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Dinah and the Schechemites

NOTE; BE SURE TO ANSWER ALL THE QUESTIONS YOURSELF BEFORE READING 

THE ANSWERS IN ORDER TO MAKE THE MOST OF THIS STUDY.
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Genesis

Read Genesis 34

1. It is surprising that Jacob, the leader and spiritual head of his family, would remain quiet about Dinah’s 

disgrace.  In contrast, Shechem’s father goes straight to Jacob with an offer to make good for his son’s violation.  

Jacob, usually so quick to take action, apparently does nothing, not even consult God.  Instead he allows his sons 

free reign to negotiate with Hamor and handle the situation.  This suggests a weakness in Jacob:  he may have 

fought for the position of first-born, but he is not living up to it now that he has it (and curiously his own first-born 

son Reuben, whom one would expect to take charge in his place, is not mentioned in relation to this incident).  

Jacob is following his father Adam, who was conspicuously absent from Eve’s negotiations with the 

Serpent—and no good will come of it.

2.   Shechem loves Dinah and wants to marry her.  Hamor not only asks for her on Shechem’s behalf, he suggests 

to Jacob that Israel settle among them, intermarry and make their home among them.  On the surface this seems a 

generous offer.  But what did Hamor’s people have to gain?  Why were the men of that city willing to submit even 

to circumcision so that Shechem could marry Dinah?  Clearly they wanted to absorb Israel, which was a potential 

threat to them, and benefit from God’s blessing in people and possessions.  This would prove a continuing 

problem for Israel as it is to us today:  the world, if not attacking God’s people, seeking to absorb them into itself.

3.   Circumcision was the sign God gave Abraham of the Covenant between God and His chosen people, 

representing their complete dependence on God to keep His promises.  It was a permanent and visible sign in the 

flesh of every male belonging to Abraham’s family that they belonged to God and had promised to trust and serve 

Him.  Like the oath God swore in Gen. 15, in which God amazingly says, in effect, “let me be cut in pieces as 

these animals if I ever break my word,” circumcision says “may the Lord cut me (and my offspring) off like this 

foreskin if I do not keep His Covenant.”  It was a very solemn sign that Israel belonged to and was consecrated to 

God.

If Jacob’s sons appreciated the true meaning of this Covenant rite, it is hard to imagine that they would ask it of 

another nation not so they could be joined, but so they could take advantage of the men in their pain and destroy 

them.  They are deceitful like their father, only to an evil end.  

4.   This is a difficult chapter, and a difficult question.  Take time to think about it.  This is the future family of 

God, His chosen people! Certainly Simeon and Levi are accountable for their own actions.  They are deceitful, 

violent, and lacking in remorse.  They use a covenant rite for their own purposes, emptying it of meaning and 

disregarding its sacredness and value.  They show no compassion for Dinah, only outrage.  Where there might 

have been a peaceful solution, she was kept lonely and isolated and shamed.  But Jacob must take some share in 

the blame as well.  We have already seen that he has abdicated power to his sons.  He does not appear to have 

brought at least the older ones up in the knowledge and love of God and His commands, as evidenced in their light 

treatment of circumcision and in the presence in the household of foreign gods (see Gen. 35).  When his sons 
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Dinah and the Schechemites (cont.)

massacre the Shechemites, Jacob’s reason for anger seems to be not over the Shechemites’ loss, but rather over 

how the act affects his safety and status in the community.  And finally, Jacob seems to have forgotten all God’s 

care and leading over the years.  When he hears of his sons’ atrocities, his main worry is for the safety of his 

household—the household God promised and gave him and promised to protect—and he does not go to God for 

help.

None of this justifies Simeon’s and Levi’s behavior, but it goes a long way toward explaining it.

5.   This question arises in various forms throughout Genesis and indeed throughout history.  How can God allow 

a bad man to be a pope, or a bishop or priest?  Why does He allow sinners into His family at all?

The obvious answer, that sinners are all He has to choose from, doesn’t satisfy.  We all know people who are 

better than others and those, we think, are the ones who should be the Christian leaders.  Remember that God 

called Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and Jacob’s sons—and He has called the popes and bishops and He calls us 

today—not because we are worthy, but because HE is worthy, and because He loves us.  Chapter 34 is not the end 

of the story.  God is constantly calling us as He will call Jacob’s family to return to Bethel, to the House of God; 

to obedience; to worship.  As we will see with Simeon and Levi, God does not leave sin unpunished.  But His goal 

is first and always to reconcile his children to Himself.

God's Covenant Confirmed

Read Genesis 35:1-15

7. “God said to Jacob, "Arise, go up to Bethel, and dwell there; and make there an altar to the God who appeared to 

you when you fled from your brother Esau."  God, the gracious loving Father who called Jacob to Himself and who is 

raising up a family through whom to one day bless the world, reached down and intervened.  Let’s go back to square 

one, He seems to say.  Remember what you promised.  Go back to Bethel and settle there and get right with me.  No 

matter how great the sin, it is always possible to get a fresh start.

8. Some of us, given the chance to intervene at this point, might choose to punish Simeon and Levi.  Justice must be 

served, after all.  But God’s ways are not our ways.  They will be punished in good time, but Simeon and Levi are not 

the root of the trouble.  To punish them would be a stopgap measure at best. In the same way, destroying sinful man 

with the flood was not the final solution to the Fall.  God planned not to destroy but to save mankind by grace, 

however undeserved.  Wiping out “the bad guys” would leave sin in control of men’s hearts, and it was sin itself that 

had to be dealt with.  In this case, God first zeroed in on Jacob’s heart, and called him to get right with Himself.

9.   God told Jacob to return to Bethel, to settle there, and to build an altar to the God who has been so faithful to him.  

Doing that would do more than remove the family from the scene of the crime, where they could expect further 

trouble.  It would put them where they should have been to begin with, and focus them back on God and on His plan 

for them.

It might seem a small thing that Jacob built his altar and settled at Shechem instead of at Bethel.  After all, Abraham 

received the promise of the land at Shechem (Gen. 12:6-7).  Jacob did all the right things, just not at the right place.  

He followed the spirit of the law, we might say in his defense.  But God has His reasons for asking particular things, 

and He requires obedience.  Jacob did what God asked but he did it on his own terms.  Not going as far as Bethel may  
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God's Covenant Confirmed (cont.)

be a small thing in and of itself, but it indicates a huge problem inside him:  His way, not God’s way, took first 

priority.  By returning to Bethel, Jacob will not just obey the letter of God’s law, he will humble himself to do 

things God’s way.  By settling there he will separate his family from Canaanite influence.  And by building an 

altar and worshiping God he will have the chance to repent, to be purified, and to start again.

10. In Jacob’s response we see that in spite of his mistakes, his heart desire is for God.  He acted immediately to 

move his family to Bethel.  In the process he did four important things:

1.  He had everyone get rid of their foreign gods.  Before anything else, they had to get rid of anything that 

kept them from giving themselves totally to God.  Jacob’s family divided their allegiance between God and 

the household gods that were part of the culture they came from and settled in.  The other gods had to go.

2.  Next Jacob had them purify themselves, and change their clothes.  That external act was a sign of what 

they needed on the inside before they could be reconciled to God.

3.  Now they were ready to go to Bethel, the “house of God.”  This meant not just doing what had been left 

undone, it meant putting themselves physically in God’s presence in a conscious way.  Jacob took them to 

the place where God appeared to him and gave him the promises, and sought His face there.

4.  Finally, Jacob worshiped God at Bethel.  When you worship, you acknowledge who God is and His 

greatness and your dependence on him.  You accept His will.  You throw yourself before Him.  You pray 

when you worship, and as the Catechism says, “Prayer restores man to God’s likeness (CCC #2572).”  In 

prayer and in worship, Jacob got back on the road to following God and to becoming more like Him.

11.  God confirmed Jacob’s new name, Israel.  He confirmed His covenant promise of nation, land and kingdom.  

And he charged Jacob to “be fruitful and multiply.”  Most of the blessing is reminiscent of God’s covenant 

promise to Abraham, Isaac and to Jacob himself.  The charge to be fruitful and multiply ties those blessings back 

to His earlier covenant with Noah and hearkens back to the Garden of Eden, when God first established a 

covenant relationship with creation and charged Adam and Eve to fill the earth and subdue it.  God’s blessing at 

its most basic level brings abundant life, both physical and spiritual, to His people and to the world.

12. There are 11 references to God in the first 15 verses of Gen. 35 (in contrast to not one in Gen. 34!).  He speaks 

to Jacob, directs and protects him.  He appears and blesses and reassures Jacob, confirming His promise to carry 

out His plan and Covenant promises.   Here is a beautiful picture of God’s patient care of those who belong to 

Him.  He has chosen Jacob and wants a relationship with him.  This relationship is close and growing in this 

chapter.  They are on familiar terms, with God appearing and speaking frequently and Jacob speaking often of 

God and remembering Him to others.  (This in contrast with God’s intangible presence in Haran.)  God is the 

steady one, present even when Jacob strays, ever calling him back to Himself and molding him into His image.
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13. In Genesis 9 we conjectured that Ham’s sin may well have been incest, with which he tried to lay premature 

claim to the rights of the first-born (See lesson 10).  In I Chron. 5:1 is a similar situation, in which Absalom, son 

of King David, aims to assume power from his father by sleeping with David’s concubines.  Evidently Reuben, by 

sleeping with Bilhah, is trying to solidify his rights as the first-born son of Jacob.  This reference follows on the 

account of Rachel’s death; perhaps Reuben takes action in response to increased attention paid by Jacob to Joseph, 

the first-born son of his first love.

Jacob's Twelve Sons

Read Genesis 35:16-29

14. Esau moved away from Jacob when the land could no longer support the two growing families.  He did so 

apparently without a fight, perhaps to avoid further conflict.  For all intents and purposes, this shows the older son 

ceding land-rights to the younger, a tacit acknowledgment that Jacob will inherit the land with the promise and 

blessing.

15.   Answers will vary, but some things to note are God’s initiative in reconciling man to Himself; His sovereign 

and impartial choice based not on anything we do but on His love for us; His faithful presence in our lives as He 

was present with Jacob in Haran; the way He takes circumstances and works them for good; and His use of tests, 

struggles and circumstances to prove our faith and to draw out from us demonstrations of that faith along with 

self-donating love—with the result that we are conformed to His image.

We should respond in humble thanks, in obedience and worship, as Jacob exemplified in his return to Bethel.  

Like Jacob too, we might set up memorials in some way to remind us of His faithful care and promises.

Esau's Descendants

Read Genesis 36


