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Part 68 – The Patient Faithfulness of God 
 
Genesis 35:16-29 (chapter 36) 
Chapter 35 of Genesis concludes by drawing the curtain on the account 
of Jacob’s life. Though he will not die for years to come, the narrative 
focus now shifts toward his descendants, especially Joseph. This 
section of chapter 35 consists mainly of three events: The birth of 

Benjamin and death of Rachel (vv. 16-21), Reuben’s outrageous sin at Eder (vv. 21-22a), and the death of 
Isaac at Hebron (vv. 27-29).  
 
Some saints fly, as it were, into glory. Others walk. Still others limp into the kingdom. It is safe to say that 
Jacob limped in his final years. His struggle with the LORD had left him with a physical limp, of course. But 
that same impulse to struggle made his life an uneven testimony at best. There are moments when Jacob 
is an example to follow. And yet how often have we witnessed Jacob soar only to see him come crashing 
down to the ground spectacularly? Jacob proves the point that the hope of believers is bound up, not in 
their uneven obedience but in the patient covenant faithfulness of God. 
 
Even chapter 36 – the record of Esau’s descendants – testifies to the faithfulness of God. The Bible does 
not include idle details. Nor does it tend to record the descendants of unbelievers such as Esau. The record 
of Esau’s line reminds us on the one hand that unbelief, like belief, is often passed from one generation to 
the next. But it seems that Esau’s descendants are recorded in part to give early proof that God would keep 
the promise he had made to Abraham and passed down to Jacob that he would make for himself a holy 
nation of men and women from among all the nations. Even from the line of unbelieving Esau God would 
call a people to himself.  
 
The birth of Benjamin and the death of Rachel (vv. 16-20; 22b-26)  
Vv. 16-17 – As the family journeyed toward Ephrath, pregnant Rachel entered into labor. Rachel pled with 
the Lord for another son (30:24). The midwife comforted her with the knowledge that her prayer had been 
answered. 
Vs. 18 – “Ben-Oni” means “son of my trouble” but “Benjamin” means “son of my right hand.” The right was 
the favored side. For instance, in Matthew 25 the Lord is depicted as gathering his sheep to his right while 
he separates the goats to his left. The Lord Jesus sits, as it were, at the right hand of the Majesty in Heaven 
and so on. Benjamin was the son of the dearly beloved Rachel. He was the only one of Jacob’s twelve sons 
to have been born in the Promised Land. 
Vs. 19 – Rachel’s death, which surely would have grieved Jacob deeply, is recorded with minimal words. 
Vs. 20 – We know that even in the time of Samuel, Rachel’s tomb remained a famous landmark. 
Vv. 22b-26 – The 12 sons of Jacob are listed, not in order of birth, but according to their respective mothers. 
This is an odd way to list them but it highlights the divisions among the sons which would culminate in the 
plan to murder Joseph. These twelve sons were the progenitors of the 12 tribes of Israel.  

 The prayer for an eleventh son for Jacob in Genesis 30:24 is fulfilled in the birth of Benjamin. And now 
these twelve sons will become a symbolic number representing the whole of Israel, even though after the 
time of Joseph there will, technically speaking, be thirteen tribes, eleven full tribes and two half tribes. 
Nevertheless, the twelve tribes of Israel will be the symbolic number for the whole of Israel. 

 It is the same in the new covenant. In the new covenant you have twelve apostles. And even though 
technically you have twelve and then eleven and then twelve and then thirteen apostles with the addition 
of Paul. The twelve apostles in the book of Revelation are symbolic for the whole of the people of God. 

 
Reuben’s outrageous sin (vv. 21-22a)   
Vs. 22 – Here again we see some of the negative fallout connected to Jacob’s complicated family situation 
much of which was due to Laban’s deceit. Reuben’s sinful actions were almost certainly motivated by a 
resentment toward his father Jacob who had not loved his mother (Leah) well or properly fought for justice 
for Dinah. By laying with Bilhah, Reuben meant to supplant and disgrace his father.  

 The Bible is candid – sometimes painfully so – about sin and its consequences. It is as candid about the 
squalor of human behavior. That said, the Bible never panders to sinful desires by explaining every detail. 
The reader clearly understands the sin. In chapter 49 we learn what Reuben’s sin meant to Jacob: 



Covenant Presbyterian Church                                                                                                February 27, 2022 
 

“Reuben, you are my firstborn, my might, and the firstfruits of my strength, preeminent in dignity and 
preeminent in power. Unstable as water, you shall not have preeminence, because you went up to your 
father’s bed; then you defiled it—he went up to my couch!” (vv. 3-4).  

 
The death of Isaac (vv. 27-29)  
Vs. 29 – To be “gathered to his people, old and full of days” is a sort of benediction on the life of Isaac. The 
reconciliation of the two brothers is seen once again in this final act of family faithfulness.  

 Isaac dies and Jacob becomes the head of the covenant community. But immediately the focus shifts 
away from Jacob to Joseph and the other brothers, Jacob’s sons. 

 This serves as an important reminder that what God has planned for our lives is a much smaller piece of 
a greater plan. God’s plan for us often looks far different from what we had anticipated or even hoped. It 
may be that God does his gracious work in our lives for the primary benefit of our children. It may be that 
God acts in our lives not primarily for our direct benefit but for something he will accomplish in and through 
our children. This is why we labor on their behalf. It is why we catechize them and bring them up in the 
church so that they will live under the proclamation of God’s Word and within the fellowship of God’s 
people. Certainly the next great section of Genesis proves that the work God did over many years in 
Jacob’s heart would bear greater fruit in the life of Joseph, his son.  

  
Esau’s descendants and the faithfulness of God (chapter 36)  

 Just as Isaac and Abraham before him, Jacob lived as a pilgrim in Canaan. He was a shepherd. Esau 
and his descendants, however, lived as permanent residents in Edom and prospered greatly. Even after 
Jacob’s descendants were cruelly enslaved in Egypt, the line of Esau prospered. It is reasonable to 
assume that this great disparity between the children of Jacob and the children of Esau was a great 
source of boasting for the latter. But God routinely engineers great reversals. His promise has not failed. 
“Today, in fulfillment of the prophecies of God, Edom is a wasteland, its people gone. Ezekiel wrote, ‘I 
will make Mount Seir a desolate waste and cut off from it all who come and go…I will make you desolate 
forever; your towns will not be inhabited’ (Ezekiel 35:7,9). For her part, Israel is again in the Land of 
Promise.”1 You don’t have to be a dispensationalist to appreciate that!  

 It is strange that the Bible records the descendants of an unbeliever – a covenant outsider – like Esau. 
Certainly, the record of Esau’s descendants reminds the careful reader of the consequences of turning 
away from God. As the writer reminds us numerous times, Esau’s descendants were the Edomites, a 
pagan people. A look at the names listed shows that none of them are derived from God’s name as we 
see so often in the genealogies of God’s people. Faithlessness if often passed on from one generation 
to the next. Though we may want to sympathize with Esau let us not forget the assessment of Scripture:  

“See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; that no “root of bitterness” springs up and 
causes trouble, and by it many become defiled; that no one is sexually immoral or unholy like 
Esau, who sold his birthright for a single meal” (Hebrews 12:15-16). 

 However, an additional way for us to understand the inclusion of Esau’s line is in order to illustrate God’s 
faithfulness to his promise to make from Abraham a holy nation made up of men and women from among 
all the nations. We may hope that even from among the Edomites and their descendants God drew men 
and women to himself.  

 How gracious of the Lord to go about saving such a vast company of sinners throughout the ages. But is 
this not the covenant of grace first ratified with Abraham? The mother promise of the Scriptures first 
spoken to Eve (Genesis 3:15)? Yes! This is the everlasting Covenant of Grace fulfilled in the life, death, 
and resurrection of the Lord Jesus who extends God’s salvation blessings to all the nations. Even through 
the long-lasting consequences of grievous sin, God’s grace persists and even triumphs.  

 While the prosperous Edomites would eventually lose all ground for boasting, God preserved his people 
through hundreds of years of enslavement in Egypt. Ultimately he liberated them by his mighty hand. But 
that greater and eternal Exodus has been accomplished by the Lord Jesus Christ who leads all those 
who believe out of slavery to sin and promises a Land of everlasting joy in his blessed presence where 
our days of wandering will end and give way to that great eternal Sabbath rest.  

                                                           
1 James Montgomery Boice, Genesis, Vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985) p. 849 


