. Laban was away shearing his sheep so it was a good time for Jacob to slip away. Jacob had camels for transportation of his wives and children and he hurriedly (“drove”) his cattle and other belongings such as donkeys, oxen, and servants (Gen 32: 3, 5) to leave the area. He also had many servants to assist in this caravan’s departure. This was quite a change from the way he entered Haran! He was now leaving Mesopotamia to return to Canaan and Isaac, his father. 
However we now read about Rachel’s character and her spiritual nature. Unknown to Jacob she went into Laban’s tent and stole his idols. These were “teraphim” that were small figures used in divination and household deities that were supposed to bring good luck to the family that owned them. Some religions today also have such figures. The reference in 1 Sam 15:23; 19:13; 16:2 suggest that they were used to create false illusions so some scholars think that they portrayed human forms. She evidently had been strongly influenced by Laban’s religious philosophies in spite of having been told about Jehovah by Jacob. This is rather like people today who try to meld worldly or other religious ideologies with Christianity and are not ready to be totally separated from the world. We know of married people with one of them trying to be Christian while the other is Jewish and claiming to happily intertwine the two religions. Such a compromise is not possible. One is either a Christian or not. A caravan like this one could only travel 15-20 miles each day. They headed toward Mount Gilead, which is actually a mountainous region east of the Jordan River and its northern edge was about 300-360 miles from Haran so they had a long trip before them. 

Gen 31:22-24 When it was told Laban on the third day that Jacob had fled, 23then he took his kinsmen with him, and pursued him a distance of seven days' journey; and he overtook him in the hill country of Gilead. 24And God came to Laban the Aramean in a dream of the night, and said to him, "Be careful that you do not speak to Jacob either good or bad."

Jacob and his caravan had a three-day head start on Laban but Laban did not have the flocks and people that Jacob had so he was able to catch Jacob after seven days of travel. Jacob would have had to cross the Euphrates River and then they would have headed to the hills of Gilead, east of the Jordan River. Laban and his entourage would have had to average over 40 miles a day to catch Jacob in this time interval! Jacob and his large group then would have traveled only 10 days to reach this destination and that seems unlikely. The solution is that Laban did not leave on the third day when he heard about Jacob leaving. He would have needed time to gather his people and supplies and he would not have been in any hurry because he knew that Jacob would have to be traveling slowly. If Jacob’s group had traveled at 15 miles/day then the 360 mile trip would have taken 24 days and that seems reasonable. The night before Laban had probably intended to do harm to Jacob and take back the flocks so God spoke to him in a dream. Although Laban did not know God in a personal way, he was aware of what God had done to prosper him and Jacob. God warned Laban to not even speak to Jacob in a way to influence him. 
Gen 31:25-30 And Laban caught up with Jacob. Now Jacob had pitched his tent in the hill country, and Laban with his kinsmen camped in the hill country of Gilead. 26Then Laban said to Jacob, "What have you done by deceiving me and carrying away my daughters like captives of the sword? 27"Why did you flee secretly and deceive me, and did not tell me, so that I might have sent you away with joy and with songs, with timbrel and with lyre; 28and did not allow me to kiss my sons and my daughters? Now you have done foolishly. 29"It is in my power to do you harm, but the God of your father spoke to me last night, saying, 'Be careful not to speak either good or bad to Jacob.' 30"And now you have indeed gone away because you longed greatly for your father's house; but why did you steal my gods?"

Laban was undoubtedly afraid to say what was really on his mind after the dream so he blurted a hypocritical speech about how Jacob had robbed him of the opportunity to send them away with a great party and feast. Certainly Jacob, Leah, and Rachel knew that Laban was lying but they did not seem to say anything in reply to this ranting. From the intense manner in which Laban had pursued them, all would have known that his real purpose was to do harm to them. Laban did tell about his dream so they would understand why he was acting this way. He then said that he understood Jacob’s hast to return to his father’s land. Laban then seemed to realize that he had no foundation for action against them so he changed his approach and accused them of stealing his gods. This is definitely a ruse for he could have easily replaced them locally rather than take on the expensive, long journey to try to recover them. He also knew enough about Jacob to know that he would not have stolen his “gods”. 
Gen 31:31, 32 Then Jacob answered and said to Laban, "Because I was afraid, for I said, 'Lest you would take your daughters from me by force.' 32"The one with whom you find your gods shall not live; in the presence of our kinsmen point out what is yours among my belongings and take it for yourself." For Jacob did not know that Rachel had stolen them.

Jacob first answered Laban’s charge concerning why he left as he did. There were probably some in the group listening who did not know of their interactions over the years and how Jacob felt about what Laban might do to him and his family. After answering that charge he then conveyed his outrage at the charge that someone from his entourage would have taken Laban’s gods. He said that Laban could take the life of any person found who had those idols. He further stated that if they found anything in their belongings that belonged to Laban they could confiscate such items. Jacob did not know that he was agreeing with killing Rachel. This punishment was standard in this day for anyone who stole any “holy things”. 
Gen 31:33-35 So Laban went into Jacob's tent, and into Leah's tent, and into the tent of the two maids, but he did not find them. Then he went out of Leah's tent and entered Rachel's tent. 34Now Rachel had taken the household idols and put them in the camel's saddle, and she sat on them. And Laban felt through all the tent, but did not find them. 35And she said to her father, "Let not my lord be angry that I cannot rise before you, for the manner of women is upon me." So he searched, but did not find the household idols.

Laban then began his search of the caravan. He probably was hoping to find anything that he could claim was stolen so that he could take such theft as reason to go against God’s warning in his dream. He searched Leah’s tent as well as the tents of Bilhah and Zilpah but found nothing that belonged to him. He then went into Rachel’s tent. Rachel had taken the saddle/basket ensemble on which she rode her camel and placed it in her tent. She was sitting on it and claimed to be in her menstrual cycle so that she could not stand before her father. This was probably true or else Jacob and Leah would have known and would know that Rachel was lying. God allowed this subterfuge to succeed because Jacob was innocent but this does not mean that God approved of Rachel’s stealing of the idols. So Laban was not successful in finding his idols or anything else that he could claim was stolen from him.
Gen 31:36-42 Then Jacob became angry and contended with Laban; and Jacob answered and said to Laban, "What is my transgression? What is my sin, that you have hotly pursued me? 37"Though you have felt through all my goods, what have you found of all your household goods? Set it here before my kinsmen and your kinsmen, that they may decide between us two. 38"These twenty years I have been with you; your ewes and your female goats have not miscarried, nor have I eaten the rams of your flocks. 39"That which was torn of beasts I did not bring to you; I bore the loss of it myself. You required it of my hand whether stolen by day or stolen by night. 40"Thus I was: by day the heat consumed me, and the frost by night, and my sleep fled from my eyes. 41"These twenty years I have been in your house; I served you fourteen years for your two daughters, and six years for your flock, and you changed my wages ten times. 42"If the God of my father, the God of Abraham, and the fear of Isaac, had not been for me, surely now you would have sent me away empty-handed. God has seen my affliction and the toil of my hands, so He rendered judgment last night."

Jacob now was angry and vented his frustration of twenty years at Laban. He dared Laban to place anything that he had stolen before the gathered people so that they can decide who cheated whom. He dared him also to find any transgression that he had committed that caused him to pursue him so intently. He then told everyone how he had served Laban for 20 years during which time no ewes or female goats miscarried for such happened frequently in this era. He even stated that he never took personal meat from Laban’s flocks and whenever some of the flock was attacked by wild beasts he did not bring such to Laban to receive payment for such but rather took the financial loss himself apparently by substituting one of his own animals. Animals that were stolen by other people were usually considered the problem of the owner but Laban made Jacob make up for those also. He stated that he labored hard day and night and in all kinds of weather for Laban many times without taking time at night for sleep. He reiterated for all to hear how he worked 14 years for the right to marry two of Laban’s daughters but he was kind to Leah by not saying that he did not purpose to marry her initially. He then worked six years to take care of Laban’s flocks but he did not say how his flocks flourished and Laban’s diminished during that time. He stated that Laban changed his wages ten times during that service but did not clarify. He ended his tirade by giving the God of Abraham and Isaac credit for his current situation of profit for otherwise Laban would have sent him away with nothing. He ended his tirade by saying that God had justified him by His dream visit to Laban and telling him to not say anything to Jacob. 
Gen 31:43-47 Then Laban answered and said to Jacob, "The daughters are my daughters, and the children are my children, and the flocks are my flocks, and all that you see is mine. But what can I do this day to these my daughters or to their children whom they have borne? 44"So now come, let us make a covenant, you and I, and let it be a witness between you and me." 45Then Jacob took a stone and set it up as a pillar. 46And Jacob said to his kinsmen, "Gather stones." So they took stones and made a heap, and they ate there by the heap. 47Now Laban called it Jegar-sahadutha, but Jacob called it Galeed.

Laban does not refute Jacob’s tirade and offers no apology or act of repentance. But he claims that the daughters, children, and flocks are all his but he cannot act against his kin. The implication is that he could claim all that Jacob had for himself and that it is his generosity that allows Jacob to keep all that he has. So he then proposed a covenant between them for all to see. Jacob knew that such a covenant required a pillar so he set up one large stone (Gen 28:18) and asked his kinsmen to gather stones to make a heap. His kinsmen would have included all of his immediate family as well as Laban and his family since they were his relatives by marriage. We do not know if Laban and his family so participated. Laban called the pillar “The Heap of Testimony” and Jacob called it “The Heap of Witness” in the Hebrew language used by Abraham and Isaac perhaps going back to the time of Eber (Gen 10:25), whose name it commemorated. Abraham and his descendants understood and spook Aramaic and it was adopted as their common language after the Babylonian exile. The name Jegar-sahadutha is also Aramaic but only appears in texts later than the date of this event, which causes some interpreters to assume that Moses added this name in his editing of the material. 
Gen 31:48-53 And Laban said, "This heap is a witness between you and me this day." Therefore it was named Galeed; 49and Mizpah, for he said, "May the Lord watch between you and me when we are absent one from the other. 50"If you mistreat my daughters, or if you take wives besides my daughters, although no man is with us, see, God is witness between you and me." 51And Laban said to Jacob, "Behold this heap and behold the pillar which I have set between you and me. 52"This heap is a witness, and the pillar is a witness, that I will not pass by this heap to you for harm, and you will not pass by this heap and this pillar to me, for harm. 53"The God of Abraham and the God of Nahor, the God of their father, judge between us." So Jacob swore by the fear of his father Isaac.

Laban continued to exert his authoritative role in the agreement and put restrictions on the activities of Jacob. He then called the heap of stones Mizpah, meaning “watchtower” as he would think of it as a boundary limiting the activities of both sides. Unfortunately some Christians today speak of a Mizpah Benediction as though it was a blessing and Laban did not have such in mind at all. In verse 51 he even claimed to have erected the heap and pillar. He stated that the marker would be a point beyond which neither party would cross to do harm to the other. Lastly Laban further intimated that it was Jacob who needed controlling as he called upon the God of Abraham, Nahor, and their father to be the judge. I am sure he used the name of Nahor, who was a brother of Abraham, since Nahor was also Laban’s father. We saw the intertwining of these relationships earlier and he may have been intimating that God was also his God because of those physical relationships: 

Gen 24:15 And it came about before he had finished speaking, that behold, Rebekah who was born to Bethuel the son of Milcah, the wife of Abraham's brother Nahor, came out with her jar on her shoulder.

Gen 24:24 And she said to him, "I am the daughter of Bethuel, the son of Milcah, whom she bore to Nahor."

Gen 29:5 And he said to them, "Do you know Laban the son of Nahor?" And they said, "We know him."
Laban uses Elohim for the name of God, which is a plural name and could be used in this context as “gods”. He did not call upon the name of his gods, by intimation meaning that he was a man of his word! However he could have used Elohim in such a way to include both the God of Abraham and his gods. He also could have been inferring that the God of Abraham and the God of Nahor were two different gods to indicate his independence of worshiping as did Jacob. Rather than try to correct Laban, Jacob swore in the name of God as He was the Fear of Isaac. 
Gen 31:54, 55 Then Jacob offered a sacrifice on the mountain, and called his kinsmen to the meal; and they ate the meal and spent the night on the mountain. 55And early in the morning Laban arose, and kissed his sons and his daughters and blessed them. Then Laban departed and returned to his place.

As Isaac parted from Abimelech by entering a covenant (26:28-31), Jacob and Laban parted with a covenant. True to his character, Jacob offered a sacrifice to God on the mountain. He, his wives, and the children all ate the meal and spent the night on Mount Gilead. Although not mentioned, it is likely that they spent the time in praise and thanksgiving to God for His blessings for it is only His blessings that matter. Laban did not participate in this celebration but he came the next morning to express his love for his relatives. His sons were in his group so he included them and Leah and Rachel in this family grouping as he blessed them all. He did not apologize to Jacob or show any remorse over his actions including the accusation of theft of his idols. He returned to his place and Scripture is silent regarding him or his descendants. Since he mentioned Nahor, we can surmise that he was taught about the God of Abraham and Nahor but he showed no inclination to submit to Him. He seems representative of apostate people in visible churches throughout the world. Knowing who God is and then rejecting him is the ultimate sin from which there is no forgiveness (Heb 6:4-8; 2Peter 2:21). 
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