
 

Introduction to Genesis Chapter 35 

The Return to Bethel: Purification, Covenant Renewal, and the Grief of the Road 
Home 

 

Genesis chapter 35 is the chapter of homecoming — and homecoming, in this case, is not 
triumphant. It is obedient, grief-laden, costly, and deeply sacred. Jacob has been called back to 
Bethel since the very beginning of his journey home. God told him to return in chapter 31. Jacob 
stopped at Shechem in chapter 33, built an altar in the wrong place, and the consequences of 
settling where God did not command filled chapter 34. Now, in chapter 35, God speaks again: arise, 
go up to Bethel. The call cannot be deferred any longer. Shechem has proven that. 

The chapter opens with something remarkable: a household purification. Before Jacob's family goes 
to Bethel, Jacob commands them to put away the foreign gods that are among them, to purify 
themselves, and to change their garments. The foreign gods are real. After twenty years in Laban's 
house, after Rachel's theft of the household idols, after the looting of Shechem, there are idols in 
Jacob's camp. There are spiritual compromises embedded in the household of the man who was 
renamed Israel at the Jabbok. The return to Bethel requires the removal of everything that does not 
belong in the presence of the God who met Jacob there. 

The journey to Bethel is protected by divine terror. As Jacob's family travels, the terror of God falls 
on the surrounding towns — none of them pursue Jacob's household. This is the God of chapter 28, 
the God who promised to be with Jacob wherever he went, actively protecting the homecoming He 
has commanded. The God who commands the return also protects the journey to it. This is not 
Jacob navigating a dangerous road on his own strength — it is Israel walking home under divine 
escort. 

At Bethel, God appears to Jacob again. He confirms the name Israel. He reissues the promises of the 
covenant — fruitfulness, nations, kings, and land. This is the third time the Abrahamic covenant is 
formally passed to Jacob — first through Isaac's blessing (however it was obtained), then at the 
Jabbok where God renamed him, and now at Bethel where God reconfirms everything and adds the 
specific promise of kings who will come from his body. The covenant is deepening with each 
encounter, becoming more specific, more explicit, more anchored in Jacob's specific descendants. 

But the chapter is also a chapter of griefs. Deborah, Rebekah's nurse, dies. Rachel dies in childbirth 
— the beloved wife whose longing for children drove so much of the drama of the preceding 
chapters, now dying to give birth to her second son. Jacob names the child Ben-Oni (son of my 
sorrow) in the moment of Rachel's death and renames him Benjamin (son of my right hand) in the 
name he will carry into history. Reuben commits an act of betrayal with Bilhah, Jacob's concubine. 
And Isaac, Jacob's father, dies at 180 years old — the patriarch whose blind confusion in chapter 27 
set the entire exile in motion, now buried by both his sons, Esau and Jacob, in a moment of shared 
grief and apparent peace. Chapter 35 is the chapter where Jacob finally arrives home — and 
discovers that arrival does not prevent loss. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

As we open Genesis chapter 35, we come before You aware that this is the chapter of the long-
deferred homecoming. Jacob was told to go to Bethel years ago, and only now — after the tragedy 



of Shechem — does he finally go. Lord, speak to every person reading these words who knows they 
have been living in their Shechem when You have been calling them to Bethel. Who has built an 
altar in the wrong place and heard the silence of incomplete obedience. Call them again, as You 
called Jacob: arise, go up. 

Father, teach us from the purification that precedes Bethel. Before Jacob arrived at the place of 
covenant, he commanded his household to put away the foreign gods. We carry our own foreign 
gods — the things we have accumulated in our Laban seasons, the compromises we made at 
Shechem, the idols we have not yet been willing to surrender at the gate of the covenant place. 
Help us to bury them before we arrive at Bethel, because nothing from those seasons belongs in 
Your presence. 

And Lord, prepare us for the griefs of this chapter. Deborah dies. Rachel dies. Reuben betrays. 
Isaac is buried. Homecoming does not mean the end of loss. Covenant renewal does not prevent 
grief. Speak to everyone who is experiencing the grief that comes on the road home — who has 
obeyed and suffered, who has arrived and still lost something irreplaceable. Let them find in this 
chapter the God who meets us at Bethel even when the road to Bethel has cost us something we 
cannot get back. 

In Jesus' name we pray, Amen. 

 

Genesis 35:1–8 — The Command to Return and the Purification of the 
Household 

(1) Then God said to Jacob, 'Go up to Bethel and settle there, and build an altar there to 
God, who appeared to you when you were fleeing from your brother Esau.' (2) So Jacob 
said to his household and to all who were with him, 'Get rid of the foreign gods you have 
with you, and purify yourselves and change your clothes. (3) Then come, let us go up to 
Bethel, where I will build an altar to God, who answered me in the day of my distress and 
who has been with me wherever I have gone.' (4) So they gave Jacob all the foreign gods 
they had and the rings in their ears, and Jacob buried them under the oak at Shechem. (5) 
Then they set out, and the terror of God fell on the towns all around them so that no one 
pursued them. (6) Jacob and all the people with him came to Luz (that is, Bethel) in the 
land of Canaan. (7) There he built an altar, and he called the place El Bethel, because it was 
there that God had revealed himself to him when he was fleeing from his brother. (8) Now 
Deborah, Rebekah's nurse, died and was buried under the oak outside Bethel. So it was 
named Allon Bakuth. 

The Context: 

The command in verse 1 is precise and personal: God says to Jacob, go up to Bethel and settle there, 
and build an altar there. After everything that has happened since Bethel — the twenty years in 
Laban's house, the wrestling at the Jabbok, the reunion with Esau, the settlement at Shechem, the 
violence of chapter 34 — God is calling Jacob back to the starting point of his covenant relationship. 
Back to the place where the ladder reached heaven. Back to the place where he made his vow. Back 
to where it began. 

Jacob's response is immediate and thorough. He does not dither or negotiate. He commands his 
household — everyone with him — to put away the foreign gods, to purify themselves, and to change 
their garments. This is one of the most significant acts of spiritual leadership in Jacob's entire story. 
He is taking responsibility for the spiritual condition of the people under his care. He is not just 
going to Bethel himself — he is taking his whole household there, and he is preparing them for the 
journey the way a covenant leader should: with the removal of what does not belong and the 
preparation of hearts and bodies for the encounter ahead. 



The detail that the foreign gods and the earrings are buried under the oak at Shechem is significant. 
Not thrown away — buried. Hidden, placed beneath the earth, removed from active use, sealed 
under the ground. This is the appropriate treatment of spiritual compromise: not simply left behind 
but intentionally interred, covered, removed from the possibility of recovery. The purification is 
thorough. And the protection that follows is divine: the terror of God falls on the surrounding 
towns, and no one pursues Jacob's household. The God who commands the purification provides 
the protection. 

The death of Deborah in verse 8 is one of the most unexpected moments in the chapter. She appears 
without introduction — Rebekah's nurse, mentioned nowhere else in the Jacob narrative. Her death 
at Bethel is recorded and her burial site is named: Allon Bakuth, the oak of weeping. Someone who 
traveled with Rebekah from the beginning, who served the covenant family through decades of 
change, who apparently came to be with Jacob in his later years — her passing is worth a verse, a 
name, and a place of mourning. Even ordinary faithful servants of the covenant deserve to be named 
and mourned. 

Plain American English: 

"God said to Jacob: 'Go up to Bethel. Settle there and build an altar to God — the One who 
appeared to you when you were running from your brother Esau.' Jacob gathered everyone 
in his household and said: 'Get rid of every foreign god you have with you. Cleanse 
yourselves and put on fresh clothes. Then we are going up to Bethel, where I will build an 
altar to the God who answered my prayer when I was in trouble and who has been with me 
everywhere I have gone.' So everyone handed over their foreign idols and the rings in their 
ears, and Jacob buried all of them under the great oak tree at Shechem. Then they moved 
out. A holy dread fell over all the cities around them, and no one chased after them. Jacob 
and everyone with him arrived at Luz — also known as Bethel — in the land of Canaan. He 
built an altar there and named the place El Bethel, because that was where God had revealed 
Himself to Jacob when he was fleeing from his brother. Around that time, Deborah — the 
woman who had been Rebekah's nurse — died. She was buried just below Bethel under an 
oak tree, and the place was named Allon Bakuth, which means Oak of Weeping." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Go up to Bethel and settle there": This signifies The Divine Command to Return to the 
Place of Original Covenant Encounter. God is not asking Jacob to visit Bethel. He is telling him 
to settle there — to establish residence, to make the covenant place his home, not just a stop 
on the itinerary. This is the difference between the Shechem compromise of chapter 33 and 
the Bethel obedience of chapter 35: Shechem was a comfortable stopping point that became a 
permanent settlement through inertia. Bethel is the commanded destination. God is not 
satisfied with proximity to His purposes. He calls His people to the specific place where His 
presence is. 

"Get rid of the foreign gods you have with you": This signifies The Household Purification 
That Must Precede Every Genuine Return to God. Jacob knows his household carries foreign 
gods. He does not pretend otherwise. He names the problem and commands its resolution: get 
rid of them. This is the posture of a covenant leader who takes seriously the spiritual condition 
of the people under his care — who does not look the other way at the compromises embedded 
in his household because naming them is uncomfortable. Before the journey to Bethel can 
begin, the gods from Laban's house, from Rachel's theft, from the looting of Shechem must be 
buried. 

"The terror of God fell on the towns all around them so that no one pursued them": 
This signifies Divine Protection as the Guarantee of the Commanded Journey. The God who 
tells Jacob to go to Bethel protects the road to Bethel. The obedient household is under divine 
escort. The surrounding towns — any one of which might have legitimate grievances after the 



massacre at Shechem — do not pursue. The fear that falls on them is not Jacob's military 
power. It is divine restraint of those who might otherwise have acted against a household that 
had made itself vulnerable through chapter 34's violence. God protects those who obey even 
when they are traveling in the aftermath of their own failures. 

"Now Deborah, Rebekah's nurse, died and was buried under the oak outside 
Bethel": This signifies The Faithful Servant Whose Death Deserves to Be Named and 
Mourned. Deborah appears for the first and last time in the same verse. We know almost 
nothing about her — only that she was Rebekah's nurse, that she was with Jacob's household, 
and that she died at Bethel. The oak is named for weeping. Someone mourned her — enough 
to name the tree after the grief. This detail insists that ordinary lives of faithful service deserve 
to be honored, named, and mourned. The woman who served the covenant family throughout 
the generations of the Patriarchs is worth a verse in Scripture. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. God Calls You to Settle at Bethel, Not Just Visit It: The command to go up to Bethel and 
settle there is not an invitation to make an occasional pilgrimage to the place of covenant 
encounter. It is a command to make the covenant place your home. The person who visits God 
occasionally, who returns to prayer and Scripture and worship in times of crisis but does not 
settle there — who treats Bethel as a destination for special occasions rather than the home 
base of their daily life — has not yet obeyed the full command. God wants settlement, not 
tourism. He wants Bethel to be where you live, not just where you go when things get bad. 

2. Purify the Household Before You Lead It to the Place of Encounter: Jacob did not 
assume that everyone in his household was ready for Bethel. He commanded the purification. 
He named the foreign gods. He oversaw the change of garments. This is the work of covenant 
leadership in a family, a church, or a community: not assuming that everyone is spiritually 
prepared for the place of encounter, but actively leading the preparation. What foreign gods 
are present in your household — the relationships, habits, entertainments, allegiances that 
belong to Laban's house and not to Bethel? Name them. Command their removal. Lead the 
purification before you lead the journey. 

3. God Protects Those Who Obey Even When They Are Traveling in the Aftermath of 
Their Own Failures: Jacob's household was not traveling in a position of moral innocence. 
The massacre at Shechem was fresh. The surrounding towns had legitimate reasons to be 
angry. And God protected them anyway. This is not an endorsement of the massacre. It is a 
testimony of grace: that the God who calls His people to obedience protects their obedience 
even when they are returning from a season of genuine failure. The protection is not a reward 
for perfection. It is the faithfulness of a God who escorts His people home regardless of what 
the road behind them looks like. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The pattern of Genesis 35:1-8 — divine command, household purification, protected journey, 
arrival, altar — is the pattern of every genuine spiritual renewal in the life of a believer or a 
community. God calls. The call requires the removal of what does not belong. The journey is under 
divine protection. Arrival is marked by worship. Every revival in church history has followed some 
version of this pattern: a fresh word from God, a season of repentance and purification, a protected 
transition, and the establishment of the altar before anything else. 

The burial of the foreign gods and earrings under the oak at Shechem deserves particular attention. 
Jacob does not just put the idols down — he buries them. He hides them under the earth. He makes 
them inaccessible. This is the appropriate treatment of spiritual compromise: not merely resolved to 
leave it but buried, sealed, put beyond reach. The person who sets aside an idol without burying it 
has made it available for retrieval in a future moment of weakness. Bury it. Seal it. Move on toward 
Bethel and do not look back at the oak where the foreign gods are hidden. 



Key Lesson: God calls His people to settle at Bethel, not just visit it — and the road from 
Shechem to Bethel always runs through a household purification, where the foreign gods from 
Laban's house and the looting of past seasons are buried before the journey begins; the God 
who commands the return also protects the road to it, escorting His people home even 
through the aftermath of their own failures. 

Genesis 35:9–15 — God Appears Again at Bethel: The Covenant 
Confirmed and Deepened 

(9) After Jacob returned from Paddan Aram, God appeared to him again and blessed him. 
(10) God said to him, 'Your name is Jacob, but you will no longer be called Jacob; your 
name will be Israel.' So he named him Israel. (11) And God said to him, 'I am God 
Almighty; be fruitful and increase in number. A nation and a community of nations will 
come from you, and kings will come from your body. (12) The land I gave to Abraham and 
Isaac I also give to you, and I will give this land to your descendants after you.' (13) Then 
God went up from him at the place where he had talked with him. (14) Jacob set up a stone 
pillar at the place where God had talked with him, and he poured out a drink offering on it; 
he also poured oil on it. (15) Jacob called the place where God had talked with him Bethel. 

The Context: 

God appears to Jacob at Bethel for the second time — the first was in the dream of the ladder in 
chapter 28. This appearance is different in tone and content. In chapter 28, Jacob was fleeing, 
alone, frightened, making conditional vows. Here, Jacob has returned — obedient, prepared, with 
his household behind him. God appears not to an anxious fugitive but to a man who has walked 
back to the place where it began and is ready to hear what God says in the fullness of covenant 
relationship rather than in the anxiety of desperate emergency. 

The reconfirmation of the name Israel in verse 10 is significant. Jacob was renamed at the Jabbok in 
chapter 32. But names given in the intensity of a night wrestling match need to be confirmed in the 
clarity of daylight. God confirms the name here at Bethel: your name is Jacob, but you will no longer 
be called Jacob — your name will be Israel. The name is now fully, formally, divinely established. 
From this point, the man will increasingly be referred to as Israel rather than Jacob. The 
transformation begun at the Jabbok is sealed at Bethel. 

The content of God's blessing in verses 11 and 12 is the fullest and most specific recitation of the 
covenant promises given to Jacob. God is El Shaddai — God Almighty, the same name used in 
chapter 17 when God established the covenant with Abraham and in chapter 28 when Isaac blessed 
Jacob with the Abrahamic blessing. The promises are explicit: fruitfulness, a nation, a community of 
nations, kings from his body, the land of Abraham and Isaac. This is the covenant at its most 
developed expression in Jacob's story. The promise of kings is particularly significant — it points 
forward to the Davidic monarchy and ultimately to the King whose kingdom has no end. 

Jacob's response to the divine appearance is the same response he gave at the original Bethel 
encounter: he sets up a stone pillar, pours oil on it, makes an offering, and names the place. The 
echo of chapter 28 is deliberate: Bethel ends the same way it began. Jacob is completing a circle — 
returning to the place of the original vow, honoring it with the same acts of consecration he 
performed when he made it, confirming that the twenty years in between have not erased the sacred 
geography of this encounter. What God began at Bethel in chapter 28 is being confirmed at Bethel 
in chapter 35. Covenant has a memory. 

Plain American English: 
"After Jacob had returned from Paddan Aram, God appeared to him again and blessed him. 
God said to him: 'Your name is Jacob, but that name is no longer who you are. Your name is 
Israel.' And God established that name for him. God continued: 'I am God Almighty. Have 
many children and let your numbers grow. You will become a great nation — actually, a 



whole community of nations will come from you, and kings will come from your own body. 
The land that I gave to your grandfather Abraham and your father Isaac I am now giving to 
you, and I will give it to your descendants after you.' Then God rose up from him at the spot 
where He had spoken with him. Jacob took a large stone and set it up as a memorial pillar 
right there. He poured a drink offering over it and then poured oil on top of it too. And he 
named the place Bethel — the house of God — which was the name he had given it when God 
first appeared there." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"After Jacob returned from Paddan Aram, God appeared to him again": This signifies 
The Return of God's Personal Presence as the Reward of Obedience to the Return Command. 
God appeared after Jacob returned — not before, not during the years at Shechem, but after 
the obedient return to Bethel. This is the pattern of divine encounter that runs through the 
entire Jacob narrative: God meets Jacob at specific places of obedience. Bethel in chapter 28 
was a place of obedient departure. Bethel in chapter 35 is a place of obedient return. The God 
who appears at Bethel is the God who honors the journey to Bethel. Obedience creates the 
conditions for encounter. 

"Your name will be Israel — so he named him Israel": This signifies The Formal 
Establishment of the Covenant Name in the Covenant Place. The name Israel given at the 
Jabbok (chapter 32) is now formally, publicly, divinely confirmed at Bethel. The personal, 
private, night-wrestling encounter produces a name. The communal, prepared, daylight 
covenant encounter confirms it. This is the pattern of genuine identity transformation: the 
naming comes in the crisis, and the confirmation comes in the covenant community. What 
God declares in the desperate night is sealed in the prepared morning. 

"Kings will come from your body": This signifies The Explicit Covenant Promise of the 
Davidic Line and the Messianic King. This is the first time in the covenant promises given 
directly to Jacob that the word kings appears. God has promised land, descendants, and 
blessing to Abraham and Isaac. Now, to Jacob-Israel at Bethel, He adds the explicit promise of 
royalty from his lineage. David will come from this promise. Solomon will come from this 
promise. And the Son of David, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, will come from this promise — 
the King whose kingdom is eternal, for whom every earthly king in Jacob's lineage is a 
preparation and a preview. 

"Jacob set up a stone pillar at the place where God had talked with him": This 
signifies The Completion of the Circle Begun in Genesis 28. The stone that Jacob set up in 
chapter 28 — his sleep-pillow turned altar — is echoed in the stone he sets up in chapter 35. 
The anointing with oil that he performed in chapter 28 is repeated in chapter 35. The naming 
of the place Bethel that he declared in chapter 28 is confirmed in chapter 35. Everything that 
was begun at Bethel in the crisis of departure is completed at Bethel in the faithfulness of 
return. Covenant has a memory, and God honors the one who comes back to honor it. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Return to the Place of Original Covenant Encounter — God Will Meet You There 
Again: Jacob returned to Bethel and God appeared to him again. The God who meets His 
people at the place of original encounter is the God who meets them when they return to it. 
The person who has drifted from their first love — from the place of their conversion, their 
commissioning, their original covenant vow — is invited to return. Not to repeat a past 
experience, but to receive a current confirmation that the God of the original encounter is still 
the God of the present moment. Return to your Bethel. The God who was there at the 
beginning is there in the returning. 

2. Private Crisis Names, Public Covenant Confirms: Jacob was named Israel in a private, 
desperate, night wrestling match at the Jabbok. God confirmed the name in the public, 



prepared, daylight encounter at Bethel. This is the pattern of genuine transformation: the 
Spirit works in the private crisis to produce the new identity, and then the covenant 
community is the place where that identity is confirmed, recognized, and publicly established. 
Do not expect the private encounter to be fully sufficient for identity formation. Bring it to the 
covenant community. Let the name given in the night be confirmed in the light. 

3. The Promise of Kings Points Forward Through Every Generation to the King Who 
Is Coming: The covenant God makes with Jacob at Bethel includes kings from your body. 
This promise runs forward through centuries of Israelite history — through Saul, through 
David, through Solomon, through the long line of Judean kings — until it arrives at the 
manger in Bethlehem where the Son of David is born. Every covenant promise God makes 
carries within it a forward-pointing trajectory toward the ultimate fulfillment. When you 
receive a covenant promise from God, do not limit its fulfillment to your own lifetime. It may 
be pointing through your life and beyond it to something God is accomplishing across 
generations. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The formal reconfirmation of the name Israel at Bethel is one of the most important moments in the 
entire Patriarchal narrative, because it is the moment in which the individual Jacob most 
completely becomes the national Israel. The name that will define an entire people — the people of 
Israel, the nation of Israel, the twelve tribes of Israel — is confirmed at this altar, on this mountain, 
in this covenant encounter. Every subsequent reference to the people of Israel traces back to this 
moment of naming. 

The promise of kings from Jacob's body is also one of the clearest examples in Genesis of the way 
covenant promises carry their fulfillment across multiple generations. When God says this to Jacob, 
there are no kings in Israel. There is barely a family that can sustain itself. The promise is made to a 
man who will never see it fulfilled in his own lifetime — and yet it is made as a certainty, not a 
possibility. This is the faith posture the covenant demands: believing that what God promises to 
Jacob's body will one day be sitting on David's throne, and one day be sitting on the throne that has 
no end. 

Key Lesson: God appears to Jacob at Bethel a second time and confirms everything He 
began there — the name Israel, the promise of nations, the gift of land, and now the explicit 
promise of kings from his lineage; every covenant promise carries within it a forward-pointing 
trajectory toward fulfillment that may outlast the generation that receives it, culminating in 
the King whose kingdom has no end. 

Genesis 35:16–20 — Rachel Dies: The Beloved Wife, the Final Sorrow 

(16) Then they moved on from Bethel. While they were still some distance from Ephrath, 
Rachel began to give birth and had great difficulty. (17) And as she was having great 
difficulty in childbirth, the midwife said to her, 'Don't be afraid, for you have another son.' 
(18) As her soul was departing—for she was dying—she named him Ben-Oni. But his father 
named him Benjamin. (19) So Rachel died and was buried on the way to Ephrath (that is, 
Bethlehem). (20) Over her tomb Jacob set up a pillar, and to this day that pillar marks 
Rachel's tomb. 

The Context: 

Rachel's death is one of the most heartbreaking moments in all of Genesis. She is the beloved wife — 
the woman Jacob wept at the well over, the woman he worked fourteen years to marry, the woman 
whose barrenness drove the drama of chapter 30, the woman whose opened womb produced 
Joseph, the one whose name means ewe, the gentle and beautiful one. And she dies on the road, 
giving birth to her second son, a great distance from Ephrath, in what may have been the most 
physically vulnerable moment of the entire journey home. 



The timing of Rachel's death is devastating in its irony. She is dying on the road between Bethel — 
where the covenant has just been renewed and the promise of kings from Jacob's body has just been 
spoken — and Ephrath, where Jacob is headed. She dies in the moment of her greatest gift-giving. 
She gives Jacob a son as she loses her own life. The last thing Rachel does in this world is give Jacob 
what he has always wanted — another child from her body — and in giving it, she loses the life that 
made it possible. 

The naming of the child carries all the grief and the grace of the moment. Rachel, dying, names him 
Ben-Oni — son of my sorrow. This is her dying breath, her final declaration: this birth is sorrow, this 
child is the mark of my pain. Jacob, receiving the child in the same moment he is losing the child's 
mother, renames him Benjamin — son of my right hand, son of the south, son of strength. He 
refuses to let the child carry death's name through his life. He takes the name of sorrow and replaces 
it with a name of honor and position. Rachel named him for what the birth cost her. Jacob named 
him for what the child meant to him. Both names are true. Only one is the name history knows. 

The pillar Jacob sets over Rachel's tomb is the third pillar he has set up in this chapter and in his 
story. The pillar at Bethel in chapter 28. The pillar at Bethel in this chapter. And now the pillar over 
Rachel's grave. Each pillar marks a sacred place — a place of encounter, a place of covenant, a place 
of loss. The pillar over Rachel's tomb is not a place of divine encounter. It is a place of human grief, 
marked and preserved by a man who loved her. And the text notes — to this day that pillar marks 
Rachel's tomb. It was still there when the narrator wrote. The grief was still being honored. 

Plain American English: 

"They moved on from Bethel. While they were still some distance from Ephrath, Rachel went 
into labor. The delivery was extremely difficult. While she was struggling to give birth, the 
midwife told her: 'Do not be afraid — you are having another son.' As she was dying — 
because her life was leaving her — she named the baby Ben-Oni, which means son of my 
sorrow. But his father called him Benjamin, which means son of my right hand. So Rachel 
died and was buried on the road to Ephrath, which is the same place as Bethlehem. Jacob 
put up a stone pillar over her grave to mark it. That pillar still marks Rachel's tomb to this 
day." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Rachel began to give birth and had great difficulty": This signifies The Cost of New Life 
Born in Difficult Circumstances on the Road Home. Rachel does not die in a comfortable 
place. She dies on the road, between Bethel and the destination, in the middle of the journey 
home. This is not the beautiful death of someone who has arrived. It is the painful death of 
someone who is still traveling, still in the middle of the story, still on the way to somewhere 
she will never reach. There is a particular grief in dying between the covenant place and the 
promised destination — close to home but not yet there. 

"As her soul was departing — for she was dying — she named him Ben-Oni": This 
signifies The Final Act of a Dying Mother as a Statement of Her Own Grief and Loss. Rachel's 
last breath is a naming. She names the child for what his birth cost her — son of my sorrow. 
This is not self-pity. It is raw honesty. She is dying. She knows she is dying. And her last act is 
to name the child who is arriving as she is departing with the name that captures the truth of 
the moment from her perspective. This is one of the most humanly honest deaths in all of 
Scripture: a woman dying in childbirth who names her child for the sorrow that childbirth 
brought her. 

"But his father named him Benjamin": This signifies The Grief That Reframes Loss Into 
Honor Without Denying the Reality of the Loss. Jacob does not erase Rachel's dying name. He 
replaces it with a living name — not because Ben-Oni was wrong, but because a child should 
not carry the name of his mother's death through his entire life. Jacob's renaming of Benjamin 
is an act of parental love: taking the truth of the moment and reorienting it toward the child's 



future rather than fixing it to the moment of his birth. He is the son of Rachel's sorrow and the 
son of Jacob's right hand simultaneously. Both are true. Jacob names him for his life, not for 
his death. 

"Over her tomb Jacob set up a pillar": This signifies The Honoring of Love Through the 
Marking of Grief. Jacob marks Rachel's tomb with a pillar. The same action he has performed 
at places of divine encounter he now performs at a place of human loss. The tomb of the 
beloved is sacred ground. The grief is worth marking. The love is worth preserving in stone. To 
this day that pillar marks Rachel's tomb — the grief is still being honored, still being marked, 
still being recognized as something that deserves a visible, permanent memorial in the 
landscape of the Patriarchal journey. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Some of Our Deepest Losses Happen on the Road Between the Covenant Place and 
the Destination: Rachel dies between Bethel and Ephrath. She dies after the covenant 
renewal, before the full arrival. The obedience of going to Bethel did not protect her from 
dying on the road home. This is one of the most important pastoral truths in the chapter: 
covenant obedience does not guarantee the safety of the road. It guarantees the faithfulness of 
the God on the road. Rachel died between the promise and the fulfillment. Many of God's 
people die between Bethel and Ephrath — and the covenant does not prevent the dying. It 
means the dying is not the final word. 

2. Name the Grief Honestly Before You Rename It for the Future: Rachel named the 
child Ben-Oni — son of my sorrow — and she was right to do it. The grief was real. The sorrow 
was real. The loss was real. Jacob renamed him Benjamin and he was right to do it too — the 
child needed a future name, not a death name. But Rachel's naming came first. The honesty of 
grief deserves its moment before the reframing of hope. The person who skips the Ben-Oni 
moment to rush directly to Benjamin may be suppressing a grief that needs to be expressed 
before it can be integrated. Name the sorrow. Then receive the new name. Do not skip the grief 
to reach the hope. 

3. Mark the Places of Loss as Sacred Ground — They Are Part of the Covenant 
Landscape: Jacob set up a pillar over Rachel's tomb. He marked the place of loss with the 
same kind of memorial he used to mark the places of divine encounter. This is a profound 
statement about how grief fits into the life of faith: the places where we lose what we most love 
are not outside the covenant landscape. They are inside it. They deserve to be named, marked, 
and honored. The pillar over Rachel's tomb is as much a part of Jacob's spiritual geography as 
the pillar at Bethel. The loss and the covenant are not in separate territories. They coexist in 
the same life. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

Rachel's death on the road to Ephrath — and Ephrath's identification as Bethlehem — has generated 
significant reflection in the history of biblical interpretation. Jeremiah 31:15 uses the image of 
Rachel weeping for her children as a symbol of Israel's grief in the exile — a voice is heard in Ramah, 
weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, 
because they are no more. Matthew 2:18 quotes this passage in the context of Herod's massacre of 
the infant boys in Bethlehem. Rachel, who died on the road to Bethlehem, becomes the symbol of 
the grief of Bethlehem's mothers two millennia later. The woman who named her son for sorrow 
becomes the patron of all mothers weeping for lost children. 

The pillar Jacob sets over Rachel's tomb is one of the most moving details in the entire chapter. It is 
not a theological statement. It is a love statement. A man who has lost the woman he worked 
fourteen years to marry, who has spent twenty years carrying the weight of loving her more than her 
sister, who has watched her long barrenness and her opened womb and her joyful birthing of 
Joseph — this man is now standing over her grave on the side of a road, setting up a stone marker so 



that no one will forget she was here. He has set up pillars for God. Now he sets up a pillar for 
Rachel. The love that survived fourteen years of labor and twenty years of Laban does not end at the 
grave. It marks the grave. 

Key Lesson: Rachel dies between Bethel and Bethlehem — between the covenant place and 
the destination — naming her son for sorrow as her last act; Jacob renames him for honor as 
his first act of fatherhood without Rachel; both names are true, both are honored, and the 
pillar over the tomb marks the sacred ground of grief as part of the same covenant landscape 
as the pillar over the altar at Bethel. 

Genesis 35:21–29 — Reuben's Betrayal, the Twelve Sons, and the Death 
of Isaac 

(21) Israel moved on again and pitched his tent beyond Migdal Eder. (22) While Israel was 
living in that region, Reuben went in and slept with his father's concubine Bilhah, and 
Israel heard of it. Jacob had twelve sons: (23) The sons of Leah: Reuben the firstborn of 
Jacob, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar and Zebulun. (24) The sons of Rachel: Joseph and 
Benjamin. (25) The sons of Rachel's servant Bilhah: Dan and Naphtali. (26) The sons of 
Leah's servant Zilpah: Gad and Asher. These were the sons of Jacob, who were born to him 
in Paddan Aram. (27) Jacob came home to his father Isaac in Mamre, near Kiriath Arba 
(that is, Hebron), where Abraham and Isaac had stayed. (28) Isaac lived a hundred and 
eighty years. (29) Then he breathed his last and died and was gathered to his people, old 
and full of years. And his sons Esau and Jacob buried him. 

The Context: 

The chapter closes with a sequence of events that range from the darkest betrayal to the completion 
of a life. Reuben's act with Bilhah — his father's concubine — is recorded in a single sentence with 
no explanation and no immediate consequence. The text simply states: Reuben went in and slept 
with his father's concubine Bilhah, and Israel heard of it. The abruptness of the sentence is itself the 
commentary. What Reuben did was a violation of his father's household, an assertion of power over 
his father's intimate relationships, and a foreshadowing of the kind of treachery that will 
characterize his story going forward. Jacob hears. The text says nothing about Jacob's response. He 
is consistent in his silence. 

The list of Jacob's twelve sons in verses 22 through 26 is a deliberate pause — a taking stock of what 
God has given. The family that was a single man fleeing with a staff in chapter 28 is now twelve sons 
from four women, the seed of twelve tribes that will become a nation. The covenant promise of 
fruitfulness that God spoke at Bethel is visible in the genealogy: twelve sons. The completeness of 
the number twelve — the number of the tribes of Israel, the number of the apostles, the number of 
the gates of the New Jerusalem — is present already in this family. Jacob may not know the full 
significance of the number. The reader who has been following this story from the beginning does. 

The death of Isaac in verses 28 and 29 brings the generation of the second patriarch to its close. 
Isaac lived 180 years — ten more than Abraham. He died old and full of years. And both his sons 
buried him — Esau and Jacob together, at the side of their father's grave, in the same way that they 
were both at the side of their mother Rebekah at the beginning of their lives together. The last time 
Esau and Jacob appear in the same scene is at their father's burial. The reconciliation of chapter 33 
is confirmed here: two brothers who were divided by deception and murder-vow are united at their 
father's grave. Whatever remains unresolved between them, they share this — a dead father, a 
shared origin, and the dignity of burial together. 

The phrase old and full of years — used of Abraham's death in Genesis 25:8 and now of Isaac's — is 
one of the most beautiful phrases in the Patriarchal narratives. It suggests not just long life but a 
completed life — a life that was lived to its full measure, that arrived at its end with nothing essential 
left undone. The man whose blind confusion in chapter 27 set Jacob's entire twenty-year exile in 



motion is now described in death with the language of completion and fullness. Whatever Isaac's 
failures, his death is honored. Whatever the mess his favoritism made, his life is described as full. 

Plain American English: 

"Israel moved on and pitched camp beyond Migdal Eder. While Israel was living there, 
Reuben went and slept with Bilhah, his father's concubine. And Jacob found out about it. 
Jacob had twelve sons: Leah's sons were Reuben, his firstborn, then Simeon, Levi, Judah, 
Issachar, and Zebulun. Rachel's sons were Joseph and Benjamin. The sons of Rachel's 
servant Bilhah were Dan and Naphtali. The sons of Leah's servant Zilpah were Gad and 
Asher. These were the twelve sons Jacob had, most of them born to him in Paddan Aram. 
Jacob finally arrived at his father Isaac's home in Mamre, near Kiriath Arba, also known as 
Hebron — the same place where Abraham and Isaac had settled. Isaac lived to be 180 years 
old. Then he breathed his last and died, old and satisfied with a long life. And his sons Esau 
and Jacob buried him." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Reuben went in and slept with his father's concubine Bilhah, and Israel heard of 
it": This signifies The Betrayal That Cannot Be Undone and the Silence That Is Not 
Forgiveness. Reuben's act is a violation of his father's household and an assertion of 
dominance in the family power structure — a move that echoes Absalom's later public 
violation of David's concubines in 2 Samuel 16:22. Jacob hears. He says nothing — again. The 
silence is not forgiveness, as Genesis 49:3-4 will make clear. Jacob will eventually speak, but 
he speaks at his deathbed, and when he does, he strips Reuben of the firstborn's double 
portion. The silence of the present is the deferral of the reckoning, not the cancellation of it. 

"Jacob had twelve sons": This signifies The Covenant Promise of Fruitfulness Visibly Fulfilled 
in the Family of Israel. Twelve sons. The number is not coincidental. It is the fulfillment of the 
fruitfulness God promised at Bethel — be fruitful and increase in number. It is the foundation 
of the twelve tribes. It is the number that will define the people of God from Genesis through 
Revelation. Jacob did not plan to have twelve sons — he was navigating the complex dynamics 
of four wives and their servants and their rivalries and their longings. And through all of it, 
God was counting to twelve. 

"Old and full of years — and his sons Esau and Jacob buried him": This signifies The 
Completed Life Honored by the Reconciled Sons. Isaac's death is described with the language 
of completion and fullness. Whatever his failures, his life arrives at its end with dignity. And 
both sons are there — Esau from Seir, Jacob from his journey home, both standing at their 
father's grave together for the last time in the narrative. The reconciliation that began at the 
roadside reunion of chapter 33 is confirmed at the gravesite of chapter 35. The two brothers 
who once were divided by a stolen blessing are united at the place of their father's burial. 

"Jacob came home to his father Isaac in Mamre": This signifies The Completion of the 
Journey That Began With the Command to Go Home. God told Jacob in chapter 31 to go back 
to the land of his fathers. Jacob finally arrives at his father's house in this verse. The journey 
from Paddan Aram has taken him through the Jabbok, through Peniel, through the reunion 
with Esau, through the tragedy at Shechem, through the return to Bethel, through the death of 
Rachel on the road — and finally, in the last verses of chapter 35, he arrives. He is home. 
Whatever was deferred in chapter 33 when he stopped at Shechem is now completed. Jacob is 
home. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. The Silence of Those in Authority Is Never the Same as the Absence of Reckoning: 
Jacob hears of Reuben's betrayal and says nothing in the moment. But the reckoning comes in 
Genesis 49. The silence of the present is not the cancellation of the future accounting. Every 



act of betrayal within a covenant community — every violation of trust, every assertion of 
power over what belongs to another — will eventually be addressed. The delay of response is 
not the absence of response. God has a long memory. The deathbed reckoning of Genesis 49 is 
the proof that what Jacob said nothing about in chapter 35 was not forgotten. 

2. God Counts to Twelve Through the Chaos of Human Lives and Relationships: The 
twelve sons of Jacob were not the product of a carefully managed family plan. They were the 
product of rivalry, surrogacy, bargaining, and the complex emotional and relational dynamics 
of four women and one man in a household shaped by favoritism. And yet God's purpose — 
twelve sons, twelve tribes, a nation — was fulfilled through all of it. The fruitfulness God 
promises does not depend on the tidiness of the human arrangements through which it comes. 
He builds His number through whatever mess the people He has chosen are making of their 
lives, and He arrives at exactly the total He promised. 

3. The Reckoning With the Past Comes — But So Does the Arrival Home: Jacob arrives 
at his father's house in verse 27. He is home. The journey that began with a staff and a stone 
pillow in chapter 28 has finally, after decades of wandering, labor, exile, and loss, arrived at 
the place God commanded. Arrival does not mean everything is resolved — Reuben has 
betrayed, Rachel has died, Simeon and Levi have massacred a city. But Jacob is home. The 
journey home is always worth taking, even if the things you carry home are heavier than the 
things you carried when you left. You are home. That is worth something. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The burial of Isaac by both his sons — Esau and Jacob — is one of the quiet moments of grace in an 
otherwise grief-laden chapter. Two men who were separated by twenty years of exile, who were 
reconciled on a road outside Shechem, who never apparently fulfilled the promise of traveling 
together to Seir — these two men come together one final time at their father's grave. The reunion 
was partial in chapter 33. The graveside is the final scene of whatever reconciliation was possible 
between them. They are both there. Whatever remains unresolved is set aside long enough to bury 
their father together. 

The death of Isaac at 180 years old, old and full of years, is also a theological statement about the 
nature of completed lives. The man who lived in the shadow of his more dramatic father Abraham, 
who was nearly sacrificed on the altar, who was passive in his family's covenant dynamics, who was 
deceived in the most painful moment of his life — this man's life is described in death with the same 
language as Abraham's: old and full of years. God does not evaluate the completeness of a life by its 
drama or its virtue or its theological contribution. He evaluates it by its length — by whether it lived 
to the measure He appointed for it. Isaac lived his 180 years. He arrived old and full. That is the 
accounting. 

Key Lesson: The chapter ends with Jacob home — finally, fully, completely home at his 
father's house in Hebron — having passed through the loss of Rachel and the betrayal of 
Reuben and the death of Deborah on the way; homecoming does not mean the end of grief or 
the resolution of every betrayal, but it does mean the arrival at the place God commanded, and 
that arrival is itself an act of covenant faithfulness worth celebrating even with everything it 
cost to get there. 

 

 

 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

As we close Genesis chapter 35, we are moved by the fullness of what You have shown us. You 
showed us Jacob finally obeying the call to Bethel — purifying his household, burying the foreign 
gods, leading his people to the covenant place with the preparation it required. You showed us 
God appearing at Bethel a second time, confirming the name Israel and deepening the covenant 
promises to include kings from Jacob's body. And You showed us the griefs of the homecoming 
road — Deborah at the oak, Rachel on the road to Bethlehem, Reuben's betrayal in the silence, 
Isaac in the fullness of his years at Mamre. 

Lord, call us back to Bethel. Wherever we have stopped at Shechem — wherever we have built 
altars in the wrong place and told ourselves it is close enough — call us again: arise, go up. And 
when You call, let us respond as Jacob responded: with the command to our households to put 
away what does not belong, with the preparation of heart and body, with the burial of foreign 
gods before we cross the threshold of the covenant place. 

Father, thank You for the second appearance at Bethel. For the confirmation of the name given in 
the crisis. For the deepening of the promise with each encounter. For the covenant that has 
memory and honors the one who comes back to honor it. Let every believer find at their return to 
Bethel the same thing Jacob found: a God who appeared again, who blessed again, who confirmed 
again — not because we earned the second encounter but because the covenant has never stopped 
being kept. 

And Lord, for those carrying the griefs of the homecoming road — who have lost their Rachel, who 
have buried their Deborah, who are standing at a pillar they set up over someone they loved — 
remind them that the grief is part of the covenant landscape too. The pillar over the tomb is as 
sacred as the pillar at the altar. The God who met Jacob at Bethel met him also on the road 
between Bethel and Bethlehem. He was there in the dying and He is here in the grief. 



In Jesus' name — born in Bethlehem, the road where Rachel died, the son of Jacob's line, the King 
that Bethel's promise was always pointing toward — we pray, 

Amen. 

 

 

 


