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Text 
When the LORD saw that Leah was not loved, he opened her womb, but Rachel was barren. 

32
 Leah 

became pregnant and gave birth to a son. She named him Reuben, for she said, "It is because the LORD 

has seen my misery. Surely my husband will love me now." 
33

 She conceived again, and when she gave birth 

to a son she said, "Because the LORD heard that I am not loved, he gave me this one too." So she named 

him Simeon. 
34

 Again she conceived, and when she gave birth to a son she said, "Now at last my husband 

will become attached to me, because I have borne him three sons." So he was named Levi. 
35

 She conceived 

again, and when she gave birth to a son she said, "This time I will praise the LORD." So she named him 

Judah. Then she stopped having children. 

30:1 When Rachel saw that she was not bearing Jacob any children, she became jealous of her sister. So 

she said to Jacob, "Give me children, or I'll die!" 
2
 Jacob became angry with her and said, "Am I in the 

place of God, who has kept you from having children?" 
3
 Then she said, "Here is Bilhah, my maidservant. 

Sleep with her so that she can bear children for me and that through her I too can build a family." 
4
 So she 

gave him her servant Bilhah as a wife. Jacob slept with her, 
5
 and she became pregnant and bore him a 

son. 
6
 Then Rachel said, "God has vindicated me; he has listened to my plea and given me a son." Because 

of this she named him Dan. 
7
 Rachel's servant Bilhah conceived again and bore Jacob a second son. 

8
 Then 

Rachel said, "I have had a great struggle with my sister, and I have won." So she named him Naphtali. 
9
 

When Leah saw that she had stopped having children, she took her maidservant Zilpah and gave her to 

Jacob as a wife. 
10

 Leah's servant Zilpah bore Jacob a son. 
11

 Then Leah said, "What good fortune!" So she 

named him Gad. 
12

 Leah's servant Zilpah bore Jacob a second son. 
13

 Then Leah said, "How happy I am! 

The women will call me happy." So she named him Asher. 
14

 During wheat harvest, Reuben went out into 

the fields and found some mandrake plants, which he brought to his mother Leah. Rachel said to Leah, 

"Please give me some of your son's mandrakes." 
15

 But she said to her, "Wasn't it enough that you took 

away my husband? Will you take my son's mandrakes too?" "Very well," Rachel said, "he can sleep with 

you tonight in return for your son's mandrakes." 
16

 So when Jacob came in from the fields that evening, 

Leah went out to meet him. "You must sleep with me," she said. "I have hired you with my son's 

mandrakes." So he slept with her that night. 
17

 God listened to Leah, and she became pregnant and bore 

Jacob a fifth son. 
18

 Then Leah said, "God has rewarded me for giving my maidservant to my husband." So 

she named him Issachar. 
19

 Leah conceived again and bore Jacob a sixth son. 
20

 Then Leah said, "God has 

presented me with a precious gift. This time my husband will treat me with honor, because I have borne 

him six sons." So she named him Zebulun. 
21

 Some time later she gave birth to a daughter and named her 

Dinah. 
22

 Then God remembered Rachel; he listened to her and opened her womb. 
23

 She became pregnant 

and gave birth to a son and said, "God has taken away my disgrace." 
24

 She named him Joseph, and said, 

"May the LORD add to me another son." 

 

Introduction 
 The more I experience life and the more I get to know myself the more convinced 

I am that everyone is extremely insecure.  Some are better at hiding it than others.  But 
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we all are highly needy people.  We’re all aware that there’s something deeply wrong 

with ourselves – an unshakeable sense of inadequacy.  I believe that everyone is on a 

quest to justify his or her own existence. 

 We’ve been going through the book of Genesis.  It’s the first book of the Bible 

and it explains this phenomenon.  It tells of how God created humanity in a paradise, both 

physical and spiritual.  Everything was in its place.  There’s was peace, shalom – a sense 

of well-being and order.  The first humans – Adam and Eve – lived in unbroken 

fellowship with God which overflowed to each other. 

 But then something happened.  They disobeyed God and turned from him and in 

that moment plunged into a perpetual state of dis-ease.  They were not at peace – with 

themselves or with each other – because they were not at peace with the God who made 

them, but rather rebellion.  They hid from God.  Fear entered the scene.  They became 

overwhelmed with a sense of shame, that something was now wrong with them (and 

there was), so they latched on to fig leaves to cover their nakedness. 

And there we’ve been ever since – patching together make-shift coverings for 

ourselves, efforts at fixing ourselves, but never feeling quite comfortable in our man-

made clothes.  We’re hiding from God and grasping after other things that we believe 

will validate us.  Those other things the Bible calls idols.  An idol doesn’t have to be a 

statue of Buddha, it can be the clout of a diploma, for example. 

I finished a book this week that I had been reading called Redeeming the Time: A 

Christian Approach to Work & Leisure by Leland Ryken.  It was very good.  I picked it 

up because (a) I knew that in a city-center culture such as ours people’s lives are all out 

of whack with regard to work and leisure.  People either work too much (and many of 

them hate their jobs) or too little (all of life is leisure).  And so I wanted to get a better 

grasp on how to help people think Christianly in such a setting.  But (b) I also knew I had 

issues with working too much and feeling a dis-ease in my work and in my play (feeling 

not at peace on the job and feeling guilty during my leisure).  I wanted help.  Anyway, I 

came across this quote in the book by Chad Walsh that I thought was golden and so I’ll 

share it with you here: 

 

Man is incurably religious….  If one thinks of religion as the ultimate 

concern, most men have it.  The American who does not worship an 

authentic God is almost certain to have a substitute deity: The American 

Way of Life, Free Enterprise, the Standard of Living, the arts – or sex – at 

least something.  Whatever his deity, he offers sacrifices to it, whether he 

is the young executive conforming to the expectations of his superiors or 

the young artist half starving in the service of his Muse….  The Bible 

devotes remarkably little time to the menace of atheism.  The biblical 

viewpoint seems to be that atheism is a rare and puny adversary compared 

to idolatry.
1
 

 

I would go so far as to say there is no true atheist.  Everyone is religious in some way in 

the sense that everyone finds something to latch on to in order to find some sense of self-

worth, identity, and security.  We’re not at ease.  What do we look to in order to justify 

our existence?  That’s our god. 
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 Ryken goes on to say in another place in the book that “the workaholic usually 

worships success and prosperity…  Many in our society take their identity from their 

work.”
2
  This is a common idolatry in city-center settings like ours.  The fig leaves are 

traded in for finely-tailored suits.  Success in our field, we think, will prove to ourselves 

and the world that we are somebody, even though deep down we know that we are not.  

In workaholism success or status justifies us.  If people’s opinion is our idol then 

someone else’s approval justifies us (and their disapproval devastates us).  If it’s physical 

appearance, then being thin justifies us.  We’re all terribly insecure and therefore 

incurably religious. 

We’re going to look at a story today in Genesis that illustrates something of this 

innate hunger for justification in three different characters – Jacob, Leah, and Rachel.  

Hopefully it will be a telling look into our own hearts.  In short, what I hope we’ll see is 

just this: only Jesus can justify. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Jacob’s Justification 
 Last week we saw Jacob arrive in Paddan Aram and fall in love with Rachel and 

work for her for seven years and get tricked into marrying her ugly older sister instead 

(crazy story!).  Then we saw that Jacob also got to marry Rachel in return for seven more 

years of labor under Leah and Rachel’s father, Laban.  And we left off the story with the 

statement that Jacob “loved Rachel more than Leah” (29:30). 

 We’ve been looking at Jacob’s character a lot in recent weeks.  He’s a liar and a 

deceiver and we saw last week how he got a dose of his own medicine from Laban.  But 

why do people resort to deception and trickery, pretending to be someone they’re not, not 

at home with the truth?  Because there’s a deep insecurity in them that pushes them to be 

deceptive. 

 Jacob’s father didn’t love him like he loved his twin brother Esau.  He grew up 

with an inferiority complex.  He had an unhealthy attachment to his mother.  Jacob is a 

picture of insecurity.  Now, he’s on the run.  He’s vulnerable.  But he’s found this 

beautiful woman named Rachel that causes him to suck in his gut and move heavy 

objects.  But as much as the story has romantic aspects, if you think about it you can see 

how Jacob idolized Rachel.  He latched on to her as a source of justification, producing 

this irrational obsession in him and making him easy to dupe.  Someone has speculated 

that perhaps Rachel, being Rebekah’s neice, looked a lot like Jacob’s mom.  Whether 

that’s true or not we can’t know, but there is some weird psychological stuff going on 

here. 

Tim Keller put it this way – “It is… likely that because of the general lack of 

affirmation and ‘blessing’ that Jacob had received, he loaded his hopes and dreams 

inordinately on to Rachel.  ‘If I have a woman that beautiful as my wife – that will make 

amends for my unhappy life.  Finally, everything will be fixed.’”
3
  Can you see that?  

Jacob’s latching on to Rachel as his justification. 

Have you ever seen this?  Have you ever tried this – putting all your hopes on a 

significant other to somehow be what gives you a sense of worth and accomplishment?  I 

was reminded of my boyhood idol – Ryne Sandberg – and his speech at the National 

Baseball Hall of Fame when he was inducted in 2004.  Sandberg was the second baseman 
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for the Cubs while I was growing up.  He was known as a shy, quiet kind of guy.  His 

wife Cindy was rumored to have slept with a teammate of Sandberg’s and they divorced 

in 1994, ten days after Sandberg unexpectedly announced his retirement in the middle of 

the season, citing a lack of desire to play.  He was dejected and lowly.  And then he 

rekindled a relationship with his current wife, Margaret.  Here’s what he said in his 

induction speech: 

 

My wife Margaret is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.  She is my 

best friend, she is the love of my life.  She is my salvation.  She’s my past, 

my present, my future.  She is my sun, my moon, my stars.  She is 

everything that’s good about life and I thank her for entering my life at a 

time when I needed her most.  I love you. 

 

It’s sweet, but that’s a lot to put on a person!  Your salvation!?  I think Jacob was looking 

to Rachel to in some ways be his justification. 

 

Leah’s Justification 

 Then we get a glimpse into Leah’s insecurities and her attempts at finding 

justification.  Remember, she was the ugly one.  She probably grew up being made fun of 

for her eyes and never getting attention from the boys.  Now she’s married and her 

husband doesn’t love her.  But she starts having babies.  And not just babies, but boys.  

That’s a big deal. 

 Throughout this whole section we read about the birth of boy after boy and each 

one is given a name that has a meaning.  I think this is a powerful thing – to name a child.  

I think it’s good to do it with intentionality and not just because you like the way the 

name sounds.  Andrea and I named Lucile Ann after two of Andrea’s grandmothers and 

the name Lucile means “light” and Ann means “gracious” and our prayer for her is that 

God would graciously shine the light of the gospel into her heart.  You’ll have to wait to 

hear the name of the next one, but it’s going to be along the same lines. 

 The names of Leah’s first three boys are quite telling… and very sad.  The 

firstborn, Reuben, means “See, a son” and her interpretation of this is that the Lord had 

seen her misery and given her a son so that she says, “Surely my husband will love me 

now” (29:32).  Can you hear the deep hurt in this?  She’s desperate for love.  She thinks 

that if she could give Jacob a son then he would love her.  She craved his love.  She was 

looking to Jacob’s love and attention for her justification and giving birth to boys was the 

means to get it. 

 Her second son was Simeon, from the word for “hear,” and she’s stuck on this 

fact that she was still unloved.  “Because the Lord has heard that I am not loved, he gave 

me this one too” (v. 29:33). 

 “Again she conceived, and when she gave birth to a son she said, ‘Now at last my 

husband will become attached to me, because I have borne him three sons.’  So he was 

named Levi” (29:34).  Levi means “attached.” 

 It’s so crystal clear, isn’t it?  One commentator put it simply – “The story 

demonstrates the craving of human beings for love and recognition.”
4
  We see it here.  Do 

we see it in ourselves?  Ladies: do you see how you do the same thing?  How you so 

desperately crave love and recognition, especially from men, that you try anything to get 
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them to look at you?  Do you see the half hour you spend in front of the mirror in the 

morning putting on make-up and accessories as really just putting on fig leaves – trying 

to cover your imperfections so you can make yourself attractive to a man because you 

think that if he just loved me and thought I was beautiful then I’d be happy.  Leah was 

clearly looking to Jacob’s love for her justification. 

 

Rachel’s Justification 

 Now, what about Rachel?  30:1 – “When Rachel saw that she was not bearing 

Jacob any children, she became jealous of her sister.  So she said to Jacob, ‘Give me 

children, or I’ll die!”  Wow!  So what’s Rachel’s idol?  Children, right?  So many parents 

today turn their children into their gods, making huge sacrifices for them (best toys, 

schools, etc…), looking to them to give them a sense of fulfillment, living vicariously 

through them, etc… 

But what’s the real motivation for Rachel?  What’s the far idol beneath the near 

idol of children?  She’s looking to justify herself over against someone else – her sister.  

There’s an intense jealousy, because she’s staked her identity/her sense of worth/her 

validation her whole life on being better than her ugly older sister, Leah. 

How often do we out of a deep sense of insecurity start to look around us and 

compare ourselves to other people in order to find our justification?  What’s the best way 

to feel good about yourself?  Find someone else you’re better than.  For Rachel that was 

always her sister.  Now Leah is outperforming Rachel in the childbearing department and 

so this birth war ensues.  It gets pretty ugly.  The whole point of the story is that all of 

these attempts at justification result in a mess. 

Remember that Laban had given Leah and Rachel maidservants when they got 

married to Jacob.  Also, if you remember from the story earlier in Genesis of Abraham 

and Sarah’s maidservant Hagar, women were viewed back then merely as incubators.  

They didn’t quite understand genetics.  A wife could use one of her slave girls as an 

incubator for her husband’s seed if for some reason she was proving to be a bad incubator 

and the surrogate’s child would still be considered the child of the wife. 

So Rachel, driven by a desire to out do her sister Leah and so find her 

justification, gave Bilhah her maidservant to Jacob saying, “Sleep with her so that she can 

bear children for me and that through her I too can build a family” (30:3).  It worked, in 

the sense that Bilhah got pregnant and gave birth to a son.  And Rachel named him Dan, 

meaning “vindication.”  “God has vindicated me,” she said (30:6).  She was looking to 

the birth of a son as her vindication, her justification. 

Then it happens again.  Rachel is gaining.  The score is now 4 to 2.  And this 

boy’s name reveals more of Rachel’s competitive heart – Naphtali; it means “struggle” 

and Rachel applies it to her great struggle with her sister (cf. 30:8). 

Leah gets in on the action and gives her maidservant Zilpah to Jacob and Zilpah 

bears 2 more sons in Leah’s place.  Leah 6.  Rachel 2. 

Then we see the whole mandrake incident that show more of the level to which 

this has devolved.  Leah’s oldest son, Reuben, went out into the fields around harvest 

time and stumbled upon some mandragora autumnalis.  This was thought to be a natural 

aphrodisiac/fertility drug.  Naturopathic medicine is not a new thing.  This plant had a 

reputation (cf. Songs 7:13) but it was extremely rare in Mesopotamia.  It was found 

mostly in the Mediterranean world.  Ever seen the movie Chocalat?  I kind of think of 
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that movie when I think of these mandrakes because the chocolate shop owner had a 

special concoction that was supposed to kind of do the same thing. 

Rachel sees it and she wants it.  She’s desperate.  We also see the bitterness that’s 

still in Leah’s heart; she snaps back – “Wasn’t it enough that you took away my 

husband?” (30:15).  Evidently Rachel had used her love capital in order to become 

Jacob’s bedroom manager, scheduling who he would sleep with each night and 

presumably significantly reducing Leah’s number of nights (this whole thing’s really 

weird isn’t it?).  Rachel agrees to let Leah sleep with Jacob that night in exchange for the 

mandrakes.  We don’t hear anything about the mandrakes working for Rachel, but Leah 

continues to be extremely fertile, conceiving after this one night. 

Her name for that boy reveals her kind of twisted thinking about God.  God was 

just there (for everyone in this story really) to get them what they really thought would 

make them happy.  Issachar means “reward” and she thinks God has rewarded her for 

earlier giving her maidservant to Jacob.  “Leah conceived again and bore Jacob a sixth 

son [naturally].  Then Leah said, ‘God has presented me with a precious gift.  This time 

my husband will treat me with honor, because I have borne him six sons” (30:20).  

Zebulun means “honor.”  She’s still seeking for her husband’s respect and love.  We’re 

briefly told about Leah’s daughter – Dinah in 30:18 because she is going to play a role in 

the story later in ch. 34. 

Finally, we’re told that Rachel herself gets pregnant and bears Jacob a son, 

naming him Joseph which meant “may he add” because one was enough.  She still 

needed more. 

 

Assessment 

 So what do we have?  We have a mess.  We have a bunch of insecure people 

vying with each other and grasping after anything but God in order to find their sense of 

security and importance.  Jacob was looking to his hot wife Rachel for his justification.  

Leah was looking to Jacob’s love for her justification.  Rachel was looking to children in 

order to out do her sister for her justification.  And the whole story is one sordid mess. 

 This also points out the perils of polygamy.  Some people accuse the OT of 

endorsing polygamy, at least implicitly by not denouncing it.  But the implicit 

implications of all the stories do a better job of denouncing polygamy than any 

straightforward prohibition could.  One female scholar has said, “The pitfalls and 

humiliations of polygamy [depicted here] argue eloquently against the practice.”
5
  In the 

beginning of Genesis we have the creation of one man and one woman and the statement 

– “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be united to his wife and 

they shall become one flesh” (2:24).  Shortly after the fall we see the first instance of 

polygamy with Lamech, but as one person put it, “Lamech’s chest-thumping Sword Song 

before his wives Adah and Zillah exuded polygamous brutality.”
6
  Abraham’s taking of 

Hagar is told in such a way that echoed the Fall.  Esau’s two Hittite wives and third wife 

from the Ishmaelites is cast in a dark light.  Polygamy is clearly shown to be a result of 

the fall – a sinful distortion of God’s good intentions. 

 

The Gospel 
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 This story here is just a picture of the mess that has been made as a result of the 

Fall.  It is a depiction of what happens when insecure people continue to ignore the true 

God and look to other things to find their justification.  It doesn’t work. 

But what’s the Lord doing here?  He’s coming to the aid of broken people.  

We’ve already seen how God came to Jacob at his moment of loneliness and fear.  This 

story begins with God seeing that Leah was unloved and opening her womb.  The Lord 

looks out for the ugly one.  It’s interesting to notice that both the priestly (Levi) and the 

kingly (Judah) lines in Israel come from Rachel.  And the birth of Leah’s fourth son – 

Judah – gives us a sign that Leah is finally realizing that the Lord and his love and 

affirmation is the only one that can really satisfy.  She says, “This time I will praise the 

Lord” (29:35).  Even though Rachel’s not perfect, we see hints that she turns to the Lord 

in her desperation and we read, “Then God remembered Rachel; he listened to her and 

opened her womb” (30:22).  And she responds, “God has taken away my disgrace” 

(30:23). 

None of them get it perfectly.  We never do.  But we can see something in this 

story of how each of their attempts at finding their justification, their making up for their 

insecurities, doesn’t work and how God is working behind the scenes to get them to come 

to him to find their fulfillment. 

Listen: you and I do this all the time in so many ways.  I’m doing it right now.  

I’m trying to validate myself by impressing you with this sermon.  I’m needy; I crave 

affirmation.  I go fishing for complements from Andrea on the drive home every Sunday.  

I want to feel important.  We do it when we look around at other people and judge them 

and feel better than them.  Andrea and I went to walk along Rush Street and Michigan 

Avenue last Friday and it’s everywhere – the guy with the convertible Lamborghini 

smiling from ear to ear as these girls in tight and skimpy tops stopped to talk to him at a 

light.  We do it all the time. 

Idolatry doesn’t have to look religious.  But it can be.  It can even be couched in 

our Christianity – if we’re going to church to feel good about ourselves or sharing our 

faith to make ourselves feel better than others or doing good deeds to be noticed by 

others… it’s all the same. 

What if our unshakeable insecurities and incurable religiosity were due to the fact 

that there is a God that created this world and we’ve lived in opposition to him and deep 

down we know it?  And what if all of our attempts at finding love, acceptance, 

recognition, worth, identity were really harsh slave masters that only left us more empty 

and made us more selfish? 

And what if God came to earth as a human (Jesus) to live the perfect life that no 

other human could live and then went to the cross to die taking the punishment for 

rebellious, sinful humans?  And what if God said he would let Jesus’ death count as the 

punishment you deserved and so you never had to fear his punishment again?  And what 

if God said he would let Jesus’ perfect record count for you and so instead of piecing 

together fig leaves you could be robed with the righteousness of Christ so that you knew 

no matter how ugly you were or how you stacked up against other people you were 

ravishingly beautiful in God’s eyes and completely loved forever?  How would this 

change things for you? 

I think for me (and I need to hear this all the time because I so easily slip back 

into my insecurities; I need to constantly keep coming back to this truth and letting it 
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wash over me)… I think for me it would mean feeling less paralyzed by sermon prep and 

stressed out because my justification is not riding on how good it is.  Only Jesus can 

justify me; and he has!  It would mean going to parties or gatherings of people and not 

being instantaneously exhausted because I’m trying so hard and so concerned about how 

other people are perceiving me.  Instead I could rest secure in God’s love for me in Jesus 

so that I can spend less time selfishly pandering for other people’s love and be freed up to 

actually love others instead. 

I’m here to tell you it’s true.  Only Jesus can justify you.  Stop trying to justify 

yourself in other ways.  Confess that you’re a sinner at the core and turn to Jesus for your 

justification. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 If you’ve done that then you’re invited to come and eat this meal.  As you hold in 

your hands the bread that symbolizes Christ’s body and see in the cup the wine that 

symbolizes Christ’s blood, reflect on what these symbols say to you.  They say – Christ 

took the shame, the abandonment, the punishment that I deserve.  Now I am completely 

forgiven and accepted and loved by the only One who really matters.  And then eat and 

let that reality work itself into you more and more… 

 

Benediction 
May you rest in the fact that you are justified freely by God’s grace through the 

redemption that came by Christ Jesus. (Rom. 3:24) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 8, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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