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Genesis 48 and 49 
February 20, 2022 

 
1) Except for verses 3-6 this chapter is written by the E writers in the ninth century 

BC using Elohim as their name for God. These writers live in Ephraim, the 
northern kingdom of Israel. In these verses the preferential treatment of 
Ephraim and the story of Jacob’s adoption of his two grandsons explains the 
presence of Ephraim and Manasseh instead of Joseph in the common list of the 
twelve tribes of Israel. It is important to remember this account is written much 
later than other Genesis material. 
 

2) Genesis 48:1-7 – Jacob’s Opening Speech 
 

a) Verses 1-2 tell us that Joseph is summoned by his dying father; and he takes 
with him his two sons. When Joseph enters his father’s bedchamber, Jacob 
struggles to sit up. The storyteller does not give the reason Joseph brings his 
sons born to his Egyptian wife. Perhaps he wants his sons to meet with their 
grandfather before he dies. Perhaps Joseph wants to legitimize his Egyptian 
sons somehow. Could it be that Joseph wants his father to adopt these 
grandchildren as his own? We are not told the answer. 
 

b) Verses 3-6 are written by the priestly writers using their term, “El Shaddai,” 
for God, the same divine name Jacob himself uses in Genesis 43:14. Jacob 
recounts the story of the theophany in Genesis 35:9-12, which occurs “at 
Luz in the land of Canaan.” In that divine appearance God repeats the 
promise made to Abraham and Isaac that he will be the father of a mighty 
nation and he will be given the land of Canaan. Jacob’s recounting of the 
divine promise is important in three ways: 
 
i) Of the early patriarchs of Israel, Joseph is the only one who never 

experiences a face-to-face encounter with God and the only one who 
never hears the promise of a mighty nation based in Canaan. Jacob wants 
to pass that promise on to Joseph and his sons. 
 

ii) Jacob is also making the point that Egypt is not their home; the people of 
God are promised a homeland in Canaan. Jacob so impressed Joseph with 
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this fact that Joseph, even with his strong Egyptian ties, is buried 
generations later back in Canaan. 

 
iii) If the Joseph stories were written separately and later attached to the 

book of Genesis, Sibley Towner argues that these verses give the sons of 
Joseph “patriarchal justification for belonging to the list of twelve 
founding fathers and for receiving the promises given by God to the 
family of Abraham.… It puts their claim at par with even the two eldest 
sons.” 

 
c) In verse 6 Jacob insists that the promises were made only to Ephraim and 

Manasseh and no other descendent of Joseph. In fact, Joseph had no other 
sons. Verse 7 seems a bit awkward in this adoption story. Later rabbis 
interpret Jacob’s remarks as a way of explaining why Rachel’s burial did not 
take place in the family’s burial site. 
 

3) Genesis 48:8-11 – Jacob Adopts Joseph’s Sons 
 
a) In these verses Jacob is described as if he is meeting his Egyptian grandsons 

for the first time. Ephraim and Manasseh were born before the famine 
started, while Jacob came to Egypt long after the famine began and then 
lived in Egypt for several years. Commentators calculate that the sons of 
Joseph would be about 19 or 20. It would seem odd if Jacob had not seen his 
grandsons before this encounter. Sibley Towner says this story is a later 
inclusion and comes from an earlier source. Some commentators explain 
verses 8-11 by referring to the blindness of Jacob. Others suggest that Jacob 
is just expressing his joy at seeing these boys again before his death. 
 

b) There is much more said in these verses than the fact that Jacob embraced 
and kissed his grandsons. The phrase used in verse 12 “Then Joseph 
removed them from his father’s knees,” provides the clue to understanding 
this scene. Jacob is adopting these boys as his own. The traditional gesture 
of adoption, used by Rachel in Genesis 30:3, is to place the child on your 
knees or in your lap. That is what Jacob does here from his bed. It may seem 
awkward to have older teenagers sitting on their grandfather’s lap as he is on 
his deathbed, but this event is central in assuring the place of Ephraim and 
Manasseh in Jewish history. 
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4) Genesis 48:12-16 – Jacob blesses Ephraim and Manasseh 

 
a) With the adoption confirmed, the story of Jacob’s blessing takes center 

stage. Throughout the Jacob saga the father’s blessing plays a significant 
role. Rebecca receives her father’s blessing as she leaves home. We see this 
particularly in the blessing Jacob steals from his brother Esau with 
Rebecca’s encouragement. Towner underscores the importance of these 
words when he writes, “powerful words that will shape future destinies are 
uttered by a dying ancestor.” 
 

b) A problem occurs in verse 14 when Jacob takes it upon himself to move his 
more favored right hand to the head of Ephraim, the younger son. This 
important “sleight-of-hand” dramatically changes the role of Ephraim in the 
history of Israel. Once again, the blessing of God falls on the unexpected, 
younger, and weaker son. 
 

c) The blessing of Jacob is directed to Joseph, though it is really about his sons. 
Jacob appeals to the God of Abraham and Isaac, the same God that “has 
been my shepherd all my life,” and to the angel who “redeemed me from all 
harm.” He asks God to “bless the boys; and in them let my name be 
perpetuated… and let them grow into a multitude on the earth.” Jacob’s 
blessing provides a perfect picture of the common Old Testament future 
hope for a dying person. There was no widespread belief in heaven. Instead, 
a person’s fondest desire would be to have their name held in fond memory 
by their descendants. 
 

5) Genesis 48:17-22 – Jacob Prefers Ephraim 
 
a) Joseph objects when his father places his right hand, a symbol of preference 

and power, upon the head of the younger son instead of the older Manasseh. 
But the father will not stand for his son treating him like an old fool. Jacob 
responds by saying that he knows exactly what he is doing, and he has a 
reason for doing it just that way. He offers his special blessing to Ephraim 
because the younger son shall be greater than his older brother. Surely 
Joseph remembers the same thing happening in his own life. Jacob 
announces a positive future for both sons, but Ephraim is the prime bearer of 
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the promise that “his offspring shall become a multitude of nations.” 
(Claypool statement to finest preaching students: “you’ve got the gift”) 
 

b) There is an established pattern in the stories of Genesis for the younger 
brother to supplant his older sibling. We see that in the story of Isaac and 
Ishmael as well as in the story of Jacob and Esau. Now that is happening 
again. Towner comments: “God’s election of persons to receive the promise 
and to convey it to later generations has been full of irregularities, and now 
another surprise is happening before the eyes of Joseph.” Jacob’s prediction 
is a clear reflection of the geographical location of the E writers in Ephraim. 
It also reflects the fact that the most prominent leaders of the Hebrews when 
they return to Canaan are the Ephraimites, Joshua and Samuel. 
 

c) Jacob’s blessing concludes with traditional words spoken to one individual. 
The Hebrew text does not identify whether it is Joseph or Ephraim who 
receive these words of praise. Regardless, the blessing describes the 
recipient as becoming a model for how the people of God should live. 
 

d) In verses 21 and 22 Jacob speaks of his coming death and his assurance that 
God will eventually bring Joseph back to the land of Canaan. In verse 22 the 
Hebrew phrase “one portion” sounds just like the name of the city of 
Shechem where Jacob once obtained land from the ruler of the Amorites. 
Generations later it is that property in Shechem where Joseph’s bones are 
carried from Egypt and reinterred. 
 

6) Genesis 49:1-27 – Dying Jacob Tells His Sons of Their Destiny 
 
a) Towner summarizes chapter 49 by writing, “the poem is an old, orally 

transmitted ballad that the Pentateuchal editors incorporated into their story 
to serve as Jacob’s last words.” In verses 1 and 2, dying Jacob summons his 
sons to gather around his bedside. Functioning as a prophetic oracle Jacob 
proceeds to tell “what will happen to you in the days to come.” What follows 
is a poem composed of statements characterizing each of his twelve sons 
beginning with the oldest, Ruben, and continuing mainly in birth order to the 
youngest, Benjamin. The number of lines allotted to each son varies 
reflecting their importance within Jewish tribal history. Judah and Joseph 
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(represented by Ephraim and Manasseh) far outdistance the others with each 
receiving eight lines of poetry. 
 

b) Verses 3-4: Ruben is the eldest son born of Leah during Jacob’s age of 
sexual vigor as mentioned in verse 3. However, primacy of birth order is 
quickly set aside as Jacob castigates Ruben for his sexual encounter with 
Jacob’s concubine, Bilhah in Genesis 35:22. Jacob characterizes him in 
verse 4 as “unstable as water.” Jacob’s estimation is historically accurate as 
the small clan of Ruben exists on the margin of Hebrew life and contributes 
little. 
 

c) Verses 5-7: Simeon and Levi are mentioned together and negatively 
characterized for their anger, murder, wrath, and cruelty. Jacob foresees that 
they will be divided and scattered. Jacob is focusing on their violence in 
Shechem where they kill every male in the city in revenge for the rape of 
their sister Dinah (Genesis 34). Historically, the tribe of Levi will never 
receive an allotment of land, but they are elevated to priestly sanctity in 
Numbers 18 and Deuteronomy 10. At this point, Jacob’s assessment does 
not square with subsequent history. 
 

d) Verses 8-12: Judah is described in majestic language as one who will be 
praised by his brothers and as one to whom they will bow down. He is 
described as a lion, as a royal ruler holding a scepter, and as one to whom 
tribute is paid. He is pictured as wearing royal garments, a man of physical 
beauty, and beloved by his subjects. It is important to realize that the book of 
Genesis was collected and set to writing in Judah at the time of the United 
monarchy when the house of David reigned supreme. 
 

e) Verse 13: The 5th son mentioned is Zebulun, though he was sixth in the birth 
order. The information provided here is inaccurate. The geographical region 
allotted to Zebulun in this verse is, in fact, the region belonging to Asher, 
and Zebulun played a courageous role in the conquest of Canaan as recorded 
in Judges 5:18. By the time of this ballad’s composition the tribe of Zebulun 
was absorbed by others and the truth of its heritage was not widely known. 
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f) Verses 14-15: The tribe of Issachar lived in a verdant region near Mount 
Tabor in Galilee described as a pleasant land populated by shepherds. The 
mention of hard labor and slavery in verse 15 could be a play on words since 
his name in Hebrew can be translated as one who is hired one who works for 
another. The reference might also be to the practice of Canaanite cities to 
enslave their defeated enemies. 
 

g) Verses 16-18: Regarding his four sons born to concubines, Jacob 1st 
mentions Dan the son of Bilhah. Dan is recognized as a tribe but 
characterized as a vicious “snake by the roadside, a viper along the path.” 
Jacob foresees a violent future and one that is greatly diminished according 
to verse 18. There is little historically accurate data that we have concerning 
the tribe of Dan. They migrated to the north, but no distinct territory is 
mentioned in Joshua 19, which describes the tribal allotments. They are 
displayed most prominently in Scripture in the story of Samson who was a 
member of that clan. Judges 18 describes Dan’s brutal conquest of a city in 
the northeastern region of Canaan, and that may be the source of the 
reputation for violence. The single sentence of verse 18 where Jacob prays 
for the salvation of Dan might refer to their disappearance in postexilic 
times. 
 

h) Verse 19: The characterization of Gad depends on a wordplay in the Hebrew 
language for the term can be translated, “Raiders.” The few mentions we 
have of this tribe in biblical history describe it as a warlike people. 
According to Moses in Deuteronomy 33:20, “Gad lives like a lion.” This 
tribe is given little attention by Jacob and little mention is made elsewhere in 
Scripture. 
 

i) Verse 20: Asher’s description is brief but luscious. The land of Asher was 
located on the fertile coastal plain between Mount Carmel and Lebanon, and 
in our own day is one of the most pleasant regions of Israel. The description 
of Asher is spot on. 
 

j) Verse 21: Naphtali is pictured as a doe with lovely fawns. Biblical writings 
in Psalms, Proverbs, Solomon, and Job praise the female deer for its grace 
and beauty. Naphtali is described with flattering terms, but Jacob never gives 
us an explanation for his kind estimation. 
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k) Verses 22-28: Like Judah, Jacob takes a long time to describe his admiration 
for Joseph and his estimation of his future impact. These verses can best be 
seen as Jacob’s blessing of his favored son. The terms can be difficult to 
translate but the positive force of each image is unmistakable. In the 
sentences of praise there are five different names used for God: “Mighty 
One of Jacob, Shepherd, Rock of Israel, God of your father, and God 
Almighty.” The exact wording of the 1st and 3rd titles are found nowhere else 
in Scripture, while other terms are commonplace in the Old Testament. The 
terms bless or blessing occur five times in these verses as Jacob invokes the 
power of God to undergird and guard Joseph. Jacob’s blessing for his 
favorite son is expressed clearly in the last lines of these verses: “The 
blessings of your father are stronger than the blessings of the eternal 
mountains, the bounties of the everlasting hills; may they be on the head of 
Joseph, on the brow of him was set apart from his brothers.” Like the dreams 
of the youthful Joseph, Jacob goes out of his way to separate Joseph from is 
less favored siblings. But you must admit, for Joseph no better blessing 
could be offered. 
 

l) Verse 27-28: Compared to Joseph, Benjamin must have felt slighted. The 
lines allotted to Benjamin are both brief and vicious. The ferocious future 
predicted here stems in part from the location of the tribe of Benjamin with 
Judah on the south and Ephraim on the north, meaning that Benjamin 
received military invasions from both directions. As described in Judges 
5:14, Benjamin becomes a militaristic force fighting against the Canaanites. 
Judges 19 and 20 describe the frightful events when men of the tribe of 
Benjamin rape and murder a Levite concubine and in response the other 
tribes kill 25,000 men of the Benjamin tribe and ban intermarriage with 
persons of that tribe. Judges 21 tells the unique method the other tribes 
provide for keeping the clan of Benjamin alive. 
 

7) Genesis 49:29-33 – The Death of Jacob 
 
a) Jacob gives directions for his burial charging them to return his body to the 

family cemetery near Mamre in Canaan. This is the same plot of land 
Abraham purchased from the Hittites for his burial. The family cemetery 
now provides rest for six people: Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Rebecca, Jacob, 
and Leah. 
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b) The importance of family connection for Jacob is emphasized in the wording 
of his death as the writers say he “breathed his last and was gathered to his 
people.” 

 
 
Questions for Reflection 
 

1. How do you explain the fact that Joseph never had a direct encounter 
with God, unlike Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses? 

 
2. Towner argues the story of the adoption and blessing of Ephraim and 

Manasseh is written later and then inserted in this material. Do you 
agree? Is this written at a time when the tribe of Ephraim is already 
prominent with the purpose of justifying its place in the Hebrew story? 

 
3. What do we learn about the character of God when we look at the 

blessing stolen by Jacob, the blessing bestowed upon Ephraim, and the 
blessing Jacob offers at the end of his life to Joseph? Is it fair the way 
that God chooses the outliers? 

 
4. Why do you think the tribe of Levi, who will supply the priests for the 

children of Israel, are treated with disrespect by Jacob in chapter 49? 
 
5. Do you read Genesis 49:8-12 as Jacob’s foretelling the future of Judah? 

Or do the writers take history and their own preferences and place them 
in the mouth of Jacob?  

 
6. Is Jacob’s favoritism and blessing of Joseph justified by history and is it 

appropriate? How do you think the brothers feel as they hear these words 
while standing at their father’s deathbed? 


