
“God Renews His Covenant with Jacob” 
(Genesis 35:1-15) 

 
 
 

 Last week, we saw how God kept His people holy by not allowing them to 
intermarry with the Canaanites, especially that particular Canaanite who had violated 
Jacob’s daughter.  He did so by using the sin of His covenant people – first the sin of 
Dinah, as she went out to visit the daughters of the land and ended up being first violated 
and then taken into Shechem’s house, and then the sin of Simeon and Levi, who in their 
desire for revenge slaughtered the whole city.  This not only had the very desirable effect 
of separating them from that neighboring community of idol worshippers, but as we will 
see this evening, it became the incentive Jacob needed to move on from there to Bethel.  
But separation from the world is only one facet of holiness.  God doesn’t want us to 
become close with the world, but to remain separate.  But there is another facet, another 
aspect we saw, that doesn’t have so much to do with what things are like around us, as 
much as what they are like inside us, and that is the work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts.   

We see in the Scriptures that from time to time the Lord needed to revive His 
people, even when they were living separate from the nations around them.  The reason 
was that they often fell into periods of spiritual declension.  We know that this happens 
from our own experience.  The sin in our hearts – that corruption that we have in us that 
those in the world also have – loves the world and draws us out after the world.  And 
unless the Spirit daily revives and refreshes our hearts with His gracious work, that work 
which makes us love God, we will eventually fall away from Him.  This is why we need 
to spend time every day in God’s Word and prayer, for these are the ways in which He 
gives us this gracious reviving work of His Spirit.   

What we see in our text this evening is this very work of God’s Spirit happening 
in Jacob, and in his household.  God had separated him from the Canaanites – from the 
world – virtually against his will – which God sometimes has to do to us – and now He 
was going to revive him, as He prepared to renew His covenant with him.  What I want 
us to see from this passage are three things:  1) First, God’s call to Jacob to return to 
Bethel to renew His covenant with Him, and along with this, His giving the reviving and 
renewing work of His Spirit to Jacob and his household, 2) second, God’s renewing of 
that covenant with Jacob, and 3) third, Jacob’s response of faith to God’s gracious 
promises.  And as we consider this work of God in Jacob’s life this evening, let’s not 
forget why the Lord did this:  it was to continue to move His plan forward to bring His 
Son into the world.   

Now first, we see God call Jacob to return to Bethel to renew the covenant with 
him, and with this, His work of reviving Jacob and his household.  From this we see that 
when God prepares to renew His covenant with us, He first renews our hearts by reviving 
them by His Spirit.  We read in verse one, “Then God said to Jacob, ‘Arise, go up to 
Bethel, and live there, and make an altar there to God, who appeared to you when you 
fled from your brother Esau.”  Now here is the command, the call.  And Jacob 
immediately obeys.  But besides his obedience to this command, we also see a purging 
take place – a purging of his household of their foreign gods.  Apparently, Jacob had 
allowed those who lived in his house to have idols.  These may have been the idols which 
Rachel stole.  Or they might have been idols that his servants brought from Paddan-aram.  
Or they might have been bought in the land where they were now living.  But we know at 
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least this much, that Jacob was tolerating the presence of these idols in his household, 
something which he obviously should not have done.  Now it shouldn’t surprise us that 
he did this, especially when we consider how weak he seemed in dealing righteously with 
the violation of his daughter Dinah.  But the point is that after God called him to move to 
Bethel, he was no longer going to tolerate them.  They needed to go.  And so he ordered 
his household to put them away – to get rid of them – along with all their relics of 
idolatry, such as their ear rings, and to purify themselves – not only symbolically in the 
changing of their garments, but also in their hearts – because they were going up to 
Bethel, the place where the Lord had appeared to him many years ago, the same Lord 
who had kept him and fulfilled His promise to him.  This change of heart indicates a 
reviving of Jacob’s heart, because it’s really only the Spirit of God who ever brings about 
this kind of change.  But he wasn’t the only one who experienced it.  When his household 
received the order, they willingly gave up their gods and their religious symbols, and 
Jacob hid them under the oak that was near Shechem, leaving the symbols of idolatry 
with the people who were destroyed by God for their idolatry.  Idols are very dangerous, 
which is why our God also calls us to give up our idols from time to time.  The things of 
the world can get into our hearts and affections as well, so that we can even love them 
more than God for a time.  But He is faithful not to leave us in this condition.  From time 
to time He moves on our hearts, first, to show us the danger of these things, and then 
second, to purge us from them, so that He might renew His covenant with us, so that we 
don’t eventually perish along with the rest of the world.   

And so God called Jacob to go to Bethel and gave him His Spirit so that he would.  
But the Lord also protected him.  Remember that one of the things that paralyzed Jacob 
when it came to dealing with Dinah’s violation was his fear of the people who lived 
around him.  He was terrified of them.  But he really didn’t need to worry.  The Lord was 
his shield.  He was going to take care of him.  He had to if He was to fulfill His covenant 
with Jacob.  Instead of leaving Jacob to be terrified by the people, He instead caused the 
people to be terrified of Him.  Jacob shouldn’t have worried, but he did.  Fear can often 
paralyze us in our service to the Lord as well.  But we, like Jacob, really don’t have any 
reason to fear, because if God is for us, who can be against us?  As we saw this morning, 
God is sovereign, and even if He does allow something to harm us, He will work even 
that ultimately for our good.  In Christ, we can be bold, because of God’s promise.  God 
called Jacob to go to Bethel, and Jacob went under the protection of God.  If God calls us 
to do something, He will also watch over us until we finish that work.   

But then finally, Jacob arrived.  He was now where God wanted Him to be.  The 
Lord had told Jacob many years ago that He would be with him when he left and that he 
would bring him safely back, and now He had fulfilled that promise.  He had already 
brought him safely back into the land, and now he was safely back at Bethel.  Realizing 
this, Jacob built an altar to the Lord and called that place El-bethel, which means the God 
of Bethel, because it was the same place where the Lord had appeared to him, when he 
was running away from his brother.  God had been faithful to him, and now he wanted to 
be faithful to worship God.  But perhaps so that Jacob would remember that this land of 
promise wasn’t the final home for the people of God, but only a shadow of it, or perhaps 
so that the generation yet to be born in that land would realize it, we read about the death 
of Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse.  Death was still a part of the covenant community.  The 
final form of the kingdom of God had not yet come.  Canaan was only a picture of 
heaven, not the real thing, which meant that there was still a heavenly city to strive after, 
which could only be reached through faith in the coming Seed.   
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God called Jacob to return to Bethel to renew His covenant with him, and He gave 
the reviving work of His Spirit to Jacob and His household, as well as His protection, to 
bring this about.  But second, we see the renewing of that covenant itself.  First, we see 
God confirm again the name He had earlier given to Jacob when He wrestled with him.  
Remember, the Lord names him Israel, which means “he who strives with God,” because 
Jacob had wrestled with God in prayer for His protection against Esau and had prevailed.  
Second, we see Him confirm again the blessings of Abraham to him and to his children.  
He confirmed to Jacob the blessing of fruitfulness in bringing forth covenant seed.  He 
said that a nation and a company of nations would come from him, which referred to the 
nation of Israel, which would be divided into twelve smaller nations or tribes.  There may 
also be some reference here to the fact that the Gentiles would eventually be brought into 
God’s kingdom through the promised Seed.  He said kings would come from him, which 
they did – all the kings of Judah and Israel.  And He confirmed again the promise to give 
the land of Canaan, the land of Promise, not only to him, but also to his children.  It’s one 
thing to have the land for yourself, it’s quite another to have that possession given to your 
children, long after you leave this world.  But of course we mustn’t forget that these 
promises look beyond all these earthly things to the Lord Jesus Christ, who is the Seed of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the King over Israel and over all Creation, and the One who 
by His work of redemption has purchased heaven, the real Promised Land, for His 
people.  The things promised to Jacob in the Abrahamic Covenant were just shadows of 
the true blessings.  The reality is in Christ.  To have Christ is to have a title to all these 
things.  But not to have Him is to be cut off from them forever.  These blessings were 
confirmed again to Jacob, because it was through Jacob and his seed that He was going to 
bring these things about.  But of course, we mustn’t forget that when we read about them, 
we’re reading about our own title to heaven, because it was through this promise that the 
Lord brought His Son into the world, who purchased the heavenly inheritance for us.   

And so we’ve seen that God called Jacob to Bethel and revived him so that He 
could renew His covenant with him, and that God then renewed that covenant with Jacob 
to bring His Son from his line.  Finally, we see Jacob’s response of faith to God’s 
promise in his worship of Him.  After the Lord went up from speaking with Jacob, Jacob 
set up a pillar, and then poured out a drink offering and oil on it to consecrate it to the 
Lord’s service as an act of worship.  Then he confirmed the name he had earlier given 
that place, Bethel, or the house of God.  God had been faithful to him, and now Jacob 
wanted to be faithful to God.  This is always the result of revival – it brings about 
renewed consecration and obedience to the Lord.  Holiness preserves the people of God, 
while worldliness and sin destroys them.  God wants us to separate ourselves from close 
contact with the world, and to separate the world from our hearts.  He wants us to be a 
holy people, a people that love Him more than anything else.  This is why He gives us 
His Spirit.  If God did not pour out His Spirit upon us everyday, at least in some measure, 
we would all eventually fall away from Him.  We need to remember that we live in a 
world which is largely controlled by the evil one.  His snares are set out everywhere for 
us.  He knows our weaknesses, just like he knew Jacob’s.  But he also knows that as long 
as we walk closely with God, he really can’t hurt us.  Let’s learn from this to renew our 
covenant everyday with God.  Let’s ask Him everyday for more of the working of His 
Spirit, so that we might walk more closely with Him in love.  If we do this, the devil and 
our flesh will be frustrated, while we will be victorious.  May the Lord grant us His grace 
to do so.  Amen.   


