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Genesis 34:1-35:15



Finding Jesus in Genesis ~ December 29, 2004

Get Back to Where You Belong


The text for today is our reading from Genesis 34 and 35, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


There’s a story about two brothers who competed with each other at Christmastime to see who could give their mother the most unusual present.  One year Bill learned that Tom was giving a custom-built Cadillac.  He knew his gift was going to have to be very special.  Passing by a pet store, he saw a parrot in a cage with a price tag of $10,000 posted by it.  When he went in, and asked the manager about the fantastic price, he was told that this was a very rare parrot that could speak 17 languages fluently.


Delighted, Bill purchased the bird and shipped it to his mother, convinced that he had surely topped his brother.  He could hardly wait until Christmas Day to call her and see how she liked it.  He said, “Merry Christmas, Mom!  How did you like the bird I sent you?”


“It was delicious.” she answered.


“Delicious!” he screamed.  “Mother, how could you?  That bird was rare.  It cost me $10,000, and it speaks 17 different languages!”


“Well, why didn’t it say something before I put it into the oven, then?” his mother asked.  

One could ask the same about Jacob.  God had a lot of time and grace invested in him.  Then why didn’t Jacob say something to Dinah when this teenager was allowed to go unescorted into a pagan town?  Why didn’t he say something to defend Dinah’s honor or God’s principles when the impenitent Hamor and Shechem tried to buy him off?  Why didn’t he say something to his murderous sons about the slaughter of human life, or the misuse of God’s covenant, instead of only being concerned about what the neighbors might do?   For that matter what was Jacob even doing by Shechem in the first place?

In spite of God’s investment in his life, Jacob chose to remain silent and abrogate his responsibilities of spiritual leadership.  Consequently, the foul stench he attributed to his sons’ actions was really the smell of his own goose cooking.

At times we also find ourselves hesitating to speak up.  We forget that God has invested an eternity of promises in us.  He’s also given us  faith in Christ,  and through the Holy Spirit has equipped us to speak boldly and fluently, even to people ready to ridicule that faith.  Yet we don’t always say something.

Yet, despite our failures, God is patient and continues to work in our lives, drawing us closer to Him, and molding us into the people He would have us to be.

We saw this happening in Jacob’s life, when we last heard of his reunion with Esau in chapter 33.  By God’s grace, Esau humbled himself and took the initiative in reconciling.  But still it took some time for Jacob to trust Esau, or God, for that matter.  In fact, Jacob didn’t follow Esau back into the Promised Land, but remained east of the Jordan for awhile.  Then he ventured west into Canaan near Shechem and still hadn’t got back to Bethel where he belonged.  That decision to linger at Shechem would bring tragedy to Jacob’s family.

In addition to eleven sons, Jacob’s family now included one daughter.  Her name was Dinah, and like Simeon and Levi, who figure so prominently in this story, she was Jacob’s child through Leah.  Dinah, like most young teenagers felt more grown up and independent than she really was.  Looking for female companionship of her own age, she went out to visit the Canaanite girls.

Not surprisingly, she also drew the attention of at least one man—Shechem, son of Hamor the Hivite, the ruler of that area.  Seeing Dinah, Shechem took her and violated her.  The fact that Shechem really loved Dinah and spoke tenderly to her, rather than rejecting her after this sinful act, places him in a somewhat better light.  And you do have to give him some credit for attempting to atone for his sin by seeking to marry her.  But neither excuses his actions or changes the fact that he had seduced Dinah and taken away her modesty and purity in the first place. 

Nor was Dinah wholly without fault.  She knew that it was a dangerous thing to leave the protection of her father’s encampment and go out alone.  And, we’re not told that she offered any resistance to Shechem’s advances.  

Her example, therefore is written as an earnest warning to all Christian young women, especially those who feel the lure of the world or are tempted to yield to the lust of the flesh.  Each of us can help safeguard our own security and purity by staying out of the wrong places and situations.

When Jacob heard the terrible news about Dinah, his sons were still in the fields with his livestock.  So he kept quiet about it until they came home.  Why?  Why would he remain silent and wait for his sons to come and resolve the matter?  Why doesn’t he immediately go and confront Shechem?

Some have suggested that Jacob was scared of Shechem, and he trusted his sons, rather than God, to find a way out of this mess.  A few have expressed the opinion that since Dinah was his daughter by Leah, the less favored wife, Jacob just didn’t care as much.  On the other extreme, some have maintained that Jacob was so stricken with grief he wasn’t really able to do anything at all for a time.

But I think Jacob’s character and past actions give us a better clue.  Remember, this was this the same cunning Jacob, who’d deceived his father and stole Esau’s blessing.  This was the consummate wheeler-dealer who matched wits with Laban.  He wasn’t about to respond until he had the upper hand, or at the very least, some advantage.  So he held his tongue until his sons returned.

When they heard the news, the sons were furious, particularly Simeon and Levi, two of Dinah’s full brothers.  To violate a virgin or another man’s wife was a horrible, disgraceful thing.  But sadly, the brothers’ response indicates that they were more upset by the loss of family honor than the welfare of their sister.

Following their father’s lead, Jacob’s sons held their tongues.  Instead of instantly retaliating, they pretended to negotiate with Hamor for Dinah’s hand in marriage.  Hamor offered Canaanite women as wives and free access to his land.  Motivated by lust and love, Shechem upped the ante, offering a blank check.

On the surface, it doesn’t sound like such a bad deal.  The brothers would get some wives.  They’d have a place to graze their herds.  They’d be able to acquire their own land.  They wouldn’t have to fight, but would gain new allies.  And they’d get a bunch of cash besides.  All they’d have to do was to sacrifice their sister’s honor.  Oh, and give up God’s covenant promises.  

That’s what really was at stake here.  If this series of intermarriage took place, Abraham’s family would lose its identity.  They’d be mixed in with the pagan Canaanites that God promised to drive away.  In the process, they would likely fall away from God and God’s covenant promise would be lost.

Jacob’s sons presented a counterproposal.  If Hamor, Shechem, and all their men were circumcised, they would allow the marriage to be consummated.  

It appeared to be a fair request.  And it was technically true.  In order to marry a Jewish women, a foreigner would first have to be circumcised.  But what did circumcision mean?  Was it only an outward action, a hoop to jump through?  

No, it was much more than a simple same-day surgical procedure.  It meant entering into a covenant relationship with the Lord God, Yahweh.  It was a sign of trust in His promises.  But Jacob’s sons said nothing about its real meaning.  They took the sign of God’s covenant and corrupted it to their wicked ends.  

Hamor and Shechem agreed to the plan and headed back to the city gate where important agreements were normally decided.  The men of the city were persuaded that they would gain Israel’s livestock, property, and others animals.

Motivated by greed, the men of Shechem agreed to be circumcised.  And while they were still recovering, when the soreness and fever from infection were at their worst, Simeon and Levi struck.  Their revenge was swift and vicious.  Not only Hamor and Shechem, but every male was put to death.  

The initial vengeance was followed by looting: “They seized their flocks and herds and donkeys and everything else of theirs in the city and out in the fields.  They carried off all their wealth and all their women and children, taking as plunder everything in the houses.”

The spiral of violence is hard to stop once it begins!  Even Jacob realized his sons’ rash actions could provoke the surrounding nations: “We are few in number, and if they join forces against me, I and my household will be destroyed.”

God’s covenant was once again placed in danger.  If the neighboring nations had decided to avenge the Shechemites, Jacob’s entire family could’ve been wiped out.  The line of the Promised Seed could’ve been brought to an end.

But the brothers were more concerned about their family honor than God’s promise to bless the world through their family.  They justified their sinful action, implying that all the Canaanite men generally would’ve treated their sister as Shechem had done, and therefore they felt it their duty to revenge the wrong.  

But they conveniently passed over Shechem’s offer of atonement for his crime and their own terrible guilt.  The fact the other men do us wrong can never excuse our doing wrong in return.  One sin cannot be erased by another sin.

But once again, God intervened, using even the evil deeds of men to promote His own plan.  Jacob finally realized that he could no longer stay near Shechem.  He needed to get back to where he belonged.  He was ready to obey God’s directive: “Go up to Bethel and settle there, and build an altar there to God.”

About thirty years earlier, Jacob had stopped at this place on his flight from Esau.  After dreaming of the stairway into heaven, Jacob had erected a stone pillar, and made a vow to God.  God had kept His part of the bargain.  He’d not only sustained Jacob and his family, he’d made Jacob’s family large and prosperous.  But Jacob had not followed through on his vow.  He had not returned to Bethel to build an altar to the Lord, and in fact, his family was not worshiping only the Lord.

Realizing how far he had fallen away from the Lord, Jacob immediately instructed his household, “Get rid of the foreign gods you have with you.”

This command might surprise us.  What was Jacob’s family doing with foreign gods?  Why hadn’t they given them up a long time ago?  

The world of the patriarchs, it is important to recall, was very “religious.”  Each country, each city, even private families possessed and promoted their own gods.  To acknowledge and to worship only one god would have seemed strange!

Perhaps it’s still a peculiar posture!  Cars and boats and other things, not inherently bad, can become gods when they’re loved more than the one true God.   Though they might seem more sophisticated than the primitive idols and images, our gods are no more useful or less offensive to the one true God!

Jacob’s whole family responded to his instruction.  They parted with the household gods Rachel had stolen from her father Laban.  Along with these they gave up their earrings associated with the gods, and buried them all under the large oak tree as they prepared to meet the true God at Bethel.  As they traveled, they were protected by God from the revenging neighbors around Shechem.

At Bethel, Jacob built an altar.  God repeated His great and glorious Messianic promise: “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.  The land I gave to Abraham and you Isaac I also give to you, and I will give this land to your descendants after you.”  

Jacob responded with grateful worship.  He built a memorial pillar and poured out a drink offering, a sacrifice of thanksgiving.  

In this episode, we see God is so powerful and in control that He is able to fulfill the covenant and overcome whatever obstacles arise.  God continues to be faithful to His promise despite the character flaws of His children.  God is able to use even faulty motivations and deceit for His glory and to achieve His will, the salvation of mankind through the promised lifeline, the Seed of the woman.  

To this end, God sent His One and Only Son into the world.  Motivated by love and grace and justice, Jesus Christ lived the perfect life that none of us could.  Placed unjustly on the cross by men with faulty motives, Christ exchanged His righteousness for our sin, as he selflessly gave up His life and suffered the torments hell our sins had earned.  He rose again from the dead so that we might have the assurance of everlasting life.  And now He sits at God’s right hand, ruling over the earth and His church as King, interceding on our behalf as Priest, and as Prophet, still proclaiming His Word among us today in His means of grace.

Which bring us to perhaps the most important lesson of this text.  You may not have noticed it when we first read our text tonight, but there’s something unusual about it.  God’s name is completely absent from chapter 34.  When you get a chance, check it out.  Though it’s the last word of chapter 33 and the first of chapter 35, the name of God is completely absent from this sordid chapter.  

When you think about it, it’s not all that surprising.  It highlights the fact that during all of these sinful actions and schemes, God was the furthest thing from the minds of any of them.  All of them were only thinking about themselves.

It’s only after they’ve all suffered through the results of forgetting God and God’s will, that Jacob finally hears God voice speak to him.  Do you think that was only an accident?  

No, Jacob had used selective hearing.  It wasn’t that God wasn’t speaking, Jacob just wasn’t listening for God’s voice, because he was following his own agenda and his own life plan.  

Thankfully God waited patiently until Jacob was ready to listen, until Jacob was ready to get back to where he really belonged—Bethel, the House of God.  And once there, God reminded Jacob of His covenant promises.

You and I can also get distracted by the things of this world, can’t we?  Our own agendas, and our faulty motivations can cause us to tune out God’s voice.  If we do it often enough, we can find that it’s harder to find the right frequency.

Thankfully, for the sake of His Son, God doesn’t give up on us either.  He calls us back to where we belong, to our Bethel, this House of God, His Church.

It’s in this spiritual “home,” where we first heard God’s clear voice through the living waters of Baptism.  It’s good to go “home” to this place where we belong, especially when we’re spiritually dry.  It’s good to be reminded of all of God’s covenant promises, including His words of absolution, His real presence in the bread and wine of Holy Communion.  It’s good to hear His reassuring Word through the voice of His called and ordained servant.  It’s good to have our hearts and minds turned back to God.  

For only when our focus is on God, can we truly receive spiritual blessings.  That’s what’s so helpful about God’s Word and Sacrament.  They are a spiritual “home,” wherever we may find ourselves.  They refresh us when we are spiritually dry.  They provide the spiritual landmarks of our lives.  They help us to focus on God, and in these He gives us true spiritual blessings.  In these, He tells us: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.

