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Gen 35


“Back to Bethel”
Last time we were together we were looking at the life of Jacob

And how they had been living on the edge

That as God had appeared to him back in Gen 31
And had told him to return to the land

That he did…kinda

That he headed that direction

But wasn’t really deliberate

He wasn’t headed directly for what the LORD had planned

But rather meandered about in that general area

That like with us

We can be called by God

But not really follow right after Him

We wander that general direction

Making some changes on the way

But we have not fully determined to faithfully follow Him no matter what the cost

And we too end up living on the edge, riding the fence or having one foot in both worlds
And when we do

It creates problems for us like it did for Jacob

That we saw the deteriorazation of his family

That his daughter got mixed up in the wrong crowd

That she ended up sexually assaulted and in quite a mess
Then his sons take matters in their own hands and really create a stink

So much so that Jacob complains that they have made him smell bad to the neighbors

Seemingly more concerned with how things “looked”

Than really about their ungodly behavior

And we saw that they were exactly concerned either
That rather than being convicted by their heinous behavior

They instead are belligerent

They justify their cause by stating their case

That because they treated her like harlot

It was ok for them to act as murderers

Because they didn’t know how to walk with the LORD

And it could have been that if Jacob had been obedient to God that none of this would have happened

If the sin was squarely dealt with it might have extinguished the fire

But because Jacob lived on the edge of the things of God

And wouldn’t stand for what was right

We see his sons get involved in what is wrong

And now the whole family is in danger because of their behavior
And interestingly enough, this is where we enter in to chapter 35 and it starts off there in verse 1 and says

Then God said to Jacob, “Arise, go up to Bethel and dwell there; and make an altar there to God, who appeared to you when you fled from the face of Esau your brother.”

That it is here at this point that God calls out to Jacob
And tells him, get back to Bethel

Remember when this journey started

Jacob had an encounter with God there at Bethel in chapter 28

Fleeing from his brother Esau, he made it all the way to Bethel that first night

And pulling up a rock for a pillow

As he slept he saw a vision of God

The heavens opened and a ladder was there upon which the angels ascended and descended

That there was access to God and communication with God

And God promised to be with him and bless him

And bring him back to the land

And he awoke and said surely God is in this place and I knew it not

And he made a vow to God in verse 20 of chapter 28 saying

“If God will be with me, and keep me in this way that I am going, and give me bread to eat and clothing to put on, 21 so that I come back to my father’s house in peace, then the Lord shall be my God. 22 And this stone which I have set as a pillar shall be God’s house, and of all that You give me I will surely give a tenth to You.”

And God “was” with him

Remember he even told his wives in verse 7 of chapter 31

Your father has deceived me and changed my wages ten times, but God did not allow him to hurt me.

And he told Laban in verse 42 of the same chapter 

42 Unless the God of my father, the God of Abraham and the Fear of Isaac, had been with me, surely now you would have sent me away empty-handed. God has seen my affliction and the labor of my hands, and rebuked you last night.”

That Jacob “knew” the LORD had been with him

And had brought him safely back to the land

Even seeing the “camp of God” there in chapter 32 that he named “Mahanaim”

But what about Jacob’s vow

What about the fact that God had said to him in chapter 31

“Return to the land of your fathers and to your family, and I will be with you.”

Though Jacob “acknowledged” that the LORD had done as He had said
Jacob didn’t do what he had said

He didn’t return to his family at Beersheba like the LORD had told him

And he didn’t complete the vow that he had made at Bethel

Making the LORD his God, and Bethel the house of God, and giving a tenth of all he had to God

He had apparently forgotten or didn’t care about those things

And instead of heading to Bethel or Beersheba

We saw he parked outside the land for a year or so building houses in tentville (also called Succoth)

Then he moved on into the land but pitched his tent like Lot by the modern day Sodom and Gomorrah

And in the years that he stayed there his family got pretty messed up (in ch 34 God is not mentioned)
But in ch 35 now the LORD says, “Arise and go back to Bethel”
Go dwell in the house of God

And not in the godless garbage that you have been in since you have been back

And it reminds me so much of our Christian walk

Because we too can acknowledge that the LORD, He is our God

That we can say we are “governed by God”

And even know He has been with us through the things of our life

Yet we can be like Jacob

So indifferent to what He has told us

Or the vows we have made to Him

Instead we end up “meandering in and around the land”

Often pitching our tents where they shouldn’t be

Or building something we shouldn’t build

Getting involved in all kinds of godless garbage and often to our own detriment

Because we have become “lukewarm” to the things of God

But the LORD calls out to us and says “Arise and get back to Bethel”

Back to “the house of God”
Back to Beersheba, which means remember “the well of the oath”

He is calling us “back to Him” even as He did the churches in Rev 2-3

Like to Laodicea where it says

‘These things says the Amen, the Faithful and True Witness, the Beginning of the creation of God: 15 “I know your works, that you are neither cold nor hot. I could wish you were cold or hot. 16 So then, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will vomit you out of My mouth. 17 Because you say, ‘I am rich, have become wealthy, and have need of nothing’—and do not know that you are wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked— 18 I counsel you to buy from Me gold refined in the fire, that you may be rich; and white garments, that you may be clothed, that the shame of your nakedness may not be revealed; and anoint your eyes with eye salve, that you may see. 19 As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten. Therefore be zealous and repent. 20 Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and dine with him, and he with Me.
That they thought that they had it all
That they were rich, wealthy and in need of nothing

Happily living in “Shechem”

Not seeing that they were wretched, poor, blind and naked

But He calls out and says “Come back to me”

I stand at the door and I knock

Why don’t you open up to me

Come back to Bethel

Remember the well of the oath

They loyalty you have sworn

The duty for you to uphold

The way that you should walk

As we were talking about in the evangelism class
If we don’t go out and share the gospel

Who do we think will??

It is our duty as Christians to bear witness to His name

Because He is “Our God”

And we can’t waste our life meandering around

So what does the LORD say?

Come back to the house of God, back to the well of the oath

As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten. Therefore be zealous and repent
Get out of the world and get back with Him

Dwell at Bethel and build there an alter, Worshiping Him at His place and in His ways 

(leaning not on your own understand but in all your ways acknowledge Him and He will direct your path)
And what do we see Jacob does in verse 2

2 And Jacob said to his household and to all who were with him, “Put away the foreign gods that are among you, purify yourselves, and change your garments. 3 Then let us arise and go up to Bethel; and I will make an altar there to God, who answered me in the day of my distress and has been with me in the way which I have gone.”

That Jacob responds!
God reminds him of his vow

And Jacob says to all who are in his house “Let us arise and go up to Bethel”
And we see that it is based on what the LORD has done
That Jacob says “He answered me in the day of distress and has been with me in the way I have gone”

That he sees that the LORD has been faithful to what He has said

He did all He said that He would do

So Jacob will do what he said he would do

But first what do we see he does there at the beginning of verse 2

That he tells them 

“Put away the foreign gods that are among you, purify yourselves, and change your garments”

That it’s not just “going back to Bethel”

But that it’s also turning from the world

That part of “going back to Bethel”

Is turning from those things

And we see here how far they’ve strayed

That it would seem that when Jacob had fled from Laban and Rachel had stolen the household idols

That Jacob didn’t know it and had told Laban whoever had them should die
But it wasn’t found that Rachel had them cuz she sat on them

But it would seem he knows now

And maybe when Laban was gone, Rachel brought out the gods and showed how she fooled him

Maybe Jacob chuckled and admired her cleverness and didn’t say anything about it being wrong

And by allowing Rachel to keep them, the idolatry spread in the family so that, at this time, 
Jacob had to address the whole family to put away their foreign gods. 
No doubt more idols being picked up when the sons had sacked the city of Shechem
If they hadn’t been purchased already

The bottom line was that now Jacob had to address something that shouldn’t have been allowed to begin with


(they had compromised with the things of this world)
That now they needed to “cleanse” themselves of the influences of the world

He even says to change your clothes

This could have been in a strictly “ceremonial” way of having “clean clothes”

But it could also be that they had started to dress like those around them (Shechemites R us)
Because that really is the way we are as humans

That we will “fit in” with people around us by the way we dress

And you can often identify a persons culture or peer group by the way they dress

And Jacob says, 

Change your clothes

Stop looking like the world

Because were going back to Bethel

And verse 4 says


4 So they gave Jacob all the foreign gods which were in their hands, and the earrings which were in their ears; and Jacob hid them under the terebinth tree which was by Shechem.

That as Jacob took spiritual charge of his household
We see they gave up the idols and the earrings and the stuff that they had

And Jacob buried them under the tree there by Shechem

That there was no consideration of whether he was being intolerant or unloving or what the neighbors 
It was time to get rid of the garbage

They didn’t try to melt it down and resell it

They didn’t have a “going out of idolatry” garage sale

They just put the stuff in a grave where it belonged and buried it 

They got rid of those things that were of the world

And they made the move back to Bethel

And as they turn away from the world and back to the house of God 

What do we see in verse 5

5 And they journeyed, and the terror of God was upon the cities that were all around them, and they did not pursue the sons of Jacob. 
That the fears of Jacob were taken care of by the LORD

Jacob had told his sons at the end of the last chapter

“You have troubled me by making me obnoxious among the inhabitants of the land, among the Canaanites and the Perizzites; and since I am few in number, they will gather themselves together against me and kill me. I shall be destroyed, my household and I.”

That the people around them were stronger and greater in number and the threat was real

But God put a fear upon their hearts

That they were afraid of Israel and they did nit pursue them

And so often when we simply follow God

He takes care of the fears that we had while we were in the world
That we may have problems financially or physically or emotionally

And we just don’t know what to do

But as we seek first His kingdom and His righteousness

We find as Jesus said, all these other things are taken care of

All the sudden the funds come in to pay that bill that you thought you could never pay

Or a chance acquaintances turns up a doctor that knows just what to do about your problem

Or that person that has caused you such problems is blessed and finds a job somewhere far away

And the problems are taken care of not by you doing something about the problems

But simply doing what you should be doing

Going back to Bethel and returning to the well of the oath

6 So Jacob came to Luz (that is, Bethel), which is in the land of Canaan, he and all the people who were with him. 
It is interesting, although Jacob lived in Shechem for many years, some say as many as ten

That there is no account of him going back to Beth-el during that time

Even though it is only about 15 miles away

But it is amazing that when we are in the world we won’t even go a short distance for the things of God

But when we have a hunger to be at Bethel we are willing to go the distance

And so they finally arrive and verse 7 says

7 And he built an altar there and called the place El Bethel, because there God appeared to him when he fled from the face of his brother. 

That as he returns to that place of his “encounter with God”

The place where he made his vow

He builds again the alter and he calls the place El-Bethel

Repeating what he had done before
Jesus said in Rev 2:4-5 to the church at Ephesus

4 Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first love.5 Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent and do the first works again
And what do we see here but Jacob doing those first things again

As he returns to his “first love”

His “original relationship” with the LORD

As he arrives back at the house of God

And as he returns to Bethel as the LORD had called him to do

We see that it is just in time for one of several difficult things that come in this chapter
We have in verse 8 and interesting account as it says

8 Now Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse, died, and she was buried below Bethel under the terebinth tree. So the name of it was called Allon Bachuth.

That here we have the appearance of someone we really don’t know

That when Isaac married Rebekah, her father gave her Deborah as her nurse
She is not mentioned by name there in Gen 24, but just as “her nurse”

But she came back with Rebekah and lived with them. 
And she was no doubt the caretaker, the nanny or nurse for the children
And remember that Esau was a man of the fields, but Jacob was among the tents

And Jacob had certainly known Deborah all of his life. 
Now we don’t know how she came to be with Jacob

Maybe coming to him as he came back to the land with news of Rebekah’s death

And maybe she was the only link that Jacob had to the mother that he had lost

The one he loved so much yet was torn apart because of their sin

And what we see here is that it was important enough that it was noted

That it was here as he came back to Bethel

That it was then that Deborah died

And they buried here there and called it Allon Bachuth, “the Oak of Weeping”

Signifying that it was a great loss and time of much sorrow

And we can sometimes look at a situation like that and say

Gosh, why would that happen when he “came back to Bethel”
You think that he would be blessed for coming back

But if you think about it

He really was

Because what better time to go through great sorrow
Then when you are at the house of God

I have had great loss before coming to the house of God and have sorrowed without hope

And sometimes the greatest blessings of our God

Is the comfort that HE brings to us in our pain

So that we might be able to survive it

That He puts the safety net up because HE knows we are about to fall down

And that without the comfort that He would bring that we would not be able to make it through this thing
That some of the greatest miracles of God are not the absence of pain but abundance of provision

The blessing of what He gives us to get us through (something that we see Him in while we are in our pain
And before Jacob endured this loss

The LORD had called him back to Bethel, so Jacob might have the Rock to stand on when the waves come
Then verse 9 says

9 Then God appeared to Jacob again, when he came from Padan Aram, and blessed him. 10 And God said to him, “Your name is Jacob; your name shall not be called Jacob anymore, but Israel shall be your name.” So He called his name Israel. 11 Also God said to him: “I am God Almighty. Be fruitful and multiply; a nation and a company of nations shall proceed from you, and kings shall come from your body. 12 The land which I gave Abraham and Isaac I give to you; and to your descendants after you I give this land.” 13 Then God went up from him in the place where He talked with him.
It's an interesting thing how God so often waits for us. 
He's always there waiting. 
We often stray in our hearts from God. 
But He is right there waiting

Jacob has been sojourning for some 30 years now

Traveling here and there, doing his own thing

Making a mess of things and ends up surrounded by enemies ready to take his life

And he thought it was bad when Laban was after him

Or then when Esau and his four hundred men were coming
But now he has several cities after him

But it doesn’t matter who is after you

The LORD is right there waiting for you to return

And as Jacob returns it says “God appeared to him again” and He blessed him.
What do we see that God does as Jacob returns and confirms his first vow

That the LORD appears to Jacob and confirms His vow

That though you “are” Jacob, you will not be called Jacob anymore, but Israel

That Jacob has seen over the years since he wrestled with God

That he is not called Israel “because” he is governed by God

But because that is “who” he should be, because that should be his goal…to be governed by God 
And you might look at him and say that is a pretty tall order

For “Jacob” to be “governed by God” (matter of fact one look at me and I know it impossible)

But you need to remember

What may seem impossible to you

Is not impossible to God

And to make sure Jacob knows (as well as us) that He is more than capable
He reminds us that He is El Shaddai. God Almighty

And He repeats once more to Jacob that He will fulfill the promises made to Abraham and Isaac
And we see in verse 14 
14 So Jacob set up a pillar in the place where He talked with him, a pillar of stone; and he poured a drink offering on it, and he poured oil on it. 15 And Jacob called the name of the place where God spoke with him, Bethel.
That he sets up a memorial of what the LORD has done
And he performed sacrificial acts of worship to the God who has blessed him so much.

The idea of the drink offering is a sacrificial dedication or consecration to the LORD

Part of the Levitical system to be offered to God

But Paul explained it as really a consecration of our lives

As he described himself as the drink offering being poured out to the LORD in Phil 2:17

So Jacob commits to the LORD once more, affirming his commitment to the One who is faithful
And makes this place as he promised the house of God for him, a place He know he can run to & find God 
And at this point with the LORD we see in verse 16 
16 Then they journeyed from Bethel. And when there was but a little distance to go to Ephrath, Rachel labored in childbirth, and she had hard labor. 17 Now it came to pass, when she was in hard labor, that the midwife said to her, “Do not fear; you will have this son also.” 18 And so it was, as her soul was departing (for she died), that she called his name Ben-Oni; but his father called him Benjamin. 19 So Rachel died and was buried on the way to Ephrath (that is, Bethlehem).  And Jacob set a pillar on her grave, which is the pillar of Rachel’s grave to this day.

That as they leave Bethel on their way south towards where Jacob’s father was
That when they are but a short way from Bethlehem

That Rachel goes into labor

She had named her first child Joseph meaning God would give her another

Here we see that it comes to pass but it ends up causing her death
That the child is born and she names him “Ben-Oni” which means son of sorrow

But Jacob names him Ben-yamin meaning son of my right hand

That once again in this short period of time

That Jacob is faced with even greater sorrow
First losing Deborah and now his beloved Rachel

But the LORD has brought him back to Bethel

And has brought him Ben-yamin (that in the midst of sorrow the LORD is with him and blesses him)
And he will not wallow and call him son of sorrow, but calls him son of strength, cuz he has been B2B)

So we see that Joseph and Benjamin are dear to his heart because they were from his beloved Rachel

And they play an important part in the years to come for the nation as we will see

And he sets a pillar on her grave which it says is there unto this day (that being the writing by Moses)

Then verse 21 says
21 Then Israel journeyed and pitched his tent beyond the tower of Eder. 22 And it happened, when Israel dwelt in that land, that Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his father’s concubine; and Israel heard about it.
That yet another sorrow comes upon Jacob now after him coming back to Bethel

That Reuben his oldest son, about thirty years old at this time
Went in and lay with Bilhah, Jacob’s concubine, the maidservant of Rachel
That the son of Leah goes and sleeps with the maid of Rachel

Once again bringing contention and bitterness into the family relationships


(and Reuben no doubt tried to hide it, but it says, Israel heard)
And we might expect more from the eldest son who would be the one to inherit the blessings

Yet here we see he sins in the most offensive way against his father and his family

Really treating the birthright no better than Esau

But it just goes to show how messed up was this family

Filled with anger, strife, competition, and the pursuits of the flesh

And through their sins 

Reuben, Simeon, and Levi “disqualified” themselves from the high calling of Abraham’s blessing. 
And it goes on in verse 22 and lists the sons

Now the sons of Jacob were twelve: 23 the sons of Leah were Reuben, Jacob’s firstborn, and Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun; 24 the sons of Rachel were Joseph and Benjamin; 25 the sons of Bilhah, Rachel’s maidservant, were Dan and Naphtali; 26 and the sons of Zilpah, Leah’s maidservant, were Gad and Asher. These were the sons of Jacob who were born to him in Padan Aram.
That after the sins of Reuben and Simeon and Levi

That the next in line is Judah

And the blessing will fall to the fourth son to bring forth the Messiah
The Lion of the tribe of Judah

Then verse 27-29 closes out the chapter with the final tragedy to fall on Jacob

27 Then Jacob came to his father Isaac at Mamre, or Kirjath Arba (that is, Hebron), where Abraham and Isaac had dwelt. 28 Now the days of Isaac were one hundred and eighty years. 29 So Isaac breathed his last and died, and was gathered to his people, being old and full of days. And his sons Esau and Jacob buried him.

That Isaac old and full of days breathed his last and died

That in this short period of time Jacob has gone through a lot

That Jacob returned just in time to see his father before he died

Finishing off this chapter of great loss
But what is interesting to note

Is the change in Jacob
That in chapter 34 he was living on the edge apart from God

And God’s name is not mentioned once

He makes bad choices and doesn’t follow the LORD

And His daughter is accosted and his son do great wickedness

And Jacob’s bitter and selfish response at the end is that you have made me stink and now were gunna die
But here in chapter 35 we see him come back to Bethel, back to the LORD, and back to his vows to God
And here great personally tragedy befalls him

He loses Deborah a lifelong friend, His beloved wife Rachel, and his father Isaac

As well as Rueben committing this terrible act with Bilhah

He says nothing but commits his ways to God
For though this is a difficult time

We see the LORD all through it

That God is mentioned over and over again, more than ten times in this chapter, 

Plus 11 more times in names such as Bethel and Israel.

That God didn’t call Jacob back to Bethel so these things could happen

But that God called Israel back to Bethel because He knew that they would

That Jacob saw we have a God of comfort

That knows what the future holds

And He is a God of love

That desires to hold us through it

That as Paul says in 2Cor 1

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, 4 who comforts us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to comfort those who are in any trouble, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.

And it was by these things that Jacob was changed as he was comforted through these troubles
And from this point forward he is called Israel in the scriptures
Because he learned that through the most difficult times of his life

The LORD was there for him
And that even if he wasn’t perfect

He needed to be governed by God

Not so he could earn something

But because he had learned something

That God was the one that called him back to Bethel

That he might provide the things that were needed for Jacob to make it through

That He wants us to be with Him

So that He can be with us in all our tribulation

And that happens when we come back to the house of our God

Back to Bethel

