
Noon Bible Study: Genesis 35 & 36 
Genesis 35:1-4 - Spiritual House Cleaning

On this day, the LORD calls Jacob to return to Bethel, the place of his encounter with God.  Jacob prepared himself to go 
and calls for his family - a large company at this point - to prepare themselves too.  He tells them to “put away the 
foreign gods...purify yourselves”  In a way, Jacob is acting as the priest of his house, getting his wives, children and 
companions to become holy, for they are going to meet with God.

The LORD was his God, but he is directing his family to join him in the worship, making the LORD their God too.  It’s wild to 
think that the family of Jacob had to be told to do this!  Didn’t the sons of Jacob worship the LORD alone?  Didn’t Jacob 
only hire people who loved the LORD?  Didn’t Jacob’s wives bow with their husband to the LORD only?  Apparently not.  But 
as they go to Bethel, this familial revival begins.

Genesis 35:5-8 - God Is With Jacob As He Journeys To Bethel

Notice what happens after Jacob get his house in order.  35:5 tells us that “great terror” was upon the cities Jacob 
passed as he journeys towards Bethel.  The Hebrew phrasing here literally means ‘a terror of God.”  It was as if when 
Jacob traveled through the land, the people recognized God’s favor upon him and they knew not to mess with him.  When 
Jacob arrives at Bethel he follows through with his desire to worship the LORD and sets up an altar.

While in Bethel, Deborah the nurse to Rebekah (Jacob’s mother and Isaac’s wife), dies.  She is buried under an oak there.

Genesis 35:9-15 - The LORD Appears To Jacob At Bethel

Jacob’s obedience to travel back to Bethel (and surely to remove the idols from his house) is rewarded by additional 
encounters with God.  Here at Bethel, the place which means “house of God,” God “blessed” Jacob with the blessing of 
Abraham.

In this blessing, God confirms the change of Jacob’s name to “Israel” and God speaks the Abrhamic blessing which we have 
grown familiar with since Genesis 12.  “Be fruitful and multiply, nations and kings will come out of you, and I will give 
you the land which I promised to Abraham and Isaac””  Land, descendants and blessing.  

Jacob had been in Bethel before as he ran away from Esau decades before.  In the story from Genesis 28, we learned about 
the famous dream about “Jacob’s Ladder.”  God had confirmed to the promise to Jacob at this time, years ago - why do it 
again?

That’s a good question.  Perhaps it could be that because of all that has transpired in Jacob’s life since that moment, 
the LORD wanted to reaffirm and remind Jacob about what his calling and life was really about.  It had been quite some 
time since the LORD spoke these words to Jacob.  Since their first encounter he lived as Laban’s servant for over 20 years. 

Living Faith Christian Church | Warwick, Rhode Island | livingfaithri.org/noon

https://livingfaithri.org/noon/


He had wives and children and fears about meeting Esau again.  All of this has now faded and Jacob has shown effort in 
the area of getting his family holy and God-centered again.  And so the LORD reminds Jacob about His promise to him and 
about the future he has planned for Jacob’s descendants.  

Sometimes we need these kind of reminders don’t we?  It’s easy to get off track, it’s common to get distracted.  And it is 
also possible that we are unsure of God’s promises being true anymore after we have lived some time on our own path.  
The faithful and loving God we serve - God Almighty, (Heb: “El-Shaddai”) (v. 11) - is good to come again and speak His 
word and promises over our lives so we can get back to living as we should - as His chosen and redeemed people.  These 
reminders in scripture aren’t because God has forgotten and needed to remember.  It’s more likely that we have forgotten 
and we need to remember.

Genesis 35:16-21 - Rachel Dies During Childbirth

Coming off the heels of this great moment with the LORD, Jacob loses Rachel, his dear wife and the love of his life.  If 
you remember from previous chapters she was barren for quite some time and only had one son, named Joseph.  She has a 
severe labor and dies as a result.  As she is dying, she names her son “Ben-omi” meaning “the son of my sorrow” but 
Jacob/Israel calls him “Benjamin” which means “son of my right hand”.  Jacob/Israel wants to remember his son as a 
precious and important child due to the loss of his mother.  How tragic.

How often do we hear about someone who gets serious about God only to have to face a tragic or difficult situation 
immediately afterwards.  This is Jacob’s story here.  The family is in order, he’s reminded of God’s blessing and then his 
beloved wife dies.  Yet it might be good for us to consider that ultimately if Rachel is going to die, Jacob is finally at 
the place in his heart, in his relationship with God and with his family situation to handle the trial by seeking the 
LORD’s help.  Can you imagine walking through such a tragedy without God holding your hand?

Genesis 35:22 - Reuben’s Sin

Yikes!  The idols might be gone from the household but the sin hasn’t left their hearts.  Reuben, Jacob/Israel’s first born 
has sex with Bilhah, which was Rachel’s maid, and his brother Dan & Naphtali’s mom!  We don’t know how long after the 
death of Rachel this happened, but this would have been messed up no matter when it occurred.  Here is more insight into 
this quick verse from the ESV Study Bible:

“While Reuben’s action may have been prompted by inappropriate lust, it challenged Jacob’s position as head of 
the household. As the firstborn son, Reuben may also have viewed his action as establishing his authority over 
his brothers (see 2 Sam. 16:20–23). Yet it had the opposite effect (see 1 Chron. 5:1–2). Although initially Jacob 
takes no immediate action against Reuben—implied by the narrator’s brief comment, Israel heard of it—he 
later denies Reuben his preeminence as the firstborn (49:3–4). Although Jacob’s actions run counter to the 
provisions for inheritance in Deut. 21:15–17, the unseemly behavior of Reuben means that he will not inherit 
what he otherwise would have received.” (ESV Study Bible, Genesis 35:22).
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Genesis 35:22b-39 - Jacob/Israel’s Sons, Isaac Dies

Isaac, who we haven’t heard from in a while with the story’s focus on Jacob dies.  The narrator tells he died “an old man 
of ripe age” (lit: “satisfied with days”).  Though we thought Jacob was dying when he first blessed his two sons over 2 
decades ago (Genesis 27), he ends up living this entire time.  Esau and Jacob unite again to bury their father.  The 
chapter ends with this geneology and report of Jacob’s visit to Isaac followed by his death.  It is the Bible’s way of 
ending one era and turning the focus to the next.  As we move on in our story, we will see the focus turn towards 
Jacob’s sons, the next Abrahamic figures who will be central to God’s plan.

But first, let’s read about the descendants of Isaac’s other son, Esau.

Genesis 36:1-43 - Esau’s Descendants

Remember, Esau was a grandson of Abraham. His children are biologically part of the Abrahamic promise in a sense even 
though Esau rejected his place as first born of Isaac. His descendants will be known as the Edomites and for the most 
part will cause trouble and be in conflict with the Israelites. 

When you think of the great men and women of the Bible, how often do we think of them as flawed men and women who God worked 
in and through?  I think it's easy for us to forget that they were human - just like you and I - and struggled and made mistakes 
and didn’t always live in a way that would have “made print”.  Yet, Scripture does give time to speak about their wrestlings.  
Other than Jesus, the heroes of the Bible were not perfect, flawless or without moments of faithlessness.  It’s good that we think 
of them in a good light as we look back at their stories, but it’s also important for us to remember that it was God at work in 
them, to work and cause His will to be done.

Jacob, one of the “patriarchs” has to tell his immediate family to get rid of idols.  Up until this time they had them in their 
possession and likely were worshipping them in some way.  This moment in some ways doesn’t reflect favorably on Jacob.  And yet 
God ordains that it is included in the story of His sacred Scripture.

And I’m glad he did.  Because although Genesis 35 doesn’t start out reflecting well on Jacob and his family, how he handles the 
situation does.  He leads his family to worship the LORD.  He calls for them to remove their idols and get holy in body and heart.  
He calls them to worship the God that “answered him in the day of distress”, sharing his testimony with them for what God had 
done.

Jacob is bold, he’s determined and he’s leading, even if it took him some time to get there.  I can relate to this, can you?  
Sometimes we don’t start well, but because of God’s grace, we can adjust, make changes, and get on the right track in the end.

Perhaps there is an area with your marriage that you need to model this change.   Maybe it’s your role as a parent or 
grandparent?  Maybe the way you have been interacting with friends or co-workers needs to shift?  It’s not too late for you to 
stand up and do what is right.  It might be difficult, you might not get everyone cheering you along the way, but doing nothing 
because doing what is right is “hard” isn’t a good excuse.
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So you haven’t been praying for the things you should be praying for.  Start today.  You haven’t been kind to someone who hurt 
you.  Start today.  You have been selfish rather than serving.  Start today.  You have been stingy instead of generous.  Start 
today.  You’ve been holding on to bitterness rather than forgiving people.  Start today.

You see in the text that as Jacob went his way, the LORD was walking with him.  Jacob got up, called his family to repentance 
and started walking towards the place where he would meet with his God - and “as they journeyed the ‘terror of God’” walked 
with them (35:5).”  God wasn’t doing this with Jacob sitting where he was allowing the dysfunction in his house.  God gave Jacob 
his blessing and favor as Jacob set out to worship.

Get your house in order, get your life in order, and then get up to seek and worship God.  He will bless your on this journey and 
be with you as you go.  Start today.
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