BACK TO BETHEL
Genesis 35:1-5

Une of the most helpful things about the Bible is that it porirays experiences thal are

s6 much like our own. Perhaps God has let us look closely at the lives of some of the
biblieal characters because He knew that we would be so much like them. This is especially
true of Jacob.

Because of his sin it became necessary for Jacob to flse from the wrath of his brother
whom he had wronged. When the fugitive was overtaken by darkness he was in an unine
habited place and his soul doubtless was in & dessrt state. Iying down on the ground,
with a sione for his pillow and the canopy of heaven only for a covering, he fell asleep,
During the night he had a dream in which he received a vision of God. His realization
of the presence of God in that lonely spot was a soul-stirring experience for Jacob,
Awaking from sleep the next morning, the patriarch teock the stonme upon which his head
had rested, erected it as a memorial to his wonderful experience with God furing the
night, ancinted it with oil and called the name of the place "Bethel," meaning “The
House of God." To Jacob it was a sacred place. There he worshipped God, dedicated his
life to Him, made solemn vows to walk with God and serve Him faithfully, acknowledged
God's claims on his life and pledged one tenth of his income to God for use in His
service., It was a real meeting which Jacob had with God, ’

Years passed, and Jacob had his dealings with Laban, with whom he had gone to live, and
by whom he was defrauded of his due. He had deceived his brother and his father and
dacob was paid in his own coin. He discovered from experience the truthfulness of the
statement, "Whatsoever a man soweth that shall he also reap.” Jacob knew that he was
to blame for all that came upon him., ¥hile living with laban he was forgetful of the
vows he had made and all the time he was growing colder spiritually. He became invelved
in meking money. Returning to his old life of dishenesty and scrambling for the things
of the world, Jacob allowed his family to sink into idolatry, to the utier disregard of
God. ' Business and pleasure held him, bub he pald for it dearly. His daunghlter was
disgraced and his sons got into serious itrouble.

These things resulted from Jacob's worldly associations. HMixing with the world is
always disastrous. We become like those with whom we associate., We Imbibe their
conception of things. We follow their example. Another result of association with the
world is the breaking of comnections with God. When God's children lose comnection or
fellowship with Him, they always lose an effective testimony to men. Because Lot dwelt
in Scdom he lost his influence over his children and his fellow citizens. He could not
take out of the city one of them when he fled from iis coming destruction.

From Yacob we learn that it is possible for the soul that has known the fullest revelat-
ion of God's purposes and grace so to drift that finally he finds himself at ease in an
envirorment that is ubtterly forelgn to the mind and purpose of God for him.

Three things marked Jacob's 1life at Shechem. The first was maberial prosperity. No
longer was he a permiless fugitive without a roof over his head or any possessions to
sustain him., Jacok was now a wealthy man. So oftern material prosperity and advancement
are the real cause of spiritual decline. A man purchases a new car, moves inlo a new
house or prospers in business, and soon merely material things assume an importance in
his mind and a prominmence in his thinking to the exclusion of the things of God. The
second thing that marked Jacob's 1ife at Shechem was his spiritual disloyalty. Even
though he had erected an altar at Bethel and outwardly professed his alleglance tc God,
we read that he had strange gods in his household, While there was the outward acknow-
ledgment of allegiance to God, yet within the immer circle of his 1life there was the
acceptance of that which was unworthy and disloyal. The third thing that marked Jacob's
experience at Shechem was moral tragedy. This tragedy not only affected the witness of
Jacob, but also the wellbeing of his own family into whose lives tragedy and sorrow had
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While Jacob was in the deepest distress because of the idolatry of his family and the
wickedness of his children, God spoke to him at Shechem saying, "Arise, go up to Bethel,
and dwell there.” Bethel was the place where Jacob had first come to know the ILord
more than thirty years before. The very word brought back to him a surge of memories
of axperiences that were wriilen indelibly wupon the pages of his memory.

Jacob's absence from the house of God during the years that had elapsed had wielded a
tragic influence over his life, Nobody can stay away from God's house and be as spirit-
ually minded as those who attend the services there regularly and have communion with Cod
and fellowship with God's children.

God's call to Jacob to return to Bebhel was a sad reminder, It reminded him of his one
great experience with God, of the vows he had made, of the joy that filled his soul
years before when God assured him of his forgiveness and protection. He remembered
how he had depended on Gof when he was lonely and did nobt have anything, and then had
yvielded to the temptatlon of Satan Lo depend on things instead of God. Evidently those
memories stirred his soul and made him realize what a terrible blunder he had made, He
thought of the immeasurable contrast between what he was and what he might have been
had he remained faithful. MNany church members today are like Jaceb, both in their
conduct and in its resultant unhapplness, They are simply reaping the harvest of their
own backsiidings.® o -

God's call to Jacob to return to Bethel was also a2 solemm rebuke. God rebuked him Ffor
falling to keep his vows to be faithful and obedient to Him. Like some of you, Jacob
had thought that he could do wrong and escape the consequences, bubt at last he had
ilearned better. After he had wasted the best years of his life in the service of Satan,
he came to the realization thalt sin brings sorrow.

In His call to Jacob to "arise, go up to Bethel, and dwell there,” God was asking him
for the same things that He asks of us. The first of these was immediacy of action, and
was expressed in the word "arise.' (od wanted him te end the Shechem life at once. The
second of these was integriby of life. Going to Bethel meant leaving Shechem; and that
was not just a physieal and geographical change, but it was a spiritual and moral one.
To the members of his household Jacob said, "Put away the'strange gods that are among
you, and be clean, and change your garments: and let us arlse, and go up to Bethel;

and I will make there an altar unto God, who answered me in the day of my distress, and
was with me in the way which I went. Anu they gave unto Jaceb all the strange gods
which were in their hand, and all their earrlnos which were in their ears; and Jacob
hid them under the oak whlcb was by Shecham." I wonder if there are not some things in
your 1ife for which the only appropriate hand?lng is that of burial., The third thing to
which God called His servant, and to which He is calling us, was intimacy of heart.

"Go up to Bethel, and dwell there.” Bethel was the place of open vision and of glad
dedication. That is the sort of 1ife to which God is calling us; the life where we see
Him and He speaks to us, and where in that response we make our vows and enter inte the
fulness of His purposes and will. God was waiting to be with him again at Bethel., It
was as if God were saying to him, "Jacob, you don't belong here. TYou belong up yonder
where I called you, where I first became real to you, where you trusted Me, where I
forgave you, where you came into that close relationship to Me and where you made your
vows of allegiance to Me."

Jacob knew that a person who would enter into the presence of the Lord must have a pure
heart and clean hands. Enowing that they could not go up to Bethel carrying lkmown sin
with them, Jacob pleaded with them for complete separation — Pand be clean.® I you
wolild come back to Bethel, say:

“Lord Jesus, I long to be perfectly whole;

I want Thee forever to live in my soul;

Break down every idol, cast out every foe;

Now wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow,."
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When Jacob said, ¥And change your garments,” he was challenging them to complete
dedication to the will of God. Some of us, too, need Lo come back to Cod in real
dedication of heart and life, saying,

"Back to Bethel, T must go,

Back where the rivers of sweeb waters Ilows
Back to the true life my soul longs to know,
Bethel is calling, and I must go.”

Jacob not only put awsy the idols, but he buried them. He did not turn them into gold
and carry them with him, but he put them utterly oub of sight. We, too, need to tear
some things oubl of our lives and bury them forever.,

Back to Bethel means back to the place of prayer. The prayerless Christian is powerless,
but the praying Christian brings things to pass for the Tord. Back to Bethel means
back to the enthrenement of God in your 1ife, Back to Bethel means back to the place
of worship. WNeglect of worship had created a serious condition in Jacob's 1ife. He
had lived in easy-going distance from Bethel for some years, and yet he had not gone
there to worship a single time. He had lived in open wiolabion of that verse which
says, "Not forsaking the asssmbling of curselves together, as the mamner of some is®
(Hebrews 10:25}. Absence from the house of God had a serious and bad influence upon
ais own life, Ho child of Uod can stay away from the house of the Lord and be as
spiritually minded as if he regularly attended the services there, As one might expect,
because Jacob neglected to worship God his entire family followed his example and their
family situation was deplorable.

Back to Bethel also means back to the better life we once knew. Back to Bethel means
back to active service for God. From the day that Jaceb went back to Bebhel he lived

a life of faithful service., HMany professing Christians were formerly active in the
Lord's service, but they gult doing anybthing for the lord or for others. Since they
have neglected their Christian duties they have not been happy, victoriocus or useful.
There are oo many "has-begens” in our churches today. A1l they want to talk about is
what they used to do. OCh, for people who will actually serve God all the days of their
Christian lives! WUhat a pity that some forget Ged and go their worldly ways until God
permils or sends some sickness, suffering, separation or sorrow inbo thelr lives in ,
order to bring them back to Him and to the path of Christian duty! Come back Lo Bethel
and learn anew the love of Christ and then go out to serve Him untiil He calls you home,

In response to the call and command of Cod, Jacob went back to Bethel., What did he find
when he got back to Bethel?

1. The old protection.

During the days of his discbedience his life was in constant peril. He had to leave
Shechem or his enemies would have slain him. As Jacob journeyed toward Bethel his
enamies ceased to pursue him. This reminds us of Solomon's statement: ™When a man's
weys please the Tord, he maketh even his enmemies to be at peace with him" {Proverbs
16:7). VWhen one gebs right with God and lives within the circle of His will, God
always takes care of him.

"1 know not where His islands

May 1ift their fronded palms In air;
I only know I cannot drift

Beyond His love and care.”

2. The old pillar.

More than thirty years before Jacob had raised a pillar to commemorate his vision
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and his vows. When he turned to that sacred spot, what memories that old moss—
covered stone must have brought back! Here on the same spot he built an altar and
worshipped God. His soul must have thrilled with Joy.

Have you been saying with William Cowper:

"Where is the blessedness I knew
When Tirst 1 saw the lord?

Where is the soul-refreshing view
Of Jesus and His Word?"

If seo, this blessedness and this soul-refreshing view aré just where you left them.
Therefore, go back to Bethel without delay.

The old princeliness.

God had previcusly called Jacob a "Prince of God." HMeanwhile, Jacob had proved his
wrworthiness by living in the wrong mammer, Wanting him to conduct himself hence-

forth as a prince should, Geod called and commanded him te "Arise, go up to Bethel,

and dwell there.”

The old promise.

At Bethel God had promised to Jacob and his seed all the prerogatives, privileges and
blessings accompanying the birthright. When Jacob went back to Bethel the old promise
was renewed with even a greater emphasxs. ¥hat God has planned for you will yel be
realized when you come back te Him.

The old prayer-life.

Verse thirteen says, "God talked with Jacob there,¥ A 1ittle child crawled into his
father's lap and sald, "Papa, is God dead?® The father repiied, "Wo, son, Why do

you ask such a guestion?” The boy mnswered, "Because I den't hsar you taiking to

Him any more like you used to." HNaturally, that father's head dropped in embarrassment.
Do you recall how you used to pray? Have you quit praying? Do you have any power in
prayer? If you will come back to God, you will pray and get resulis. If you will
Tarise, go np to Bethel, and dwell there," you will discover that the Bethel life

will be one of peace, puriby, power and protection. It is the place where the happy,
victorious and useful life is Llived. ' .

"Back te God, Back te God,

Tho' tempted and tossed and hurled;
Back to the Book thalt tells of Christ
The only hope of the world.”



