
lesser-known women of significance

a little-known nurse / nanny 
 

Did your grandmother get the credit that 
she deserved for the many things she 
did to care for her children and grand-
children? Probably not. Likewise, al-
most nothing about Deborah, 
Rebekah’s nurse, is recorded in the 
Genesis record. Although she was like 
a mother to Rebekah and like a grand-
mother to Jacob (Israel), she is men-
tioned only in two verses.* In contrast to 
this, there are two chapters about the 
other much-more-famous Deborah in 
the Book of Judges and dozens of chap-
ters about Jacob (Israel) in the Book of 
Beginnings. Nevertheless, the death 
and burial of Deborah, Rebekah’s 
nurse, in Genesis 35:8 is an important 
part of a great transitional chapter.  
 

* Deborah in Genesis 35:8 is probably the 
same person as Rebekah’s unnamed 
nurse in Genesis 24:59, though it is possi-
ble that two different women are in view. 

Gen. 24:59-61 
 

24:59 And they sent away Rebekah their 
sister, and her nurse, and Abraham’s 
servant, and his men. 24:60 And they 
blessed Rebekah, and said unto her, 
Thou art our sister, be thou the mother of 
thousands of millions, and let thy seed 
possess the gate of those which hate 
them. 24:61 And Rebekah arose, and her 
damsels [her young maids], and they 
rode upon the camels, and followed the 
man: and the servant took Rebekah, and 
went his way.  
 

Gen. 35:2-8 
 

35:2 Then Jacob said unto his house-
hold, and to all that were with him, Put 
away the strange gods that are among 
you, and be clean, and change your gar-
ments: 35:3 And let us arise, 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. 35:4 And they gave 
unto Jacob all the strange gods which 
were in their hand, and all their earrings 
which were in their ears; and Jacob hid 
them under the oak which was by 
Shechem. 35:5 And they journeyed: and 
the terror of God was upon the cities that 
were round about them, and they did not 
pursue after the sons of Jacob.  
 

35:6 So Jacob came to Luz, which is in 
the land of Canaan, that is, Bethel, he 
and all the people that were with him. 
35:7 And he built there an altar, and 
called the place Elbethel: because there 
God appeared unto him, when he fled 
from the face of his brother. 35:8 But 
Deborah Rebekah’s nurse died, and 
she was buried beneath Bethel under an 
oak: and the name of it was called Allon-
bachuth. 

Gen. 35:9-12 
 

35:9 And God appeared unto Jacob 
again, when he came out of Padanaram, 
and blessed him. 35:10 And God said 
unto him, Thy name is Jacob: thy name 
shall not be called any more Jacob, but Is-
rael shall be thy name: and he called his 
name Israel. 35:11 And God said unto 
him, I am God Almighty: be fruitful and 
multiply; a nation and a company of na-
tions shall be of thee, and kings shall 
come out of thy loins; 35:12 And the land 
which I gave Abraham and Isaac, to thee 
I will give it, and to thy seed after thee will 
I give the land. 
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Mark the points below as correct (C), incorrect (X), or partly correct (▲). 

negatives 
 

The basic question implied in many of 
the negative lines below is this. Are 
servants insignificant? Most of the 
servants in the Bible, including Debo-
rah, are little known, but to what ex-
tent does this mean that they are 
unimportant?   
 

Deborah was a special kind of ser-
vant, a nurse. So some may object to 
her being refered to as “just a servant” 
(A-2). Probably she was more than 
that to Rebekah and Jacob, but to 
modern readers she does not seem 
very special. Nannies are not numer-
ous today, and wet nurses are for the 
most part nonexistent. 

  
Many lines below (A-4, A-5, A-9, and 
A-12) compare Rebekah’s servant 
with other people. Even the summary 
line (A) is comparative. Deborah was 
not as famous as Jacob, nor was she 
as powerful as the children whom she 
helped raise.  
 

That said, it’s important to remember 
that it is only God who is truly power-
ful. The surrounding Gentile cities 
were afraid of “the terror of God” 
(35:5) rather than of Jacob himself. 
Moreover, the deaths of Deborah 
(35:8), Rachel (35:16-20), and Isaac 
(35:27-29) all point to human frailty. 

A (      )  Deborah was not famous or powerful.

A-1 (     )  She is not named in 24:59.

A-2 (     )  She was just a servant (24:59). 

A-3 (     )  Nothing that she said is recorded.

A-4 (     )  She was not as important as Rebekah.

A-5 (     )  Others around her are more famous.

A-6 (     )  Nothing is said about her faith in God (35:2). 

A-7 (     )  There are less than two verses about her life.

A-8 (     )  There is only one verse about her death (35:8). 

A-9 (     )  The main focus in 35:6-12 is on the life of Jacob.

A-10 (     )  There is more written about her death than her life.

A-11 (     )  We do not know if she had any children of her own.

A-12 (     )  She is not as well known as the other Deborah in Judges. 

A-13 (     )  Jacob probably provided for her food, clothing, and shelter.



Mark the points below as correct (C), incorrect (X), or partly correct (▲). 

positives 
 

Many lines on the negative worksheet 
(left) are about how little WE know 
about Deborah, but this does not 
mean that she was little known to 
Jacob and the others who mourned 
for her when she died. They knew her 
well and undoubtedly thought of her 
as an important part of their extended 
family. The fact that she had been in-
volved in caring for infants in the fam-
ily probably made this doubly so. She 
was not known for caring for Re-
bekah’s sheep or donkeys! Undoubt-
edly she helped with various tasks, 
but she is remembered as “Rebekah’s 
nurse.” 

 
Most of the “C” lines below are fo-
cused on the context of Deborah’s 
death and burial. Although there is 
only one verse about her death, that 
verse is part of an eventful chapter. 
Deborah is one of three people who 
died in the chapter, and there are 
other significant changes as well. 
Jacob’s name was changed to Israel 
by God, and Jacob’s family put away 
their idols. The greatest interpretive 
challenge in the chapter may be de-
ciding if Deborah’s death and burial 
(35:8) are more closely associated 
with the burried idols (35:4) or with 
Jacob’s name change (35:10).

B (      )  Deborah’s life was significant.

B-1 (     )  She was known as a caregiver rather than as a field worker.

B-2 (     )  She helped Rebekah, Jacob, and thousands of others.

B-3 (     )  She was a significant person to Jacob for many years.

B-4 (     )  Like Rebekah, Deborah was part of God’s program. 

C (      )  Deborah’s death was significant.

C-1 (     )  People wept when Deborah died (35:8). 

C-2 (     )  Death reminds us of our frailty (35:8, 16-20, 27-29).

C-3 (     )  Her death was followed by a new beginning for Jacob.

C-4 (     )  Her death was the most important event in chapter 35.

C-5 (     )  A tree at her burial site was named in Deborah’s honor.

C-6 (     )  Her burial (35:8) was like the removal of the idols (35:4).

C-7 (     )  Her death probably reminded Jacob of his mother’s death.



worksheet answers  
 

All or nearly all lines on the first work-
sheet are correct with only a few  open 
to question. Some will object to saying 
that Deborah was not as important as 
Rebekah (A-4), since every soul is im-
portant to God. And others may reject 
line A-9 by insisting that God’s work in 
the life of Jacob, rather than Jacob him-
self, was the main focus in 35:6-12. 
Aside from  adding some points of ex-
planation like these, it is safe to say that 
most, if not all, the “A” lines are correct.  
 

Line C-4 is clearly incorrect, however. 
The most important event in chapter 35 
was God changing Jacob’s name to Is-
rael. This marked a new beginning in his 
life (C-3) and was part of the transition 
from the family of Jacob to the nation of 
Israel. The burial of Deborah and the 
putting away of the family idols—which 
are alike in some ways (C-6)—are also 
part of this transition. Yet, it is the direct 
revelation of God to Jacob at Bethel 
(35:9-15) which is the highlight of the 
chapter.  
 

Finally, it is not fully correct to say that a 
tree was named in Deborah’s honor (C-
5). It was a time of mourning which 
probably included weeping for Re-
bekah, whom Jacob would likely have 
recalled then as well (C-7).

So what? 
 

The hand which rocks the cradle rules 
the world. Is this famous line really true? 
To some extent, Deborah’s life may 
show that it is. Although she was not 
Rebekah’s or Jacob’s actual mother, 
she likely helped raise them both. So 
the tears that were shed for Deborah—
and probably for Rebekah as well—in 
Gen. 35:8 likely show that she had a 
great impact on Jacob and through him 
on the nation of Israel and ultimately on 
the entire world (35:11). (B-2) 
 

That said, God blessed Jacob in a spe-
cial way AFTER he returned to the prom-
ised land from Rebekah’s home area 
and AFTER Deborah was buried. More-
over this was AFTER the family idols also 
had been rejected and buried (35:4). 
The new beginning for Jacob’s family as 
Israel, required a clear break from the 
past. Deborah’s death and burial illus-
trate this significant break. So Israel be-
came God’s people, in part, by ceasing 
to be closely associated with Padam 
Aram.  
 

In addition, Jacob’s tears in 35:8 may 
have included his sorrow for having de-
ceived his father and never seeing his 
mother alive again as a result. (See 
chapter 27.) If so, the Lord blessed 
Jacob as he repented.

applications

Apply the points which you believe are most important or seem most needful. 


