
 Free Bible Commentary on Genesis 32-35: 
 

 

Introduction:  When Jacob fled to Padan-Aram to escape Esau's wrath, he ended up staying there 
twenty years, marrying two wives, and fathering a number of children.  Jacob became rich during the time 
he worked for Laban, his uncle.  When Laban and his sons became jealous of Jacob, it was time for 
Jacob and his wives to go home.  But as Jacob neared Canaan, he was afraid of what Esau might do to 
him. 
 
 

Free Bible study notes on Genesis 32-35: 
 
32:1 - angels...met him - He had seen angels on his way to Haran, and now again on his return.  Are 
some people more attuned to the unseen spiritual realities?  Jacob may have been one of them.  Both 
encounters with angels mark spiritual turning points in Jacob's life.  In the first case, Jacob establishes his 
own relationship with the God of his fathers.  In the second, Jacob matures in spirit and becomes more 
qualified as the father of the chosen nation. 
 
Other scriptures mention angels going throughout the earth - Zechariah 1:8-11.  "The angel of the LORD 
encamps around those who fear him, and he delivers them" - Psalm 34:7. 
 
A story from the Congo illustrates this.  During the terrible civil war of the '60's, armies went about robbing 
and raping.  The treasurer of a local congregation of the church heard that soldiers were nearing his 
village.  He knew that they would take the church's money.  He took the money for safekeeping, told a few 
trusted people, and slipped out into the bush at night, trying to get as far from the village as possible.   
When his strength gave out, he prayed to God, lay down on the ground and slept.   
 
Months later when it was safe to return, the man brought the church funds back to his home village.  
Some of the church members met him shamefacedly and told him this story:   
 
"We knew when you left with the money.  Satan got into our hearts and we decided to follow you, kill you 
and take the money.  We followed you until you stopped to sleep.  But we could not get close to you 
because of the soldiers all around you who were guarding you."  
 
32:2 - Mahanaim means "Two Companies" or "Two Camps" (NASB and NIV text notes). 
 
32:3 - Jacob sent messengers - It was better to approach Esau in the most conciliatory way possible, 
rather than just suddenly show up without knowing how Esau would react. 
 
32:5 - that I may find favor in your eyes - This is Jacob's way of asking forgiveness.  It was good for Jacob, 
who had been so high-handed earlier in his life, to go through an experience that humbled him. 
 
32:6 - Esau...coming [with] four hundred men - God let this trial be very real to Jacob in order to humble 
him and change him.  God disciplines those he loves - Hebrews 12:5-11; James 1:2-4. 
 
32:9 - Jacob prayed - This trial drove Jacob closer to God than Jacob had been before.  We don't like 
trials, but if a trial does that for us, it is worthwhile. 
 
who said to me, "Go back...and I will make you prosper" -   
Faced with a difficult situation, Jacob remembers what God has told him.  Faith in God's statements and 
promises keeps us on a steady course during anxious situations.  We can remain at peace because of 
what God has said.  When I face a trial, I need to ask myself, "What has God said to me that I can hold on 
to right now?"  I need to remember 1) the general promises in God's word; 2) how God has dealt with me 
in the past; and 3) what I have gathered about God's purpose for my life.  All these things help me keep 
my grip. 
 
32:10 - I am unworthy... - Jacob has a new humility.  These trials are deepening him spiritually. 
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I have become two groups - He gratefully acknowledges that God has done for him what God promised at 
Bethel 20 years earlier.  Part of God's promise was that God would bring Jacob safely back to his home, 
and this is what Jacob is hoping for in the face of danger from Esau. 
 
32:12 - make you prosper...make your descendants like the sand of the sea - To the extent that Jacob 
could rest on this promise, he could be sure he and his family would survive the encounter with Esau.  
Fear can take over only to the extent that we are not completely trusting God's promises. 
 
32:13 - selected a gift - Jacob did what he could by 1) dividing his household into two companies for 
greater safety, 2) praying, and 3) sending presents to soften Esau's heart. 
 
32:24 - man wrestled with him - This was an angel of God in the form of a man.  This is another pivotal 
encounter with God in Jacob's life.  We wonder why the angel wrestled with Jacob, and why he limited 
himself to allow Jacob to prevail, even though the angel could overcome Jacob at any time with a touch.  
We may learn from this story that God wants us to be real persons, not afraid to express ourselves to 
God, not afraid to assert ourselves.  Jesus teaches persistence in prayer - Luke 18:1-8; 11:5-8. 
 
32:26 - daybreak - The angel seems not to want to be seen in the light of day. 
 
I will not let you go unless you bless me - There are definitely times when cannot do what we want 
because we are praying contrary to God’s will.  But there are other times when we would have been 
blessed if we had persisted in prayer. 
 
32:27 - What is your name - The name was important if Jacob was to be blessed. 
 
32:28 - name no longer...Jacob - the Supplanter - but Israel (meaning "He Struggles with God" - NIV text 
note). In Hebrew thinking the name of a person stood for the person himself.  A change in name could 
symbolize a change in character or destiny.  Sometimes people who are trying to make major change in 
their lives, or who are passing through a transition, will change their names, or drop one of their names 
and start using another. 
 
32:29 - Why do you ask my name?  Hebrews believed that to know one's name is to acquire power over 
that person.  The angel was not going to give Jacob that concession.  Or the angel may be saying, "Why 
do you ask when you know I am God (God's representative)?"  But Jacob did get his blessing. 
 
32:30 - Peniel - Meaning, "The Face of God" (NIV text note). 
 
I saw God face to face - Jacob did not see the fullness of God, since no one can do that and live - Exodus 
33:20;  1 Timothy 6:16;  John 1:18.  But Jacob did see an angel who stood in place of God as God's direct 
representative.  Jacob was dealing with God.  This seems to have been a time of great spiritual growth for 
Jacob.  Often we grow most during times of crisis and trial. 
 
33:2 - Rachel and Joseph in the rear - in the safest place, since he loved them most. 
 
33:3 - He himself went on ahead - He did the thing a man should do, facing the danger ahead of his 
family. 
 
bowed down to the ground seven times - There is a new humility in Jacob. 
 
Esau ran...embraced him - When things come, they are often not nearly as bad as our fears had made 
them.  Esau's anger had abated.  We do not know if this was the result of Jacob's humility and the waves 
of gifts sent to Esau, or whether it had happened over the passing of time.  Sometimes incidents which 
seem very bitter in our younger years come into a different perspective as we mature and gain experience 
about what matters.  Also as we grow older, family becomes dearer. 
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33:9 - I already have plenty - Even though Jacob had stolen the blessing, Esau had prospered.  This may 
have been God's way of removing trouble from Jacob. 
 
33:10 - like seeing the face of God - Seeing Esau's face no longer angry was a tremendous blessing to 
Jacob. 
 
33:14 - come to my lord in Seir - Seir is in Edom, the land populated by Esau and his descendants.  We 
have no record that Jacob actually went to Seir as he promised Esau.  Some people think Jacob is still the 
deceiver here.  But it is possible that Jacob did go to Seir and visit with Esau on his way to Succoth.  The 
writer may have omitted this detail to keep his account brief. 
 
33:17 - Succoth - [means "shelters" - NIV text note].  Jacob sets up a more permanent camp here and 
may have stayed for several years. 
 
33:20 - altar - The ordeal with Esau had made Jacob more conscious of his relationship with God.  He 
gives thanks here to God for keeping him and his family safe and bringing them home as God had 
promised.  It is good not just to ask God for help, but to thank him for the help he gives. 
 
El Elohe Israel - "God, the God of Israel" - NASB text note.  God has truly become Jacob's God at this 
point. 
 
34:2 - violated her - [NASB:  lay with her by force].  It is not certain how much force was used.  The 
Hebrew text literally means he "humbled her."  Whether this was rape or seduction or something in 
between we cannot be sure. 
 
34:3 - heart was drawn to Dinah... spoke tenderly to her - It is at least to Shechem's credit that he did not 
just cast her off after using her, as Amnon did Tamar (2 Samuel 13:1-19). 
 
34:5 - defiled - This shows how God's people at this period of time viewed sex outside of marriage.  Illicit 
relations are morally unclean - Hebrews 13:4.  The sexually immoral person sins against his own body - 1 
Corinthians 6:18.  In God's fuller revelation in the Christian scriptures, we realize that immoral sex is just 
as defiling for the man as for the woman. 
 
God commands us to "flee" from illicit sex - 1 Corinthians 6:18-20 - and to use our body in a way that 
honors God.  But it should be added that where immoral relations have already occurred, cleansing and 
forgiveness are available through the blood of Christ - 1 Corinthians 6:9-11;  1 John 1:7-9. 
 
34:25 - in pain - unable to defend themselves well. 
 
34:30 - brought trouble on me - The Canaanites, seeing Jacob's family as outsiders who had attacked 
fellow Canaanites, would have wanted to attack Jacob and take vengeance. 
 
35:1 - Go up to Bethel...build an altar - God directs Jacob into a way that will lead to blessing and 
protection.  Years before, when Jacob was fleeing from Esau, Jacob saw at Bethel a vision of angels and 
received promises from God.  Jacob promised God that Bethel would be God's house (place of worship). 
Now it was time to fulfill that promise. 
 
35:2 - Get rid of the foreign gods - If you want to approach the true God, a first step is to cleanse yourself 
of things that are offensive to God.  When God first accepted Israel in a national covenant, he said to 
them, "Consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy" - Leviticus 11:44, 45; 19:2; 20:26. 
 
To be holy is to be set apart from the world, to be cleansed and special for God.  In the New Testament, 
the process of becoming holy is called "sanctification."  Legally speaking, we are made holy by the blood 
of Christ at our conversion.  But God also expects us to become experientially holy by putting out of our 
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lives the things that defile us and displease God - Ephesians 4:22-32; Colossians 3:5-14. 
 
It is absolutely necessary to do this if we are to walk with a holy God - 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1; 2 Timothy 
2:19-22.  We would see a wonderful new closeness to God, a wonderful moving of God's power in the 
church if we took these scriptures more seriously.  God is waiting to do great things through us until we 
do. 
 
35:3 - who answered me in the day of my distress - Jacob is grateful to God for saving and helping him.  It 
is right to return thanks to God. 
 
35:4 - foreign gods...rings in their ears - These gods would have been pagan occult deities.  People kept 
small idols with them for protection and good luck.  The rings may have also had pagan significance.  
Jacob and his family knew very well that these things did not mix with the worship of the true God.  What 
things do you need to take out of your life? 
 
35:5 - terror of God fell upon the towns - God has many ways of protecting his children. 
 
35:6 - came to...Bethel - It is fitting that Jacob come back here where his relationship with God began. 
 
35:8 - Deborah, Rebekah's nurse - She had been sent from Padan-Aram with Rebekah when Rebekah 
agreed to go to Canaan and become Isaac's wife. 
 
35:10 - your name will be Israel - A reminder of what the angel had told Jacob when he wrestled with him. 
 
35:11, 12 - nation...land - God repeats to Jacob the promises he had made to Abraham and Isaac and to 
Jacob on his journey to Haran. 
 
35:16 - Ephrath - Another name for Bethlehem. 
 
35:17 - another son - Rachel had been childless for a long time before bearing Joseph.  She had wanted 
children so much and now God gives her another child. 
 
35:18 - Ben-Oni means "Son of My Trouble" - NIV text note, or "Son of My Sorrow" - NASB text note.  
Benjamin means "Son of My Right Hand" - NIV text note. 
 
35:19 - buried on the way to... Bethlehem - One can still visit Rachel's tomb near Bethlehem.  This was a 
difficult bereavement for Jacob, for he always loved Rachel best. 
 
35:22 - Reuben...slept with his father's concubine - Reuben, as firstborn son, would someday be patriarch 
and ruler of the family.  At his father's death he would inherit even his father's concubines.  But he is 
unwilling to wait.  Jacob remembers this sin of Reuben and it costs Reuben his leadership of the family 
when Jacob prophesies about each son on his deathbed - Genesis 49:3, 4. 
 
35:26 - born...in Padan Aram - A general list, Benjamin being an exception. 
 
35:27 - came to his father Isaac - Apparently Rebekah is already dead.  Isaac had not known over 20 
years earlier if he would live long, but he did in fact survive a long time and was able to see Jacob again. 
 
35:29 - buried him - Tradition says that Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and their principal wives were all buried in 
the cave of Machpelah at Hebron. 
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