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 “Spiritual Renewal” (Genesis 35:1-29) 

Jacob had been going through a period of spiritual decline for a significant period of time. He 
was still living in an inconsistent manner. This had a spiritual toll on his family. Jacob’s stay in 
Shechem was disastrous. Now bruised by his encounter at Shechem, the Lord intervenes to 
direct his path back to Bethel and to his father. We may have thought the Lord would give up on 
this family and the inconsistent patriarch after the terrible incidents in the previous chapter, but 
God’s grace is so great. Spiritual failure does not disqualify us from the spiritual journey although 
there will always be consequences. All of us should be thankful of that fact. Jacob’s condition is 
not that different from many believers.  
 
And God sa id  unto  Jacob ,  Arise ,  go  up to  Bethe l ,  and dwe l l  there :  and make there  an a l tar  unto  God,  that  

appeared  unto  thee  when thou f l eddes t  f rom the  fa c e  o f  Esau thy  bro ther .  Then Jacob sa id  unto  h i s  househo ld ,  

and to  a l l  that  were  wi th  h im, Put  away the  s t range  gods  that  are  among you ,  and be  c l ean ,  and change  your  

garments :  And l e t  us  ar i s e ,  and go  up to  Bethe l ;  and I  wi l l  make there  an a l tar  unto  God,  who answered  me 

in  the  day o f  my d i s t r e s s ,  and was wi th  me in  the  way which I  went .  And they  gave  unto  Jacob a l l  the  s t range  

gods  whi ch were  in  the i r  hand,  and a l l  the i r  earr ings  whi ch were  in  the i r  ears ;  and Jacob h id  them under  the  

oak which  was by  Shechem. (v1-4)  

 

No doubt the events of the rape of Dinah and the murderous slaughter of the men of Shechem 
had shaken Jacob out of his spiritual lethargy. Now he was ready to listen to God’s instructions 
for his life. The Lord spoke directly to Jacob at this low point in his life. He gave him specific 
instructions, “Arise, go up to Bethel, and dwell there: and make there an altar unto God, that appeared unto 
thee when thou fleddest from the face of Esau thy brother.” Bethel was a place of great spiritual 
significance to the life of Jacob. It was here that he first heard from God. Returning there would 
awaken his spiritual heart and remind him of the faithfulness of the Lord.  

Most commentators believe that this was the direction Jacob should have gone when he 
entered Canaan instead of towards the wealth and sin of Shechem. It was at Bethel that the Lord 
met him more than two decades before on his way to Haran and promised to bring him back 
safely to Canaan. When he was at Shechem he was only 30 miles physically from Bethel but 
spiritually he was a million miles. At Shechem he was driven by the desire for worldly security 
and prosperity rather that purity and spirituality.  
 Jacob seemed to discern the spiritual significance of this intervention and the need for 
him to spiritually lead his home. This was his first step on the road back to walking with the 
Lord. He followed that with immediate obedience and ordered his family to fall in line with the 
Lord’s revealed will. It is not enough to simply hear the will of God but we must do it. Frankly, it 
is hard to believe that this is the same man who was so passive in the previous chapter.  

Jacob knew that his family was not right to meet God at Bethel. He knew that you 
couldn’t worship the Lord when there were other idols in your life. This is a change of heart as at 
Shechem he was willing to tolerate intermarriage with pagans. A spiritual cleansing is needed 
from these false gods, “Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord? or who shall stand in his holy place? He 
that hath clean hands, and a pure heart; who hath not lifted up his soul unto vanity, nor sworn deceitfully” (Psa. 
24:3-4). Barnhouse rightly observes, “The only cure for worldliness is to separate from it.” We 
know that Rachel had stolen her father’s idols (cf. Gen. 31:19) and they might have accumulated 
more when they looted Shechem. Jacob would have been aware of the presence of these idols 
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before and he was wrong to wait until now to deal with them. But at least he did at last deal with 
them.  
 The family of Jacob was probably greatly surprised in this change in him. It is interesting 
that there was no argument or attempt to avoid his order, “And they gave unto Jacob all the strange 
gods which were in their hand, and all their earrings which were in their ears.” God had given Jacob 
authority in his home. Spurgeon makes a good application, 
 

And you will sometimes be pleased, Christian Friends, when things get wrong and you 
determine to set them right, to see how others will yield to your determination. You 
ought to take courage from this. Perhaps the very person of whom you are most afraid 
will be the most ready to yield and the most eager to help! 

 
Jacob took these idols and “hid them under the oak which was by Shechem.” He probably did this so 
that they would not be tempted to use them again.  
 
And they  journeyed :  and the  t e r ror  o f  God was upon the  c i t i e s  that  were  round about  them, and they  d id  not  

pursue  a f t e r  the  sons  o f  Jacob .  So Jacob came to  Luz,  which i s  in  the  land o f  Canaan,  that  i s ,  Bethe l ,  he  and 

a l l  the  peop le  that  were  wi th  h im. And he  bui l t  ther e  an a l tar ,  and ca l l ed  the  p lace  Elbe the l :  be cause  there  

God appeared  unto  h im, when he  f l ed  f rom the  fa c e  o f  h i s  bro ther .  But  Deborah,  Rebekah's  nurse  d i ed ,  and 

she  was bur i ed  beneath Bethe l  under  an oak:  and the  name o f  i t  was ca l l ed  Allonbachuth .  (v5-8)  

 

As Jacob stepped out in obedience, God intervened to deal with any Canaanites seeking revenge 
on his family. The Lord has an abundant means of protecting and providing for His children. 
Jacob’s fears of reprisals were only fears. God can deal with the powerful armies of the 
Canaanites without an arrow being fired. Deffingbaugh notes, 
 

In this experience Jacob learned a lesson which is pertinent to us as well: safety is not to 
be found in our own strength nor in alliances with pagans, but in the fear of God, which 
causes us to maintain the purity He demands. 

 
The first of four great tragedies now unfolds in this chapter with the death of Rebekah’s nurse, 
Deborah. There is no explanation of how she came to be in the household of Jacob. Some have 
speculated that she may have come after the death of Rebekah. Her closeness to Jacob’s mother 
would have made her especially precious to him. The oak tree was called Allonbachuth, which 
means “Oak of Weeping.” This was the beginning of many tears Jacob would shed.  
 
And God appeared unto  Jacob aga in ,  when he  came out  o f  Padanaram, and b l e s s ed  h im.  And God sa id  unto  

h im, Thy name i s  Jacob :  thy  name sha l l  no t  be  ca l l ed  any more  Jacob ,  but  I srae l  sha l l  be  thy  name:  and he  

ca l l ed  h i s  name Israe l .  And God sa id  unto  h im, I  am God Almighty :  be  f ru i t fu l  and mul t ip ly ;  a  nat ion and 

a company o f  nat ions  sha l l  be  o f  thee ,  and kings  sha l l  come out  o f  thy  lo ins ;  And the  land which I  gave  

Abraham and Isaac ,  to  thee  I  wi l l  g iv e  i t ,  and to  thy  s e ed  a f t e r  thee  wi l l  I  g iv e  the  land.  And God went  up 

f rom him in  the  p lace  where  he  ta lked wi th  h im. And Jacob s e t  up a  p i l lar  in  the  p lace  where  he  ta lked wi th  

h im, even a  p i l lar  o f  s tone :  and he  poured  a  dr ink o f f e r ing  thereon ,  and he  poured  o i l  ther eon .  And Jacob 

ca l l ed  the  name o f  the  p lace  where  God spake wi th  h im, Bethe l .  (v9-15) 
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The Lord spoke again to Jacob. This time He re-stated the covenant promises that He had given 
him before. This was to remind Jacob that the Lord never fails in His promises. Jacob recognised 
the spiritual significance of God’s continued grace to him and set up a pillar, poured out a drink 
offering, and anointed the pillar with oil. The Apostle Paul revealed that the dedication of his life 
in service is tied to the picture of the pouring out of a drink offering at God’s altar (Philippians 
2:17; 2 Timothy 4:6). These actions of Jacob signified his thanksgiving to the Lord and his desire 
to serve Him. This is the first time we read of Jacob anointing a place with oil since his last 
encounter at Bethel around three decades before. It would be a good testimony to his children of 
the public faith of their father and his ancestors.  
 

And they  journeyed  f rom Bethe l ;  and there  was but  a  l i t t l e  way to  come to  Ephrath :  and Rache l  t rava i l ed ,  

and she  had hard labour .  And i t  came to  pass ,  when she  was in  hard labour ,  that  the  midwi f e  sa id  unto  her ,  

Fear  not ;  thou sha l t  have  th i s  son a l so .  And i t  came to  pass ,  as  her  sou l  was in  depar t ing ,  ( fo r  she  d i ed)  that  

she  ca l l ed  h i s  name Benoni :  but  h i s  fa ther  ca l l ed  h im Ben jamin .  And Rache l  d i ed ,  and was bur i ed  in  the  way 

to  Ephrath ,  whi ch i s  Beth l ehem. And Jacob se t  a  p i l lar  upon her  grave :  that  i s  the  p i l lar  o f  Rache l ' s  g rave  

unto  th i s  day .  (v16-20) 

 
The second great tragedy in this chapter now comes upon Jacob. This was one of the saddest 
moments in the life of the patriarch. The wife that he loved dearly was taken away from him just 
after his spiritual experience at Bethel. This reminds us all that death can part us from our loved 
ones at any time. If you live long enough you will attend many funerals. That is the reality of this 
world – we are living in the land of the dying. 
 When Joseph was born, Rachel had indicated her desire for further sons with his name, 
“And she called his name Joseph; and said, The LORD shall add to me another son” (Gen. 30:24). The 
Lord would indeed add her another son but it would cost her life. When Jacob had previously 
heard of the stolen idols from Laban he declared, “With whomsoever thou findest thy gods, let him not 
live: before our brethren discern thou what is thine with me, and take it to thee” (Gen. 31:32).  Now Rachel 
would bear that sentence. As she died, Rachel in her last words named Ben-oni meaning “son of 
my sorrow.” Jacob wisely discerned the pain such a name would constantly remind those who 
survived her passing renamed the baby boy as Benjamin meaning “son of my right hand” - right 
being the stronger and favoured side. 
 
And Israe l  j ourneyed ,  and spread h i s  t en t  beyond the  tower  o f  Edar .  And i t  came to  pass ,  when Israe l  dwe l t  

in  that  land,  that  Reuben went  and lay  wi th  Bi lhah h is  fa ther ' s  concubine :  and Israe l  heard i t .  Now the  sons  

o f  Jacob were  twe lve :  The sons  o f  Leah;  Reuben ,  Jacob ' s  f i r s tborn ,  and Simeon,  and Lev i ,  and Judah,  and 

Issachar ,  and Zebulun:  The sons  o f  Rache l ;  Joseph ,  and Ben jamin :  And the  sons  o f  Bi lhah,  Rache l ' s  

handmaid ;  Dan,  and Naphta l i :  And the  sons  o f  Zi lpah,  Leah's  handmaid :  Gad,  and Asher :  these  are  the  

sons  o f  Jacob ,  which  were  born to  h im in  Padanaram. (v21-26) 
 

The third great sorrow of this chapter now comes upon Jacob with the adulterous behaviour of 
his eldest son Reuben with Rachel’s maid, Bilhah. Rueben was the firstborn son who should 
have inherited the birthright. As the firstborn, he should have been especially cognisant of his 
responsibilities in the covenant family. Instead he sinned in a most terrible manner against the 
Lord and his own father.  

Due to the age gap and social gap it is unlikely that Reuben was attracted to Bilhah 
because of her looks. Indeed there is no hint that it was based on pure sexual lust as in the case 
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of Dinah. It is more likely that this was Reuben’s perverted way of ensuring that Bilhah did not 
displace his mother and succeed Rachel or his attempt to usurp the authority of Jacob as the 
head of the home (cf. 2 Sam. 16:20-22; 1 Kings 2:17–25). The sin of Reuben would have 
wounded the already broken heart of Jacob. Doubtless it reminded him of his own sinful 
attempts in sowing partiality over his wives and his seizing the birthright of his brother by his 
own efforts rather than waiting on the Lord to give him it. Jacob was again reaping what he 
sowed.  

No action appeared to have been taken by Jacob, as may be he felt that he was just as 
guilty in his previous sin. However, many years later it was still a painful memory, 
 

Reuben, thou art my firstborn, my might, and the beginning of my strength, the 
excellency of dignity, and the excellency of power: Unstable as water, thou shalt not 
excel; because thou wentest up to thy father’s bed; then defiledst thou it: he went up to 
my couch. (Gen. 49:4; cf. 1 Chron. 5;1-2).  

 
Jacob noted that Reuben had many privileges and gifts, but that he had wasted them because his 
character was “unstable as water.” It was because of this that the one who should have received the 
double portion as the firstborn son was told, “thou shalt not excel.” Reuben was mastered by his 
lusts and that cost him dearly.  
 
And Jacob came unto  Isaac  h i s  fa ther  unto  Mamre ,  unto  the  c i t y  o f  Arbah,  which  i s  Hebron ,  where  Abraham 

and Isaac  so journed .  And the  days  o f  I saac  were  an hundred and fours core  y ears .  And Isaac  gave  up the  

ghos t ,  and d i ed ,  and was ga thered  unto  h i s  peop le ,  be ing  o ld  and fu l l  o f  days :  and h i s  sons  Esau and Jacob 

bur i ed  h im. (v27-29) 

 
This is the first time we read of Jacob meeting his father in the years since he left home. 

There is no record of Rebekah in the reunion so she may well have already passed away. We are 
not told how long Jacob was in Succoth and Shechem before he made his way to meet his father. 
Certainly many years must have passed because Dinah was a child when they left Padan-aram 
and was of marriageable age when they were in Shechem.  

It was sad that Jacob wasted so much time away from spiritual fellowship with the 
second patriarch of the family and allowed his children to miss out on the spiritual privilege of 
knowing a godly grandfather. Probably he delayed because of his sense of shame at his deceptive 
ways in the past. Jacob always showed a marked reluctance to face up to his past failures. 
However, Jacob’s reconciliation to the Lord at Bethel in true worship would provide the avenue 
for his reconciliation with his father. The recording of the death of Isaac here is not strictly 
chronological. Leupold explains, 
 

Isaac’s death is now reported, though it did not take place for another twelve or thirteen 
years. For shortly after this, when Joseph was sold into Egypt, he was seventeen years 
old. When he stood before Pharaoh he was thirty (41:46). Seven years later when Joseph 
was thirty-seven, Jacob came to Egypt at the age of 130 (47.9). Consequently Jacob must 
have been ninety-three at Joseph’s birth and at the time of our chapter 93 + 15, i.e. about 
108 years. But Isaac was sixty years old when Jacob was born; 108 + 60 = 168 = Isaac’s 
age when Jacob returned home. But in closing the life of Isaac it is proper to mention his 
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death, though in reality this did not occur for another twelve years. Strange to say, Isaac 
lived to witness Jacob’s grief over Joseph. 

 
The death of his father was the fourth and last great tragedy to hit Jacob in Genesis 35. 

Walking in obedience to God’s revealed will does not make us immune from sufferings. Jacob 
would have been 120 years old when Isaac died at 180 years of age. The language of faith is used 
to describe the passing of Isaac, “And Isaac gave up the ghost, and died, and was gathered unto his people, 
being old and full of days.” That fact must have been a comfort and an encouragement to Jacob in 
his sorrow at the loss of Isaac.  

Another comfort must have been the fact that Esau came down to join him in burying 
their father. Forty-three years earlier they had bitterly separated because of their father; now they 
had come together to honour his passing. 
 Despite the failures of the recent past a new Jacob emerged in this chapter. He had to go 
through many ups and downs spiritually and emotionally but the Lord brought him through. 
Steve Cole notes, 
 

It is significant that in chapter 34, with all its sin, God is not mentioned at all. But in 
chapter 35, God’s name appears 11 times, plus 12 more times in the names Israel, Bethel, 
El-Bethel, and El-Shaddai. Trials can either make us self-focused or God-focused. If we 
allow the trials to help us put God back in the rightful center of our lives, we will recover 
from a spiritual slump, as Jacob did. 

 
Jacob purified his home and led them in obedience to worship the Lord. This produced God’s 
protection from the Canaanites, and a reiteration of God’s promises, and God’s grace to get him 
through the sorrows of death and difficult family matters.   

We can learn the lessons of Jacob did the easy way or the hard way. This is based on our 
resistance or cooperation with the will of God. All too often it takes a crisis before we turn to 
the Lord. When we are spiritually empty we need to get back to our Bethels. That can only 
happen by cleansing ourselves from the idols of sin and walking in obedience to God’s revealed 
will. Then we can experience spiritual blessings from the Lord. All our spiritual struggles will 
reveal that the God of Jacob is at work in our lives today in the same manner. The hymnwriter 
put it well,  
 

Through i t  a l l ,  through i t  a l l ,  
I 've  l earned to trust  in Jesus ,  
I 've  l earned to trust  in God;  

Through i t  a l l ,  through i t  a l l ,  
I 've  l earned to depend upon His Word.  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 
1. Why did Jacob require his family to cleanse themselves before worship? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. What differences do we see in Jacob in chapter 34 and chapter 35? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. What losses did Jacob suffer in abiding in Shechem?   

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 


