
The Patriarchs of Israel 
Week 7 

Jacob, Part 2* 
 

Genesis 34, Cont'd. Jacob's sons demanded that the Shechemites be circumcised before intermarriage 
could be permitted. The narrator comments that the brothers “replied deceitfully” (34:13); therefore it 
may be supposed that they understood that more than a physical sign was required to distinguish the 
inheritors of the promise from their neighbors. The leading citizens of Shechem all followed their lord in 
submitting to circumcision, motivated, no doubt, by the possibility of absorbing the “Hebrews” and 
adding their property to their own.  While recovering from this surgery, they were incapable of defending 
themselves against Simeon and Levi, who killed them to avenge their sister. This treacherous deed, how-
ever effective in overcoming the evil that caused it and in preventing the adulteration of the tribe, was 
roundly condemned by Jacob (34:30; 49:5-7; cf. 34:31). 
 

Chapter 35. For safety's sake, Jacob had to leave the domain of Shechem. He was instructed by God to 
return to Bethel and to sacrifice there. All danger of evil influence from Canaanites, Arameans, or other 
pagan peoples was left behind at Shechem.  The journey was accomplished in peace; Bethel itself was 
outside the jurisdiction of Shechem. The promise given to Jacob fleeing to Paddan-Aram was confirmed 
to Israel returning to the land of the promise. As he had done previously, Jacob set up a memorial stone, 
making a libation and anointing it with oil. 
 

 A brief note records the death of Rebekah's nurse at Bethel (35:8). A greater sorrow befell Jacob at 
Ephrath, for there Rachel died while giving birth to her second son. To call him “son of my pain” (Ben-
oni), as she did, would have stigmatized the child all his life. Jacob changed his name to the honorable 
“son of the right hand” (Ben-jamin) (vv. 16-20). 
 

 At last the caravan reached Hebron (vv. 27-29). This was the family “home,” for it contained the 
cave Abraham had purchased to serve as his sepulcher. Together, Jacob and Esau buried their father. Esau 
returned to his Edomite hills (36:6-8), while Jacob took his place as head of the family in Canaan. In Gen. 
37—50 the writer narrates events in the lives of various members of Jacob's family, the children of Israel. 
Their father's biography can still be traced through theirs, however, for they were still dependent on him. 
 

Chapter 37. In Hebron, Jacob lived as he had in Haran, sowing crops each year and pasturing his flocks 
wherever there was good grazing, even as far away as Dothan. His sons grew up, married, and begot 
children of their own. The favorite son was, naturally enough, Rachel's firstborn, Joseph. His sale into 
Egypt was most likely the consequence of the treatment his father lavished on him. After Joseph's 
disappearance from home, his brother Benjamin became his father's dearly loved son. 
 

 Famine had driven Abraham to Egypt, and Isaac had intended to make the same journey. Similarly, 
Jacob sent to the Egyptian granaries for corn when he was in want and finally left Canaan with all his 
immediate family to settle in Goshen, in Egypt. Every major change of Jacob's life had been marked with 
God's approval. On this occasion Jacob sought reassurance when he reached Beersheba, the place near the 
border of Canaan where both Abraham and Isaac had met with God (21:33; 26:23-25). The promise given 
to Jacob reiterated the promise of Bethel, that he would be the ancestor of a great nation which would 
return and possess the land, even as he himself had returned from Paddan-Aram (46:1-4). 
 

      D. Down to Egypt (Chapters 46—50) 
 

 The caravan passed from Gerar along the main route to Egypt until it came to Goshen, the fertile 
area east of the Nile Delta. Here Joseph arranged for his father's family to settle. As Israel arrived in 
Egypt, their curly black hair and beards and their long, colored tunics contrasted sharply with the shaven 
heads and lined kilts of the Egyptians. Evidence suggests that Jacob entered Egypt around 1800 B.C. At 
that time the royal residence was either at Avaris or at Memphis, within easy reach of Goshen, as Genesis 
46—47 suggests. Jacob was introduced to the court, where the pharaoh, with true Egyptian courtesy, 
inquired about his age (he was then 130 years old) and Jacob in turn blessed the pharaoh. 
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 In the pastures of Goshen, Jacob's sons were able to live as they had in Canaan, with the extra 
security provided by Joseph's high position at the court. They inhabited an area separate from Egypt 
proper, in close contact with the land from which they had come.  
 

 After seventeen years in Egypt, Jacob felt his death approaching and made arrangements for the 
inheritance of his property (47:28-29). Reuben, his eldest son by Leah, had disqualified himself for the 
birthright by his sin against his father (35:22). Rachel's son stood far higher in his father's eyes than any  
of the sons of Leah, and so it was to Joseph that the extra portion was assigned (48:22). In addition, 
Joseph's two eldest sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, were adopted by their grandfather as his own sons. 
 

 The poetic form of the blessing of Jacob doubtless enabled each of its hearers to remember the 
pertinent passage easily. The subsequent history of the several tribes is lucidly, by divine inspiration, 
contained within the few lines of each section. Through Jacob's blessing, the promise and covenant of 
God were no longer borne by one man in each generation. With the death of Jacob commences the history 
of the nation of Israel. 
 

 Jacob's final directive concerned his burial. His sons accordingly made their way back to Hebron 
and there placed his embalmed body in the cave Abraham had purchased as an earnest of his inheritance. 
All the pomp Egypt could muster was provided for the vizier Joseph's father. The size and lamentations of 
this procession so impressed the Canaanites that they named the place after it (Abel-mizraim, “the mourn-
ing of Egypt”). So the “wandering Aramean” finally rested in his homeland. 
 
Jacob's Spiritual Growth 
 

First Crisis (28:10-22) 
 

 Jacob's faith can be viewed as consistent with the beliefs and practices of his fathers. No doubt he 
received some instruction from Isaac in the faith of the family, the history of Abraham, the covenant, and 
the promise. He first encountered God at Bethel, at the moment of greatest need in his life, fleeing from 
home to distant and unknown relatives. He received a vision of majesty, glorious and terrifying. Jacob 
saw the God of Abraham and Isaac, Yahweh Himself. God repeated to him the promise given to Abraham 
in Ur. His immediate reaction was to think that he had rested in a notable holy place (28:17). In the morn-
ing, he consecrated it by erecting and anointing the stone at his head. The name he gave it expresses the 
significance of this place for Jacob. Above all else it was “the house of God.” We should not conclude that 
Jacob believed God to be confined to the stone or to reside therein, although such ideas are not unknown 
in the ancient world. Jacob returned to this place, but he also sacrificed and worshiped elsewhere. He 
vowed to take Yahweh as his God, if he should journey in safety and eventually return home. Moreover, 
he would devote a tenth of his income to God, as Abraham had given a tenth to Melchizedek (14:20). 
 

Second Crisis (31:1-21) 
 

 After twenty years in Paddan-Aram came the command to return to Canaan. There could be no 
doubt of its authenticity, for it came in the name of the God of Bethel. The following events shed light on 
the beliefs of Jacob's wives and their father. Already in the naming of their children Leah and Rachel had 
shown that they acknowledged Yahweh as God (29:31, 33, 35; 30:24). Upon hearing of the vision and the 
order to leave home, they recognized it as God's guidance (31:16). However, life and education among the 
pagans of Haran had filled them and their father with pagan superstitions. The family was thought to be 
protected by the presence of images of gods, the teraphim. Rachel's theft of these left the household in 
Haran open to the mischief of demons of disease and workers of black magic. Laban's eagerness to regain 
possession of the figurines implied his confidence in their power and apprehension at the disasters their 
loss might bring. The servants in Jacob's train also brought their own images. These were all buried at 
Shechem before the visit to Bethel, with earrings probably decorated with heathen symbols (35:2-5).  
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Third Crisis (32:1-2, 9-12, 24-32) 
 

 The third crisis was the encounter at Peniel. Before Jacob met Esau, he had seen the strength of his 
“Mighty One” (49:24) in the angelic host at Mahanaim. Fear of his brother brought him to pray humbly 
for the protection of his father's God. The plan he conceived for placating Esau's anger and for safeguard-
ing his property was not allowed to supplant trust in God. The wrestling at the ford showed Jacob how 
weak he was before his God. It taught him the value of the continued prayer of one who is helpless. The 
awe that was aroused by the revelation at Bethel recurred as Jacob named the place (Peniel), awe that a 
mortal should survive a meeting with God “face to face.” 
 

Fourth Crisis (35:1-15) 
 

 When Jacob settled at Shechem he built an altar to El, with whom the local inhabitants might 
possibly identify their chief god. To emphasize the distinction Jacob called the name El, Elohe Israel 
(“God, the God of Israel”). There is no record of his erecting an altar and making a sacrifice before this 
time, except for the sacrifice that solemnized his treaty with Laban (31:54). Here at Shechem he had 
become an independent man, head of his own family. The problem of Esau had been circumvented and 
Isaac was a very old man at Mamre. As the leader of the chosen race Jacob could offer sacrifices to God.  
 

 He constructed another altar at Bethel when he went there the second time (35:1, 7) with all his 
household to worship. The promise given as he left Canaan a solitary fugitive was renewed now to Israel, 
father of eleven sons, head of his own family. All the experiences of the past had their culmination at this 
moment. The new name, plus the promise of nationhood and of the land, were confirmed by the God in 
whom Jacob had been taught to trust. Remembrance of the occasion was insured by the erection of 
another pillar and reiteration of the name Bethel, not in solitude but before many witnesses, notably his 
sons, who would remember its meaning.  
 

Fifth Crisis and Triumph (46:1-4) 
 

 The altar at Beersheba marked the final crisis. Here the patriarch worshiped for the last time in the 
land promised to him. This was the great test of his faith in God. As a counter to it he had the joyful anti-
cipation of reunion with his favorite son. The piety of the elderly Hebrew is seen in his interview with the 
pharaoh. In the blessings of his sons is shown the mature expression of the patriarch's trust in God, a 
confidence resulting from trying experiences. The immediate concern was the continuance of his name 
and that of his father (48:16), but he looked farther ahead to his children's return to Canaan and to the part 
of each son's family in the life of the clan.  
 

 From the New Testament perspective, the blessing of Judah assumes greater importance in its 
mention of the coming ruler. As the writer to the Hebrew church says, “By faith Jacob … blessed” (Heb. 
11:21). What Jacob expected after his death is not revealed. He spoke of himself as “going down to 
Sheol” (37:35; 42:38), but this was no gloomy prospect after he had met Joseph and his two sons (48:11). 
The concluding phrase of the blessing of Dan (49:18, “I await thy salvation, O Lord!”) may hint at deeper 
belief; it certainly implies great faith in God. Throughout his life his faith had grown, strengthened by the 
visions at Bethel. This was the faith he passed on to his sons, the outcome of his experience of the God 
who did not change, “before whom … Abraham … walked, … who has led me all my life long” (48:15). 
No wonder a later Israelite could sing, “Happy is the man whose help is the God of Jacob!” (Ps. 146:5). 
 

*Extracted from Alan R. Millard, “Jacob,” in ISBE, Vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 950-953. 
 
 
 

 


