Lesson 22

Genesis
Return to Bethel, House of God
History of
the Early
World

Patriarchs

Israel in
Egypt

Conquest of
Canaan

Judges

United
Kingdom

Divided
Kingdom
Exile

Exile

Return

Maccabean
Revolt

Jesus the
Messiah

Church

Introduction
Genesis 33 ended on a high note: Jacob has returned safely to Canaan on the strength of fresh blessing from God
and has been re-named Israel; he and Esau are back on good terms; and he has built an altar and named it El Elohe
Israel, calling God (at last!) his own.
Now look closer at the details at the end of the chapter: “And Jacob came safely to the city of Shechem, which is
in the land of Canaan, on his way from Paddan-aram; and he camped before the city. 19 And from the sons of
Hamor, Shechem's father, he bought for a hundred pieces of money the piece of land on which he had pitched his
tent. There he erected an altar and called it El-Elohe-Israel (Gen. 33:18,19).” You might be wondering, why
Shechem and not Bethel? Why not return there to fulfill his vow?
Jacob’s choice to linger in Shechem would prove costly. He may have finally acknowledged God as his own, but
his family is far from exemplifying the kind of upright, moral living we would like to see follow. Genesis 34 is a
sordid tale in which Jacob’s sons outdo the Canaanites in violent treachery. Both Simeon and Levi in this incident
and Reuben in Gen. 35 do things that will later cost them their father’s blessing.
In the middle of all this, God calls Jacob to a sort of pilgrimage back to Bethel, “House of God,” where he first
received the promises. Genesis 35 gives us a beautiful picture of God reaching down and rescuing his undeserving
people from sin. It is full of the initiative God takes to draw His children back to Himself.
This lesson concludes our study of Jacob (the end of his story is entwined with that of his son Joseph, which
follows.) We have been watching since we left the Garden of Eden to see how God will bring about reconciliation
between mankind and himself. The Covenant He made with Abraham and passed on through Isaac and Jacob to
His people Israel is still just that: a covenant, a promise—with conditions attached—of future blessing. The fact
that the effects of the Fall are obvious even in God’s chosen people should not alarm us but comfort us: God
reaches down to sinners and calls them to Himself, and by His grace makes the journey possible. In the fullness of
time the Covenant will be fulfilled, but that is something that Genesis only points to.
Read Genesis 34 all the way through at least once, then answer the questions on the text that follow.

Genesis 34
1 Now Dinah the daughter of Leah, whom she had borne to Jacob, went out to visit the women of the land; 2
and when Shechem the son of Hamor the Hivite, the prince of the land, saw her, he seized her and lay with her
and humbled her. 3 And his soul was drawn to Dinah the daughter of Jacob; he loved the maiden and spoke
tenderly to her. 4 So Shechem spoke to his father Hamor, saying, "Get me this maiden for my wife." 5 Now
Jacob heard that he had defiled his daughter Dinah; but his sons were with his cattle in the field, so Jacob held
his peace until they came. 6 And Hamor the father of Shechem went out to Jacob to speak with him.
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Genesis 34 (cont.)
7 The sons of Jacob came in from the field when they heard of it; and the men were indignant and very angry,
because he had wrought folly in Israel by lying with Jacob's daughter, for such a thing ought not to be done. 8
But Hamor spoke with them, saying, "The soul of my son Shechem longs for your daughter; I pray you, give
her to him in marriage. 9 Make marriages with us; give your daughters to us, and take our daughters for
yourselves. 10 You shall dwell with us; and the land shall be open to you; dwell and trade in it, and get
property in it." 11 Shechem also said to her father and to her brothers, "Let me find favor in your eyes, and
whatever you say to me I will give. 12 Ask of me ever so much as marriage present and gift, and I will give
according as you say to me; only give me the maiden to be my wife." 13 The sons of Jacob answered
Shechem and his father Hamor deceitfully, because he had defiled their sister Dinah. 14 They said to them,
"We cannot do this thing, to give our sister to one who is uncircumcised, for that would be a disgrace to us. 15
Only on this condition will we consent to you: that you will become as we are and every male of you be
circumcised. 16 Then we will give our daughters to you, and we will take your daughters to ourselves, and we
will dwell with you and become one people. 17 But if you will not listen to us and be circumcised, then we
will take our daughter, and we will be gone." 18 Their words pleased Hamor and Hamor's son Shechem. 19
And the young man did not delay to do the thing, because he had delight in Jacob's daughter. Now he was the
most honored of all his family. 20 So Hamor and his son Shechem came to the gate of their city and spoke to
the men of their city, saying, 21 "These men are friendly with us; let them dwell in the land and trade in it, for
behold, the land is large enough for them; let us take their daughters in marriage, and let us give them our
daughters. 22 Only on this condition will the men agree to dwell with us, to become one people: that every
male among us be circumcised as they are circumcised. 23 Will not their cattle, their property and all their
beasts be ours? Only let us agree with them, and they will dwell with us." 24 And all who went out of the gate
of his city hearkened to Hamor and his son Shechem; and every male was circumcised, all who went out of the
gate of his city. 25 On the third day, when they were sore, two of the sons of Jacob, Simeon and Levi,
Dinah's brothers, took their swords and came upon the city unawares, and killed all the males. 26 They slew
Hamor and his son Shechem with the sword, and took Dinah out of Shechem's house, and went away. 27 And
the sons of Jacob came upon the slain, and plundered the city, because their sister had been defiled; 28 they
took their flocks and their herds, their asses, and whatever was in the city and in the field; 29 all their wealth,
all their little ones and their wives, all that was in the houses, they captured and made their prey. 30 Then
Jacob said to Simeon and Levi, "You have brought trouble on me by making me odious to the inhabitants of
the land, the Canaanites and the Perizzites; my numbers are few, and if they gather themselves against me and
attack me, I shall be destroyed, both I and my household." 31 But they said, "Should he treat our sister as a
harlot?".

Questions on the Text
Dinah and the Schechemites
Read Genesis 34
1. What was Jacob’s reaction when his daughter was violated? Who initiated reconciliation? What does this
suggest to you about Jacob?
2. Nothing can excuse Shechem’s violation of Dinah. Vs. 7 is a clear denunciation of his actions. How do
Shechem and Hamor propose to make good, not just with Dinah but with Jacob’s family Israel? What threat did
this generous offer present to Israel?
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Questions on the Text (cont.)
Dinah and the Schechemites (cont.)
3. What did circumcision represent to Jacob’s family? (For help with this question, review Gen. 17:9-14, lesson
14.) What evidence is there that Jacob’s sons lacked a true understanding of its meaning?
4. Why did this incident happen? How might it have been possible for Jacob’s sons to act in such a way?
5. How is it possible that a just and righteous God would found His family on men such as these?
6. In Gen. 33:20 – 35:1, God’s name is mentioned only twice—once at the end of chapter 33 and once at the
beginning of chapter 35. Do you think there is any significance to this?
Read Genesis 35 all the way through at least once, then answer the questions that follow.

Genesis 35
1 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." 2 So Jacob said to his household and to all who were
with him, "Put away the foreign gods that are among you, and purify yourselves, and change your garments; 3
then let us arise and go up to Bethel, that I may make there an altar to the God who answered me in the day of
my distress and has been with me wherever I have gone." 4 So they gave to Jacob all the foreign gods that
they had, and the rings that were in their ears; and Jacob hid them under the oak which was near Shechem. 5
And as they journeyed, a terror from God fell upon the cities that were round about them, so that they did not
pursue the sons of Jacob. 6 And Jacob came to Luz (that is, Bethel), which is in the land of Canaan, he and all
the people who were with him, 7 and there he built an altar, and called the place El-bethel, because there God
had revealed himself to him when he fled from his brother. 8 And Deborah, Rebekah's nurse, died, and she
was buried under an oak below Bethel; so the name of it was called Allon-bacuth. 9 God appeared to Jacob
again, when he came from Paddan-aram, and blessed him. 10 And God said to him, "Your name is Jacob; no
longer shall your name be called Jacob, but Israel shall be your name." So his name was called Israel. 11 And
God said to him, "I am God Almighty: be fruitful and multiply; a nation and a company of nations shall come
from you, and kings shall spring from you. 12 The land which I gave to Abraham and Isaac I will give to you,
and I will give the land to your descendants after you." 13 Then God went up from him in the place where he
had spoken with him. 14 And Jacob set up a pillar in the place where he had spoken with him, a pillar of
stone; and he poured out a drink offering on it, and poured oil on it. 15 So Jacob called the name of the place
where God had spoken with him, Bethel. 16 Then they journeyed from Bethel; and when they were still
some distance from Ephrath, Rachel travailed, and she had hard labor. 17 And when she was in her hard labor,
the midwife said to her, "Fear not; for now you will have another son." 18 And as her soul was departing (for
she died), she called his name Ben-oni; but his father called his name Benjamin. 19 So Rachel died, and she
was buried on the way to Ephrath (that is, Bethlehem), 20 and Jacob set up a pillar upon her grave; it is the
pillar of Rachel's tomb, which is there to this day. 21 Israel journeyed on, and pitched his tent beyond the
tower of Eder. 22 While Israel dwelt in that land Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his father's concubine;
and Israel heard of it. Now the sons of Jacob were twelve. 23 The sons of Leah: Reuben (Jacob's first-born),
Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun. 24 The sons of Rachel: Joseph and Benjamin. 25 The sons of
Bilhah, Rachel's maid: Dan and Naphtali. 26 The sons of Zilpah, Leah's maid: Gad and Asher. These were the
sons of Jacob who were born to him in Paddan-aram. 27 And Jacob came to his father Isaac at Mamre, or
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Genesis 27 (cont.)
Kiriath-arba (that is, Hebron), where Abraham and Isaac had sojourned. 28 Now the days of Isaac were a
hundred and eighty years. 29 And Isaac breathed his last; and he died and was gathered to his people, old and
full of days; and his sons Esau and Jacob buried him.

Questions on the Text
God's Covenant Confirmed
Read Genesis 35:1-15
7. How does the very first sentence of Gen. 35 bring hope to this situation?
8. Why would punishing Simeon and Levi not be the best solution to the problem?
9. What did God tell Jacob to do? What might this directive accomplish?
10. What steps did Jacob take to get right with God?
11. How did God bless Jacob when he finally got to Bethel and built an altar? List the elements of God’s
blessing. Does anything about it echo the blessings of Gen. 1:28-30 (Adam and Eve) and Gen. 9:7-11 (Noah)?
12. Underline all the times God appears in this passage, and notice the context. What is revealed about God, and
about Jacob’s relationship with God?
Jacob's Twelve Sons
Read Genesis 35:16-29
13. What was the real significance of Reuben’s sin? (For help with this, recall the discussion of Ham’s sin in
Gen. 9:20-27, which was covered in lesson 10.)
Read Genesis 36 all the way through in your own Bible; it is not reprinted here. Then answer the questions that
follow.

Questions on the Text
Esau's Descendants
Read Genesis 36
14. When the land cannot support the two brothers together, who leaves: Jacob or Esau? What does this tell you?
15. Think back over Jacob’s life so far and summarize what it has taught you about God and about the way He
calls and guides and molds His people. What response does that knowledge ask of us?
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Questions for Reflection
One of the best ways to meditate on God’s Word is to take it deeply into your life through memorization. The
suggested memory verse is always highlighted in the text (See Genesis 35 in this lesson), or you may choose one
of your own. For further reflection, consider these:
1. In contrast to Abraham, who continually looked forward in hope toward what God had promised, Jacob seems
always to look back and recall his own unworthiness and God’s faithfulness toward him. Is this something you
can relate to? When you struggle with sin or circumstances, take a cue from Jacob and remember who you are
before God. Recall His faithfulness and remind Him of His promises, and pray for the strength and grace you
need to move on.
2. It is easy for us to wonder over Israel’s continued preoccupation with foreign gods and idols, particularly in the
face of God’s revelation to them. But are there things we allow in our homes from our culture that encourage us
to turn away from God for blessing, help, security or guidance? Before condemning Jacob’s family for hanging
on to Canaanite gods, consider what gods of our culture you are attached to, and how you might bury them.
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Opportunities for Additional Study
Points to Ponder
Reading chapter 34 of Genesis in isolation can lead to a host of misunderstandings and questions. What do we do
about the fact that the “good guys” in this story come off looking worse than the “bad guys”? If God is just, why
did He allow Simeon and Levi to slaughter so many innocent people? And why did He not only fail to punish
them, but also aid in their escape? To answer these we need to pull back and remind ourselves of the big picture,
then see how this fits into it.
God called first Abraham, then Isaac and Jacob, out of a world that did not know Him so they could grow to know
Him and so that through them He could restore man to His family. As the people of Israel grew, God gradually
revealed to them who He is and what He requires of those who belong to Him.
As of this reading, there is no formal law. God is still teaching his son Jacob who He is, and that He is One God,
who stands alone and above all other so-called gods. Jacob may not have been privy to the first of the Ten
Commandments, which forbade the worship of other gods (see Ex. 20:2-3), but he was partner in a Covenant that
enjoined him to “walk before [God] and be blameless” (Gen. 17:1) and in which God vowed to be his God in a
unique way. That covenant promised an intimate family relationship between God and His people. It also
demanded that they return His love wholeheartedly and follow Him faithfully and obediently.
If the first order of business was for Jacob and his family to follow only the God Jacob encountered at Bethel, it is
curious that they have other “household gods” in their possession and that Jacob gets sidetracked and actually
purchases land and settles in Shechem. Humanly speaking, it seems a good choice: fertile land just outside a city
of friendly people. But look closer and you will see what is becoming a familiar temptation, in the words of
Hamor: “Make marriages with us; give your daughters to us, and take our daughters for yourselves. You shall
dwell with us; and the land shall be open to you; dwell and trade in it, and get property in it (34:9-10).”
This seemingly innocent, attractive offer is in truth as deadly as the Serpent’s offer to Eve. Notice what it asks
Jacob to do: to forget that it was God’s plan to increase Jacob’s family and give them the land (or to think that
God forgot), and to go out and build his family and settle the land in his own way.
But God did not call a people out of the world only to see them re-absorbed into it. The people of Shechem may
come across as good people, but they were polytheistic. They were also Canaanites, people whose religious
practices included the evils of sorcery, child sacrifice, and sexual immorality. Becoming one with them would
only increase whatever influences had already caused Jacob to only partially fulfill his vow and allow other gods
into his tents, and would be a constant lure away from God and toward the world.
Scripture doesn’t tell why God allowed Simeon and Levi their unholy revenge, but it set a fire under Jacob that
forced him to do what he may never have done without strong prodding: leave his comfortable situation and
return to God. As the Catechism tells us, “God is in no way, directly or indirectly, the cause of moral evil. He
permits it, however, because he respects the freedom of his creatures and, mysteriously, knows how to derive
good from it…. But for all that, evil never becomes a good (311-12).”
As for Simeon and Levi: It is part of the “big picture,” part of those unseen realities that never change, that God is
just. It is one of those facts that we must hang onto even when circumstances shout otherwise, as they do in Gen.
34. God does and will punish those who do not repent of evil, and He will not forget Simeon and Levi. But His
justice is tempered with grace, with the goal of reconciling people, not destroying them. God helps Jacob’s family
escape the human consequences of their actions because He wants them for Himself. He gets them out from
pagan influence and back to where they can start again in a right relationship with Him. That accomplished, He
can deal with Simeon and Levi in His way and in His time.
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Summary

ummary
In this lesson, we observed that:

1. When Jacob’s daughter was violated by Shechem, Jacob abdicated his role as head of the family and
allowed his sons to handle the situation. The result was a tragic, violent act of retaliation.
2. Simeon and Levi used the sacred covenant rite of circumcision to achieve their own sinful purposes. This
indicates a deep misunderstanding or disregard of their own covenant relationship with God, of which
circumcision was the sign.
3. God’s handling of their sin is an example of His loving grace and mercy. Rather than instantly punish the
offenders, God dealt directly with Jacob, calling him to separate from the Canaanites; return to Bethel to
complete his vow; and get right with Him.
4. Jacob moved to get himself and his family right with God by getting rid of foreign gods that competed for
God’s attention; by purifying themselves; by moving physically into God’s presence (and therefore
completely obeying Him); and by worshiping God.
5. God marked this fresh start of Jacob’s with a renewal of His covenant and a confirmation of Jacob’s new
name, Israel.
6. Jacob’s beloved wife Rachel died giving birth to Benjamin, leaving Jacob with 12 sons who would father
the nation of Israel.
7. Reuben slept with Jacob’s concubine, apparently to solidify his rights as Jacob’s first-born.
8. When the land could no longer support two growing tribes, Esau moved his family away from Jacob, who
was left to inherit the land of promise.

A Message from the Authors
Are you enjoying our study? Would you like this important service to continue? If so, please be aware that
Catholic Exchange is a non-profit charitable organization totally dependent on your financial support to maintain
both our website and our groundbreaking Catholic Scripture Study. So please make an on-line donation with your
credit card at www.catholicexchange.com, call 1-888-477-1982, or mail as generous a donation as possible to:
Catholic Exchange
P.O. Box 231820
Encinitas, CA 92023
Thank you for making the Word of God available to anyone who wants it anywhere in the world.
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