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Text 
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 upon 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 revealed himself to him when he was fleeing from his 

brother. 
8 
Now Deborah, Rebekah's nurse, died and was buried under the oak below Bethel. So it was 

named Allon Bacuth. 
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. 
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 she breathed her last-- for she was dying-- she named her son 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. 
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 maidservant Bilhah: Dan and Naphtali. 
26 

The sons 

of Leah's maidservant 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. 

 

Introduction 
 This just may be one of the most important sermons I have ever preached.  How’s 

that for an attention-getting intro? 
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Last week we looked at Genesis 34.  It was a pretty bleak story.  What we’re 

looking at today in ch. 35 isn’t all squeaky clean, but it is strikingly different from last 

week’s.  One person has made this observation: “Chapter 34 does not mention God, and 

is full of lust, murder, deceit, and wretchedness – but this chapter [35] is filled with God.  

His name appears ten times, plus once as God Almighty, El Shaddai, plus eleven times in 

the names Bethel and Israel.”
1
  It’s quite indicative of the way life is, isn’t it?  Do you 

ever feel like there are phases in your life where God is absent?  And others where God is 

all over the place? 

 There are kind of two major things going on in this chapter as I look at it.  First, 

we have Jacob’s encounter with God at Bethel, in response to God’s request for him to 

return there.  Bethel is where God had first appeared to Jacob 30 or so years prior as he 

was fleeing for his life from his brother, Esau, because he had tricked his brother out of 

his birthright and blessing.  It’s where God first introduced himself to Jacob and where 

Jacob first heard God’s unconditional promise given to him.  And now Jacob goes back 

to hear it again.  So there’s this whole God-thing going on here, which we’ll spend most 

of our time looking at. 

 But secondly, there’s this feeling of movement – that life, that the story, is 

advancing and can’t be stopped.  The story of Jacob’s second encounter with God at 

Bethel is couched in the context of people dying – people dying who represent an old era 

dying.  First, it’s Deborah.  This is the first time we learn her name, but we’ve met her 

briefly before.  She’s the nurse who went with Rebekah (Jacob’s mom) when Rebekah 

left her home to marry Isaac (Jacob’s dad).  Verse 8 relates either her death and burial or 

the passing by her well-marked tomb.  Either way, it serves to remind us of the character 

Rebekah, presumably long since dead herself.  The grave of Rebekah’s life-long 

caretaker represents the closing of a chapter.  Jacob loved his mom dearly and was 

greatly favored by her. 

 So that happens in the middle of the Bethel narrative.  Then there’s the death of 

Jacob’s favorite wife – Rachel.  She dies in v. 18 while giving birth to another son.  

Rachel was the apple of Jacob’s eye.  Now she’s gone.  But someone else has entered the 

story.  Life… the story is moving on. 

 Then the chapter ends with Jacob’s father (Isaac), Jacob’s predecessor in the 

covenant, breathing his last and being gathered to his people (joining his father, 

Abraham, in death; v. 29).  Jacob had had a rocky relationship with his dad, but had come 

to embrace his father’s faith and inherit the promise made to him. 

 So this chapter demonstrates the inescapable reality that life moves on.  Eras end.  

Years pass.  People die.  Here we are today, reading about these people and events that 

happened almost 4,000 years ago and which were very present and real to Jacob at one 

time and as we do we have to be honest with ourselves that one day our lives on this 

earth will have come and gone.  Can you believe the summer is over already?  I’m still 

waiting for it to start and it’s gone!  Mario’s is shut down; the pool at Dvorak Park is 

closed; school’s back in session.  Things like this bother me. 

It’s the nature of reality.  Life moves forward.  Phases end.  Eras die.  I remember 

right before Mary was born getting depressed because that meant the end of the era when 

it was just me and Andrea and Lucy.  We had some good times.  But I wouldn’t want to 

say that having a second was a bad thing.  Right before Lucy was born we felt the same 

thing – the end of our married-with-no-kids days.  I remember getting a bit sad in the 
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weeks leading up to my wedding thinking about the end of the days of having guy 

roommates.  College was a blast, but those days are distant history.  High school is long 

gone.  Childhood…  Have you ever felt with dismay the complete and total impossibility 

of freezing time? 

I’ve shared with you before some of my theory about nostalgia stemming from 

the fact that we all collectively feel a loss of paradise that occurred at the Fall, that there 

were good ‘ole days at some point.  We yearn for the return of those days.  What the Fall 

also did was make us idolaters, though.  And so we idolize certain people or places 

associated in our minds with certain times in our lives and hold onto them as tightly as 

we can as if that’s where our happiness is found.  But they slip through our fingers like 

sand. 

Jacob’s getting old.  The last reminders about his beloved mom are gone.  The 

woman he loved and worked for and made so many memories with is tragically taken 

away.  His dad is dead.  Life is moving forward.  And yet, so is his understanding of and 

relationship to his unchanging, undying, unrelenting, eternal God. 

Listen: here’s the reality – life is moving forward.  Here’s the question (if you’re a 

Christian) – are you?  As time inevitably moves forward are you moving forward in your 

experience of, conformity to, intimacy with, faith in God?  Are you being weaned off of 

your false gods, your idols?  Or are you holding on to yesterday or your old habits?  Are 

you cooling off, slipping farther afield, frittering away your days with no real progress, 

no real transformation until death comes upon you unsuspectingly? 

Here’s what I see in this chapter of Genesis… it’s just this: the way forward is to 

go back.  Now that can mean a lot of things.  What am I talking about?  The way forward 

in your relationship with God, in your pursuit of a life that looks more and more godly 

(the theological term is sanctification), is to constantly be going back to the elemental 

truth that launched it in the first place (the theological term for that is your justification).  

The way you grow in your sanctification is to constantly go back to your justification.  

This chapter which reflects a step forward in Jacob’s relationship with God (an advance 

in his sanctification) found him going back to where it all began and re-experiencing the 

unconditional, once-for-all promises he had heard declared to him before (his 

justification).  This is what we must constantly be doing as life sprints ahead.  This is the 

Christian life – the way forward is to go back. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Sanctification: Repentance (Putting Away your Idols) 
 We don’t know how much time has passed between the events of ch. 34 and the 

call of God in v. 1 of ch. 35.  Perhaps the fear of retaliation after his kids wiped out a 

whole town is still fresh in Jacob’s mind.  Perhaps he’s feeling overwhelmed by all the 

evil he sees in the world and in his own heart.  And then God shows up.  Isn’t that just 

like him, to reach into a dark situation and invite us to come to him? 

 That’s what he does.  That’s the first thing I want you to see in this story: the 

initiative of God.  Our justification starts with God and our sanctification continues with 

God.  He invites us to come back to him – “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’” (v. 1).  “Go up” is language suggestive of a religious 
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pilgrimage.
2
   God is inviting Jacob to come and experience him again.  And he’s inviting 

him to come back to where it all began at that most unexpected time, in that most 

unexpected place, to that most unexpected of persons. 

Bethel is where Jacob had a dream back in ch. 28 in which God dropped a ladder 

out of heaven and yelled down, “Climb up here to me!”  NO!  Jacob had a dream in 

which a massive staircase came down out of heaven and God came and spoke to him 

while he lay helpless on the ground.  God declared that he was with Jacob and promised 

him that he would bring him back to that place and give it to him and make him into a 

people through whom all the peoples of the earth would be blessed.  Luz was what it was 

called before.  Bethel was Jacob’s name for it afterwards.  Bethel means “house of God.” 

 Remember: up until this point Jacob had no personal knowledge or understanding 

of God.  He was a thoroughly corrupt character, but God made this declaration.  It was, in 

that stage of salvation history, the equivalent of Jacob’s justification.  For us today it is 

when God reveals to us that Jesus came down to live the perfect life we could never live 

and die the death for sins we deserve to die and we hear declared to us this great promise: 

that God counts Jesus’ life and death as ours and therefore God is for us and we have a 

future and never have to fear not doing enough good or doing too much bad but are fully 

and forever forgiven and accepted by God.  It’s not dependant on our performance, as 

Jacob’s life makes painfully clear. 

 Jacob’s response at the time was genuine, even if incomplete.  First he poured oil 

on the stone he was using as a pillow to set it apart as a memorial, but he may have 

thought at that time that God was somehow contained in that rock.  And then he made 

this wimpy vow that if this God who appeared to him as he lay on that rock would 

actually go with him and protect him and bring him back, then he would be his God and 

he would give him a tenth of his stuff.  He’s clearly not changed overnight into a paragon 

of faith and theological understanding. 

 In the interim we’ve seen that God has been completely faithful to his word to 

Jacob, even if Jacob has been wavering and slow to change.  And now, at God’s 

prompting, Jacob sets out to return to this momentous place.  He is immediately obedient.  

That’s good.  His theology has matured.  He clearly knows now that God wasn’t 

contained in that rock or that place.  He says in v. 3 that God “has been with me wherever 

I have gone.”  He was omnipresent.  Jacob knows more of this God who appeared to him 

at Bethel way back when. 

 Yet, even after all these years, Jacob is still a deeply flawed man.  We see that in 

response to this call of God and invitation to meet him at Bethel, Jacob becomes aware 

that there are things in his household that aren’t right.  His family has accumulated many 

“foreign gods” over the years.  So he “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.  Then come, let us go up to Bethel…” (vv. 2-3a).  Idolatry was a bit easier 

to detect back then – you actually had little statuettes that you believed represented some 

deity that had power over some realm, be it fertility, rain, health or what have you. 

“So they gave Jacob all the foreign gods they had and the rings in their ears [“the 

earrings were evidently charms,”
3
 probably from the plundering of Shechem], and Jacob 

buried them under the oak at Shechem” (v. 4).  Then they went on to Bethel, protected by 

God as he caused everyone who watched them pass through be afraid of them, so they 

didn’t attack them. 
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So what’s the first step in moving forward with God?  Well, technically, God.  

How does v. 1 start?  “Then God said to Jacob…”  God comes to us at a particular 

moment and makes us aware of him and he beckons us to himself.  That’s the first step. 

And then once we have felt ourselves drawn by God, the immediate response is 

repentance.  The Spirit of God works in our hearts to draw us to himself by making us 

aware of our sin, of our unworthiness to be loved by God.  Sin – that’s such a 

misunderstood and maligned word.  Really all sin is some form of idolatry.  And we still 

do this today. 

Repenting of sin means realizing that you have been flirting with other gods.  Our 

lives naturally accumulate an array of idols that we have to turn from, we have to bury.  

The problem with burying them is that we know they’re still there and we can go dig 

them up later.  But some gesture of putting away your idols and turning to God in 

contrition is necessary. 

This is repentance: being made aware of idols in your house and intentionally 

leaving them behind to go to God.  Maybe it’s pornography and so you turn off the 

computer and walk away.  Maybe it’s same-sex fantasies and so you do something to fill 

your mind with something else.  Maybe it’s spending and so you cut up your credit cards.  

Maybe it’s gossip and so you get up and leave a certain conversation.  Maybe it’s the 

approval of men and so you bite your tongue when tempted to go fishing for 

compliments.  Maybe it’s sleep so you have to set the alarm.  Or maybe it’s activity so 

you have to go to bed.  Maybe it’s control so you have to settle down, stop panicking, and 

relinquish control to God through prayer.  For me recently, and idol, a quick pick-me-up I 

find myself enslaved to for pleasure is email.  I’ve changed my settings on Outlook to 

only check every 2 hours.  And sometimes I have to just close the window because I keep 

going back to hit “Send/Receive.” 

The first part of our sanctification process is repentance – burying our idols and 

turning towards God… which is instigated in the first place by God himself coming to us 

and drawing us to him.  But there’s more.  If this is all you’re doing, you’re on a pretty 

exhausting treadmill. 

 

Sanctification: Returning to your Justification 

 After burying their idols and setting out for Bethel, Jacob and his family finally 

arrived at the spot that held such a special place in Jacob’s heart.  Sure enough, Jacob 

built an altar and we can surmise that he sacrificed a tenth of his livestock on it there as 

he had promised 30 years before. 

 But what is of most interest is what God did there.  That’s what we’re told about 

mostly.  “God appeared to him again and blessed him” (v. 9).  The whole scenario is 

playing itself out again.  We’ve seen this time and time again not only with Jacob but 

with Abraham and Isaac.  In fact, in many ways this chapter echoes ch. 17 when God 

appeared to Abraham again and blessed him – there’s a name change, the term El 

Shaddai is used, the mention of kings coming from their line is made, and it ends with 

God going up from them.  God understands that repetition is the key to good pedagogy.  

Let me say that again: repetition is the key to good pedagogy. 

 Verse 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.”  But wait a minute!  

Didn’t that already happen, back in ch. 32 after he wrestled with the angel??  Yes, but 



6 

that’s the point!  Jacob had to be reminded of his new name.  Likewise, you have to be 

reminded again and again that you’re no longer the old you.  We have to be reminded of 

our new status in Christ. 

 “And God said to him, ‘I am God Almighty; be fruitful and increase in number.’ 

[that’s the old blessing that was first given to Adam in the Garden and then Noah after 

the flood; so this thing that God is doing with Jacob actually has continuity all the way 

back to the beginning, to the original intent for humankind]  A nation and a community 

of nations will come from you, and kings will come from your body.  The land I gave to 

Abraham and Isaac I also give to you, and I will give this land to your descendants after 

you” (vv. 11-12).  God is basically repeating the affirmation he had made 30 years prior 

at that same spot – that he had chosen Jacob, that he was with Jacob, that he was going to 

make Jacob into a great people, with a place, through whom all the peoples of the earth 

would be blessed. 

 Jacob was hearing once again the unilateral declaration of God on his behalf.  In 

going forward, God was bringing Jacob back… his sanctification involved returning to 

his justification – hearing it again.  In this we see a paradigm – the way forward is to go 

back. 

 Here’s why this is so important.  Not only do many people, including Christians, 

misunderstand justification by grace alone, through faith alone, on the basis of Christ 

alone and think that there’s all these religious hoops you have to jump through to make 

up for your sins or be good enough for God.  But many of those who understand that 

they’re not saved by what they do, but by what Jesus has done and who would deny any 

sort of works-righteousness... they get justification, but when it comes to sanctification 

they somehow think, “Yeah, I’m saved by grace, not by works, but now I’ve got to get on 

with the rest of the Christian life.  I want to grow in my walk with the Lord.  I want to be 

changed, transformed.”  In this mindset sanctification is really what makes up the 

Christian life and it’s really about learning how to read your Bible more, pray more, give 

more, serve more, break more bad habits, etc… 

 We think we move on from our justification to work on our sanctification.  “The 

gospel, that’s great, but that’s for beginners.  What I need now to help me in my personal, 

transformational growth is a spiritual formation coach who can assist me in developing a 

regimen of prayer journaling, fasting, and silent retreats.”  Or, “What I need are classes 

on how to handle my finances or share my faith or be a better parent.”  Or, “I need an 

accountability group to help me stop drinking too much, sinning sexually, blowing up in 

anger.” 

 Listen (this was so amazing and so freeing when I first heard this): the classic, 

Protestant understanding of sanctification (which I believe is the biblical one) is that 

sanctification is merely a constant and consistent returning to our justification, a 

continuous re-orienting ourselves to our justification.  It’s not a new list of rules you have 

to keep.  It’s not a moving on to the advanced class.  It’s a lifetime of soaking in and 

living out of the reality that we are declared righteous in Christ not because of what 

we’ve done, but despite what we’ve done. 

 Christian growth is all about constantly seeing the depths of your depraved heart – 

that it is, as Calvin called it, an idol factory.  And then turning from your other gods and 

returning to your justification, which means realizing that you are an idolater, you don’t 

deserve God’s love, yet he has lavished it on you in his son – Jesus.  You are declared 
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righteous in God’s law court and there is no higher court of appeal and no double 

jeopardy.  He has promised to forgive your sins, to be with you, to give you a future with 

him.  The way forward in your sanctification is to constantly go back to your 

justification, to rest in the right standing you have been given by God. 

Now this is no passive, lackadaisical endeavor.  It takes effort.  Jacob had to dig a 

hole for his idols.  He had to make the trek to Bethel.  Likewise, we have to do things that 

put ourselves in the place where we will hear the gospel – putting ourselves in the 

pathway of allurement as Jonathan Edwards described it.  Sanctification takes work, but 

it’s not work in the way we generally tend to think of it.  It’s working at not working.  It’s 

a strenuous pursuit of the means by which God has promised to remind us of what he’s 

done for us and who we are in him apart from what we do or don’t do… good or bad. 

The two primary ways that God has called us to remember our justification are 

not private spiritual disciplines, although there is a place for those.  But the primary 

means of grace are public: Word and Sacrament.  In other words, we come to church 

week-in and week-out to hear again the proclamation of the mighty deeds of God that 

have accomplished our salvation on the cross, to hear the declaration that our sins have 

been paid for, our account is credited with infinite righteousness.  That’s what every 

sermon should be about. 

And we come to church to feed on the bread and wine that tell us of our Lord’s 

sacrifice on our behalf, his taking the judgment we deserve so we will never have to.  

That’s the Lord’s Table.  We come to witness the picture of baptism that reminds us of 

our union with Christ, that causes us to remember that all our sins have been washed 

away. 

This is why Christians come to church – to be constantly reminded of their 

justification because this is how we grow as Christians.  The way forward is to go back.  

It takes work.  It takes diligence to put ourselves in the pathway of allurement, to come to 

church weekly, to preach the gospel to ourselves daily, hourly.  But this is drastically 

different than running yourself ragged trying to do all these spiritual things and change all 

these facets of your life by trying harder.  Let me show you what I mean: 

 You can think, “Now I’m a Christian, now I’ve believed the gospel, now I need to 

start reading the Bible more, praying more, going to churchy things more, sharing my 

faith more, giving money to church more.  And I really need to work on my lying 

problem, my lust problem, my lashing out at my family problem.” 

 Or you can think, “Wow!  I’m a Christian, I believe the gospel, every page of 

Scripture in some way elucidates the gospel and shines the light on Jesus.  I want to see 

Jesus, so I want to read the Bible.” 

 Or, “Wow!  God the Father is favorably disposed toward me.  Jesus’ blood has 

purchased me unlimited access to enter the Holy of holies.  I want to bask there in prayer.  

I want to ask him for things.  I want to develop a pattern of life that converses moment by 

moment with the Lord.” 

 Or, “Wow!  This is good news!  I want to surround myself with a community of 

people who will reflect and remind me of this good news.”  AND, “I also want to 

surround myself with people who haven’t heard or believed this good news yet so that I 

can be sharpened and encouraged in my faith as I share it with others!” 

Or, “Wow!  Though Christ was infinitely rich, yet for my sake he became poor, so 

that through his poverty I might become infinitely rich (cf. 2Cor. 8:9).  I can be generous 
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with my money.  I can let go of finding my security in money or the things it can buy and 

give it away.  I want to give it away to fund the spread of this glorious gospel!”  Not 

because you were taught that now you’re a Christian so you should give money or God 

won’t bless you, but because you’ve been reminded constantly that you have already 

been blessed in every way and so you want to give. 

It’s the difference between living out of a constant debt – I’ve got to do this more, 

I’m not doing this enough – versus living out of a constant realization that my account 

overflows with Christ’s righteousness. 

And here’s the biggie: the sanctified Christian life is not primarily about these 

mostly private, ‘Christian’ practices, as if the goal were as time went on to just spend 

more and more time at churchy activities and at home reading the Bible and praying or in 

the woods going on retreats.  The public means of grace – Word & Sacrament – on 

Sunday are meant to re-anchor you in your justification so that you can go about your 

public life Monday through Saturday in light of that reality.  Starting your day off reading 

your Bible and praying is meant to remind you of your sin, cause you to repent and 

remember your justification and then go about your day with love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (cf. Gal. 5:22-23). 

The picture of a mature Christian life is not an emaciated monk locked in a tower 

praying all day.  It’s a person freed up by the wonderful reality of their justification so 

that she can go out and love her neighbor through her vocations.  It’s about being patient 

with your kids, kind to your boss, serving your building mates or dorm floor mates.  It’s 

about doing the menial, the mundane like grocery shopping and diaper changing and train 

riding and lesson planning with peace and not stress… with joy… without getting 

irritable… with care and concern for the other and not just yourself. 

If I’m not quite sure that God is pleased with me, then I’m going to be so self-

focused in everything I do.  If I don’t know that God has accepted me in Jesus, then I’m 

going to be under so much pressure to perform it’ll be unnerving.  But if I know that I 

don’t have to do anything, God loves me, then that gets me out of bed in the morning.  

That puts a skip in my step.  That fuels a life of service.  That makes me a more honest 

person, because I’m okay with the truth and not constantly trying to cover it up.  Do you 

see how this works? 

Our problem is not that we need to try harder, it’s that we so quickly forget about 

our justification and so quickly slip back into a working for our justification instead of 

living out of our justification.  That’s why we have to continually be reminded of it.  The 

way forward is to go back. 

 

Sanctification: Struggling with Sin 

 God called Jacob to put away his idols and return to his justification.  But we also 

see in this text that after he did it he still had to do it again.  In our sanctification we never 

reach the point where we stop needing to repent and return to our justification.  We’ve 

always got to do it tomorrow. 

Rachel was older, so her pregnancy would be considered ‘high risk’ today.  While 

giving birth she died.  Her final words were to name her new baby boy Ben-Oni, which 

most likely means ‘son of my trouble’.  This is all hotly debated as to how to translate 

these names and how to interpret them.  But Jacob renames the boy Ben-jamin – which 

most likely means son of my right hand, most likely because the right hand side was the 
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favored side (i.e. “sit at my right hand” Ps. 110:1) thus making the name an indication 

that the boy came from Jacob’s favored wife and would be a favored son. 

 What’s related next seems a bit random, but understood in light of the favoritism 

Jacob continues to show to Rachel’s children it makes much more sense.  “Reuben went 

in and slept with his father’s concubine Bilhah” (v. 22).  Weird!  Where did that come 

from?  Well, Reuben’s act was a clear act of rebellion out of anger at Jacob’s favoritism.  

He was the firstborn.  But he was the son of Leah, the unloved wife.  Now that Rachel 

was dead and Benjamin was born, Jacob babied Benjamin and Reuben feared that 

Rachel’s servant – Bilhah – would become Jacob’s favorite ‘wife’ and he would lose his 

status as first born.  By sleeping with Bilhah Reuben basically confined her to living 

widowhood (cf. 2Sam. 15:16; 16:20-23).  And he was also laying claim to his inheritance 

before his father’s death, a signal of usurping power.  It’s a defiant power play.  Reuben 

will be held accountable for this and rightfully so, but it didn’t come from nowhere.  It 

was instigated by Jacob’s sin. 

We’ll see more of this family mess as we go on.  The point is clear: Jacob’s still a 

sinner.  We’re still sinners.  No matter how far we’ve progressed in our sanctification, we 

will still have to go back to our justification tomorrow because something will come up 

that will reveal the sin that’s still in our hearts.  There will still be ramifications of sin in 

our lives that will remind us of both our past and present failures. 

 

Conclusion 
Time is moving on.  Jacob can’t hold onto the memory of his mom, his beloved 

wife, his father.  These things are slipping away.  Their departures beckon Jacob to move 

forward in his relationship with God.  How does that happen?  By going back again to 

where it all began and being reminded of the initial promises made to him   

Life is moving forward.  Are you?  The way forward is to go back, to constantly 

return to your justification. 

 As time has moved forward, so has God’s plan of redemption.  Kings actually did 

come from Jacob, culminating in the King of kings – Jesus the Christ.  He was born in 

Bethlehem and was the favored Son of the Father.  “He was delivered over to death for 

our sins and was raised to life for our justification” (Rom. 4:25) so that in him we can 

experience the righteous love and favor of God. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 The Lord came to Jacob at Bethel and reiterated the covenant, the covenant he 

made with Abraham.  Jesus, on the night that he was betrayed, instituted a sacred meal 

that his followers were to eat together until he returned.  As often as they did it, it would 

reiterate to them the covenant he was making, the new covenant in his blood. 

“And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is 

my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me.’  In the same way, after the supper 

he took the cup, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out 

for you’” (Lk. 22:19-20).  God has made a new covenant with his people in Christ’s 

blood.  In this covenant he declares, “By faith in Christ, your sins are paid for and 

forgiven.  You are mine.  I will never leave you nor forsake you.  I promise you a future 

of eternal life.  Whenever I see your sins, I will look and see Christ’s blood covering 

them.  I am with you.  I am committed to you.” 
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Coming to this table is a means of grace that God has ordained to remind us of the 

gospel, to bring us back to our justification, and to cause us to hear the unilateral 

declaration of God – “Not guilty.”  This is our nourishment in our pursuit of 

sanctification. 

Obviously, if you haven’t put your faith in Christ as your substitute, if you’re not 

looking to him as your righteousness, if you haven’t experienced justification, then this is 

not for you… yet… 

 

Benediction 
 

Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great 

shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, equip you with everything 

good that you may do his will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through 

Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen. – Heb. 13:20-21 (ESV) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 21, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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