GENESIS 37:1 – 50:26

THE ACCOUNT OF JACOB

Moses titled this final great section “the account of Jacob” (37:2).  It is an account of God’s working in the life of Jacob and of his sons, through the instrumentality of Joseph.  Joseph is clearly the central figure, but he isn’t the only figure.   God is forming a nation out of all the sons of Jacob.  Joseph’s sojourn in Egypt, and his ultimate elevation to the post of leader under Pharaoh, make possible the preservation of Jacob and his sons, as well as teaching them extraordinary spiritual lessons.  

37:1-36 JOSEPH’S BROTHERS SELL HIM INTO EGYPT

We do a great disservice to this text if we fail to grasp the cause of the animosity of Joseph’s brothers toward him.  Joseph appears to have been rejected by his brothers because of the authority he exercised over them, even though he was their younger brother.  

A number of lines of evidence point in this direction.

(1) the text states Joseph’s authority

“Joseph … was tending the flocks with his brothers…”  (37:2 NIV) literally reads “Joseph … was acting the shepherd over his brethren in the flock …” On face value the text is saying Joseph was charged with the superintendence of his brethren, particularly the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah.

(2) After Reuben’s failing, Joseph was given the rights of the firstborn

While it isn’t until 49:3,4,22-26 that this transfer is formally stated by Jacob (cf. 1 Chronicles 5:1,2), the sin which precipitated it has already been recorded in 35:22.  It’s considerably likely that Jacob would have expressed his intentions much sooner than Genesis 49 to his sons and even begun to given Joseph pre-eminence over his brothers by this time.

(3) Joseph’s coat was a symbol of the authority he was granted over his brothers

Jacob’s preference for Joseph was no secret (37:2,3). The coat his father gave him was regarded as evidence of Jacob’s greater love for Joseph above his other sons.   It symbolised pre-eminence and superiority of rank.  The coat had sleeves going beyond the hands, making it impractical for many of the physical tasks relating to shepherding.  The same Hebrew term used of Joseph’s coat occurs elsewhere only in 2 Samuel 3:18,19 of the coat worn by Tamar, David’s daughter, and in that scripture, the coat was evidence of royalty.  So in the context of the Genesis passage, Joseph’s coat was a symbol of his authority.  His brothers hated the garment and what it symbolised.  Naturally, their first act of violence against Joseph was to strip his coat from him (37:23).

(4)  The greatest antagonism toward Joseph was from the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah while the two brothers who attempted to released him, Reuben and Judah, were sons of Leah.

Genesis 37:2 says Joseph pastured the flocks “along with the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah.”  Reuben, and later Judah, sons of Leah, attempted to prevent or at least modify the others’ plan to kill Joseph.  A footnote on 37:2 in the Berkeley Version suggests that the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah would be less disciplined since they were the sons of pagan mothers, while Leah and Rachel would reflect the relatively more godly training of Laban. 
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(5)  Joseph’s report to his father would be a necessary part of his function and authority as the supervisor. 

When Jacob asked Joseph to go to Shechem to “see if all is well with your brothers and with the flocks, and bring word back to me” (37:14), he was sending him about 70kms into an area previously hostile to Jacob (34:25ff).  Joseph had then traveled a further 20kms to Dotham to find the brothers.  Jacob would not have given Joseph such responsibility unless he had proven his capabilities, and unless he acted under his father’s authority and commission.

(6)  As a type of Christ, the cause of Joseph’s rejection would most accurately be a refusal to submit to the authority of one who threatened personal power and prestige.

Joseph was rejected by his brothers because they deeply resented the authority his father had granted him over them, especially because they thought it should be theirs. The religious leaders of Jesus’ day rejected Him for exactly the same reason.  Jesus manifested a clear authority from heaven, which the religious leaders didn’t have (Matthew 7:28,29).  When they challenged Jesus, the issue was where Jesus’ authority came from (Matthew 21:23).

All of these lines of evidence point to the same conclusion:  Joseph was rejected by his brothers because he, as the younger brother (only Benjamin was younger still), was placed in a position of authority over them.  The rejection of Joseph’s authority, coupled with the spectre of even greater pre-eminence as foreshadowed by his dreams, led them to determine they must do away with him to protect their own position.

Animosity toward Joseph would have continued to build until the situation was explosive.  Now it was only a matter of time and opportunity.  That opportunity arrived when Jacob sent Joseph to Shechem.

Jacob had purchased land in Shechem (33:19) and it would not be unusual for use to be made of the land for pasturing the flocks – despite the dangers because of the slaughter of the township of Shechem (34:25ff).  The brothers see Joseph coming and hastily agree to kill him.  Reuben wants to avoid blood guilt, and suggests an alternative.  Blood, especially a brother’s, was sacrosanct (4:10; 9:56), and Reuben, as the eldest of the family, would be chiefly answerable for it.  He was already out of his father’s favour (35:22) and what he did with Joseph could either ruin or reinstate him.  In the end, Joseph is sold as chattel to Midianite (ie. Ishmaelite) traders for twenty shekels of silver, the current slave price in the early second millennium, and about three years wages for a shepherd.  They, in turn, will sell him to Potipher, the captain of Pharaoh’s bodyguard (37:36).

The brothers put Joseph’s coat into goat’s blood (cf. 27:9,14) to convince their father that Joseph had been attacked and killed by a wild animal.  Jacob is heartbroken and disconsolate.  His children’s efforts to comfort him prove fruitless, and he declares he will remain in mourning until his dying day.

38:1-30 TAMAR HUMBLES JUDAH


Judah marries a Canaanite girl by whom he has three children – Er, Onan and Shelah.  Er marries Tamar, but is put to death by God for an unspecified sin.  As a result, Tamar is left a childless widow.

It is then the responsibility of the next eldest son, Onan, to father a child by his sister-in-law to bear the name of the deceased.  This custom is known as levirate marriage (Latin: levir = brother-in-law).  Deuteronomy 25:5-10 regards such a marriage as desirable but not compulsory.  However, in this earlier time of the narrative, the brother had an absolute duty to marry his widowed sister-in-law, and the father-in-law was expected to see this duty fulfilled. 
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Judah and his sons were reluctant to fulfill their duty, and Onan practiced a kind of contraception every time he was with Tamar (38:9 ‘whenever’ NIV).  This contravened the spirit of Genesis 1:28, the letter of the Levirate custom, and the promises to the patriarchs of many descendents.  So Onan dies because he has resisted God’s declared will.

Judah’s third son, Shelah, is too young, so Tamar returns for a while to her father’s home.  Judah promises her that when Shelah is old enough, he will send for her.  Fearing that Shelah too will die, Judah fails to fulfill his promise.  Tamar determines to take matters into her own hand.  Disguising herself as a prostitute (the normal Hebrew word for ‘harlot’ is used in 38:15, but 38:21,22 uses a different word meaning ‘sacred prostitute’), she seduces the now widowed Judah.  She falls pregnant.  On hearing of the pregnancy, Judah is at first incensed.  He treats her as guilty of adultery, because she was betrothed to Shelah, but has to relent when the truth comes out.

She bears twins.  The first to put out his hand, Zerah, has a scarlet thread put around it, but it is Perez (the Hebrew word for ‘breach’) who is eventually born first.  We will later read Perez’s name in David’s genealogy (Ruth 4:18-22) and so in the genealogy of Christ (Mathew 1:3).

39:1-20  JOSEPH IN POTIPHER’S HOUSE

Joseph is sold by the Ishmaelites to Potipher, the captain of the Pharaoh’s bodyguard.  Joseph has two indisputable attributes.  God is with him and blesses whatever Joseph puts his hand to,  and secondly, Joseph is a diligent worker.  He rises from being an ordinary slave working outdoors to working indoors, then to being Potipher’s personal attendant, and finally to being placed in charge of the whole household.

Potipher’s wife has designs on Joseph, but he refuses her, telling her it would be both a disservice to his master who has trusted him, and a sin against God to give in.  She continues after him, becoming increasingly blatant.  His rejection of her advances leads her to take revenge.  She grasps part of his clothing and loudly accuses him of attempting to rape her.  When Potipher is told, he reacts angrily, having Joseph placed in the royal prison.  That Joseph was not immediately put to death shows some other motive in Potipher that the text doesn’t tell us.  Concern about the truth of his wife’s account is the most likely scenario.  

Many have observed the parallel between this story and the 13th century BC Egyptian story “The Tale of Two Brothers”.  In the story, one of two brothers is married.  In this married brother’s absence, the wife tries to seduce her brother-in-law.  He refuses her.  She then complains to her husband, when he returns, of his brother’s improper advances.  Eventually the truth emerges, and the wife is executed for lying.

39:21- 40:23 JOSEPH IN PRISON

Even in prison, Joseph continues to experience the contradictions that have become his life.  As with his initial time with Potipher, Joseph is given supernatural favour, this time with the head of the prison.  Before long, Joseph is doing most of the “prison warden’s” work.  

Two of Pharaoh’s officers, his cupbearer and chief baker, are also imprisoned.  They each have dreams on the same night that leave them perplexed.  Joseph is able to interpret the dreams because “interpretations belong to God” (40:8).  Both interpretations prove true.  Within three days, the baker is executed, and the cupbearer restored to Pharaoh’s house.  Despite the cupbearer’s promise to speak to Pharaoh on Joseph’s behalf, he forgets him.  
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41:1-57 JOSEPH IN THE PALACE

It is another two years before God’s intervention to release Joseph.  Comparing 37:2 (Joseph is 17 when he has his dreams and his brothers clearly begin to turn on him) with 41:46 (Joseph is 30 when Joseph is raised by Pharaoh), his time in prison could have been as long as 13 years.  In all likelihood it was less.

Pharaoh has two dreams that greatly trouble him.  In the first, he sees seven fat cows eaten by seven lean cows.  In the second, seven healthy heads of grain are swallowed by seven thin heads of grain.  The magicians and wise men of Egypt can’t explain the dreams.  It’s then that the cupbearer tells Pharaoh of Joseph who is immediately summoned.

Joseph is careful to honour God alone as the true interpreter of dreams and His goodness in giving the warning the dreams contain.  He explains that seven years of abundance will be followed by seven years of famine, and a course of action to prepare for the famine years.  Pharaoh recognises “the spirit of God” (41:38 NIV) in Joseph and appoints him vizier (cf. 45:8), the administrative ruler of Egypt.  He is invested with the symbols of authority, given the name Zaphenath-paneah (probably meaning ‘the revealer of secrets’), and Asenath, the daughter of Potiphera, a priest of the sun god, is given to him as his wife. 

The dreams come to pass.  Seven years of abundance allow massive storage areas to be filled through a 20% tax on all grain grown.  The famine finds Egypt prepared and two sons born to Joseph, Manasseh, meaning ‘making to forget’, and Ephraim, meaning ‘fruitfulness’.

42:1-38 JOSEPH’S BROTHERS FIRST VISIT TO EGYPT

This part of the story picks up early into the famine years.  Jacob hears that grain is available in Egypt and sends his ten sons down to purchase some.  Benjamin has replaced Joseph in Jacob’s affections and so is not allowed to go with his brothers.

Although dealing with Joseph, the brothers fail to recognise him.  A minimum of twenty years has passed since they last saw him as a teenager.  Not only would they never have expected to see him again, but being clean shaven, dressed and speaking as an Egyptian, he isn’t recognised by them. 

Joseph remembers his dreams as the brothers bow before him.  His speaking “harshly” to them (42:7) is probably not out of anger or vindictiveness, but to help cover his true identity by taking on a different persona.  He contrives to replicate the situation when they had abandoned him to Egypt by first accusing them and then demanding one stay behind while the rest return to Canaan.  He tells them that the only way they will see Simeon who will remain, is by returning 

from Canaan with their younger brother.  The brothers see the analogy between Joseph being left and now Simeon, and their guilty consciences force them to see their predicament as a reaping for what they did to Joseph. He of course understands their every word, and has to cover his tears from them.

Simeon is bound and the brothers sent home – but not before Joseph secretly returns their money into their sacks and covers it with grain.  An unnamed brother discovers his money as they are well underway on the journey back to Canaan.  “Their hearts sank and they turned to each other trembling and said ‘What is this that God has done to us?’ “(42:28)

On their return, they discover that each one of them has his money in his sack.  Jacob’s reactions to their story and to the discovery of the money leaves us wondering if Jacob suspects they have actually sold Simeon, which begs the question whether he has wondered if this was Joseph’s true fate.  Reuben’s offer of his sons to face the same outcome as Simeon, return or death, is brushed aside by Jacob.
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43:1 – 45:28  THE SECOND VISIT TO EGYPT

Because of the continuing famine, Joseph’s brothers must return to Egypt for more grain.  Judah reminds his father of the terms the Egyptian vizier (Joseph) has set for any further purchases.  No grain would be sold to them unless Benjamin was present.  The omission in the narrative of any talk of the brothers’ imprisonment possibly suggests Jacob had not been told.  Judah offers himself as surety for Benjamin, and unlike Reuben’s offer, this one is reluctantly accepted by Jacob.

The brothers will return to Egypt, with Benjamin, and take some gifts to appease the vizier, much as Jacob brought gifts to appease Esau (cf. 1 Samuel 16:20; 17:18).  Jacob also doubles the amount of silver that had originally been taken down.

Seeing his brothers, Joseph has them come to his home.  They react fearfully, thinking the directive to the vizier’s home is because of the money that unnaturally appeared in their sacks after the first visit.  At the gate to the house, they try to explain to the vizier’s steward that they did pay for the grain and can’t explain how the money was still with them after.

Joseph’s entry is momentary, before he has to leave them, unable to control his emotions.  On his return, the brothers find they have been seated according to their birth order and are astounded.  Further, Benjamin’s portion of the meal is five times theirs. 

Joseph again has the brothers’ money secretly returned to their sacks along with the grain.  But this time, he also has his own silver cup put in Benjamin’s sack.  Soon after the brothers’ departure, the steward is sent after them.  He of course finds the silver cup and the brothers are forced to return to the vizier.  They are convinced this is divine retribution.

Judah is the most affected.  It was he who talked his brothers into selling Joseph into slavery, (32:27), and demanded his daughter-in-law be burnt for his own misdemeanor (38:24).  In the longest speech recorded in Genesis, he pleads for Benjamin’s release, touchingly describing the effects Benjamin’s non return would have on their aged father, finally offering to take his brother’s place as a slave for life. Now at last, the ongoing animosity between the sons of Leah (of whom Judah was one) and the sons of Rachel, Joseph and Benjamin, shows the first signs of being healed.  Even though Jacob has favoured Rachel and her sons over the rest of the family, Judah and probably the others too, would have preferred Egyptian slavery to breaking their father’s heart.

Unable to hide his identity any longer, Joseph breaks down and identifies himself to his brothers.  The brothers are so astonished they cannot respond.  No doubt they feared the worst.  But Joseph is above revenge, and unfolds how he sees and understands all that happened to him, “… it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you … it was not you who sent me here, but God” (45:5,8).  He tells them to return to Canaan to bring their father and all family members and flocks back to Egypt.

Pharaoh promises Joseph’s family land when they return.  They will live in Goshen, a naturally fertile area in the north-east delta area, near to Joseph at court, but sparsely populated by native Egyptians.

As the brothers head back to Canaan, they do so with Egyptian carts, new clothes, food and provisions, with Benjamin receiving 300 pieces of silver on top of everything else.  Finally home, they tell their father that Joseph is alive, and presumably the truth of what really happened to him.  Jacob is at first stunned, but quickly determines to see Joseph before he dies.
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46:1 – 47:31 JACOB GOES TO EGYPT

Jacob’s excitement at the thought of seeing Joseph would have been tempered with a hesitation at leaving Canaan.  He would have heard his father tell him of God’s warning recorded in Genesis 26:2 and would know of God’s word to his grandfather Abraham about his family’s descendent having to endure a 400 year slavery in a foreign land (15:13).  Stopping in Beersheba, his father’s home for a long time may have been to confirm God’s will about the journey.  Here Jacob sacrificed to “the God of … Isaac” (46:1).  God’s answer is an encouragement to make the journey, that God will go with him, that the promise of becoming a great nation would be fulfilled in Egypt, and the seeming contradiction that he would die in peace and be buried in Canaan.

There then follows a family listing arranged into the Leah and Rachel groups: first the descendents of Leah (33 people) and her hand main Zilpah (16), then those of Rachel (14) and Bilhah (7).  This gives a total of 70, but Dinah must be added (71) and five names subtracted (Er and Onan, buried in Canaan, and Joseph, Manasseh and Ephraim, already in Egypt), to arrive at 66, the number of Jacob’s family who actually made the journey (46:26).  Adding Joseph, his two sons and Jacob, we have 70, “all the persons of the house of Jacob” (46:27 NASB).  The daughters-in-law, although members of the family, are not reckoned in the totals, which refer only to actual descendents of Jacob.

Jacob’s reunion with Joseph transforms his attitude to death.  He is now ready to depart in peace (cf. Luke 2:29).

Joseph coaches his family to identify themselves as shepherds to Pharaoh.  This would help Pharaoh not see them as a burden to Egypt, and would confirm their stay in Goshen, a scrub covered plain and ideal for cattle and sheep.  Joseph’s warning that “all shepherds are detestable to the Egyptians” (46:34) was not to distinguish ‘shepherds’ from ‘keepers of livestock’.  He was aware of the antipathy of the town dwellers for the nomad, and did not want his family’s way of life brought into the capital where conflict would be sure to arise.


Pharaoh’s meeting with five of Joseph’s brothers, and his meeting with Jacob, are almost certainly two separate meetings.  Both are carefully orchestrated by Joseph and both go well.  As the Egyptians did not live to so great an age, Jacob would have been unusual and is accorded great respect by Pharaoh.  Goshen is identified in 47:11 as “the land of Rameses”.  This would be an editorial addition because the area didn’t acquire that name until the 13th century BC.  Jacob is now 130 years of age.  He will live in Egypt another 17 years (47:28).

The famine continues to have devastating impact on Egypt.  Joseph continues to overseer the nation, accepting money for grain, and when the money was gone, livestock as payment.  When the livestock is all sold, land is accepted as payment.  Only the priests are exempted.  We tend to read of Joseph’s approach with a question about its’ seeming harshness.  The Old Testament and its time saw Joseph’s actions differently.  Leviticus 25:14-43 regarded the purchase of the land of the destitute and taking them on as slaves as an act of charity.  Slavery in Old Testament times, and in this situation particularly, was different to slavery from comparatively recent times.  Slavery under a good master was regarded by many as preferable to the risks of freedom (self employment), and when offered freedom, some slaves refused to take it (Exodus 21:5,6;  Deuteronomy 15:16,17).  This was how the Egyptians viewed Joseph’s actions, “You have saved our lives … we will be in bondage to Pharaoh” (47:25).

The promise to Abraham about nations being blessed is finding fulfillment here.  The Egyptians are alive and their nation well on the way to surviving a national calamity because of Joseph.  We see a glimpse of another part of the promises being fulfilled as Jacob’s family “were fruitful and increased greatly in number” (47:27 cf: 17:2,6; 28:3).

The section closes with a glance forward to the next block of the narrative, the death and burial of Jacob (Genesis 48-50).  ‘Trailers’ anticipating the contents of the next section often occur in Genesis at the end of a preceding section (6:5-8; 9:18-27; 37:36; 39:20; 41:57; 45:28).
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Jacob wants no burial plot in Egypt.  This is not God’s destiny for His people.  As the years continued, he must have wondered whether Egypt was the foreign land of 15:13.  He has Joseph swear by oath to bury him in Canaan when he dies.

48:1 – 50:26 THE LAST DAYS OF JACOB AND JOSEPH

Advanced age and debilitating illness forewarn that Jacob is nearing death.  Joseph is told and comes to his father with his two sons.  Jacob recounts God’s promises to him at Luz (Bethel) and tells Joseph he is “adopting” Manasseh and Ephraim as his own, so they will be of equal standing and rank with his other sons (and so their descendents will enjoy full status as tribes).  Jacob’s question “who are these?” (48:8), pointing to the sons, may have been a legal ‘requirement’ of the adoption rite.  The sons would have been around 20 years old.

Joseph’s placement of his sons in birth order is reversed by Jacob, who places his right hand on Ephraim and left hand on Manasseh.  The right hand side was the place of honour and blessing in Bible time (Deuteronomy 11:29; Matthew 25:33).  Jacob’s deliberate promotion of the younger Ephraim over the first born Manasseh is a frequent pattern in Genesis (4:1-8; 38:27-30; cf. 27:1-45).  Joseph thinks his father has unwittingly elevated the younger over the older, but Jacob answers the objection, explaining that God will indeed promote Ephraim over Manasseh.  Ephraim went on to become the strongest tribe of all the twelve, and “Ephraim” became an alternate name later used for the northern kingdom of Israel.  Jacob’s promise to Joseph of “the ridge of land I took from the Amorite with my sword and my bow” (48:22) is a probable reference to the conquest of Shechem by Jacob’s sons (34:25-29).  The reference may mean that Jacob had to defend himself afterwards against the avenging attacks of the neighbouring Amorites.

Shechem would later fall in Manasseh’s territory, at the centre of the area covered by the two Joseph tribes (cf. John 4:5).

Jacob then summons the rest of his sons to pray over each of them.  This whole chapter is problematic for translators because of the variant possible meanings of some of the language used.

Reuben, though the first born, is disqualified from such privileges, because of his incestuous behaviour (cf. 35:22).  Eventually the Reubenites settled in Trans-Jordan as one of the minor tribes and are amongst the first to be taken into captivity (1 Chronicles 5:26).

Simeon and Levi are coupled together because they instigated the massacre at Shechem.  True to Jacob’s words, Simeon would be absorbed into Judah, (Joshua 19:1-9) and Levi would be given no area of land, only the 48 towns amongst the nations.

These three are the only sons whose fate is explicitly connected with their earlier history.  They each further illustrate the pain in Jacob’s life.  Even on his deathbed, he is reminded of outrageous acts committed by members of his family.

Clearly Judah is cut out for a place of pre-eminence and royal leadership.  Though not the first born, aspects of the firstborn’s blessing will rest on Judah (49:8).  Judah is the lion (49:9) from whom a descendent will come who rules nations (49:10).  Abundance will be his portion (49:11,12).

Zebulon would be enriched by seaborne trade (cf. Deuteronomy 33:19), while Issachar would occupy fertile farmland, but one day capitulate to others.  Dan would one day lead and would constantly be a thorn in the enemy’s side.  Gad would also settle in the Trans-Jordan and be involved in long term conflict.  Asher would inhabit fertile land in west Galilee and be a centre for rich food production.  Naphtali is like “mountain deer that has been set free.”
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Joseph is to be prosperous and victorious over enemies because of God’s intervention.  This has been the story of Joseph’s life up until this time.  The words “bless” or “blessing” occur six times in 49:25,26, especially manifested in rain, springs, many children and fruitful land.  And finally, Benjamin is to have the successful hunting qualities of a wolf.

Jacob’s final instruction is a charge to see that he is buried in the cave of Machpelah, the burial site for Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Rebekah and Leah (only mentioned here in 49:31).  His time complete, Jacob’s life comes to an end.

Jacob is mummified indicating his high status.  The seventy days of mourning were traditional practice in Egypt.  Pharaoh is pleased to release Joseph to accompany his family on the journey back to Canaan and sends numerous Egyptian leaders with them.  The route followed cannot be determined with certainty, but appears to be that followed by Moses some 400 years later.

Joseph’s brothers become apprehensive about their future, now with their father gone, and Joseph having no impediment to turning on them.  He assures them, and again explains (cf. 45:5,7) how God has used the horrendous circumstances of his life “… you thought evil against me, but God meant it for good…” (50:20).

Genesis closes with Joseph’s charge to his family to make his final resting place in Canaan, when God “brings you up from this land to the land which He promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and to Jacob” (50:24).  Following his death at the age of 110, he too is embalmed.
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