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1) The Importance of Genesis 50 – This chapter not only closes the story of 

Joseph, but it also provides a climactic statement summarizing the purpose of 
the entire book of Genesis. The theme is stated when Joseph speaks to his 
brothers in Genesis 50:15-21. That same theme is central as the Gospels 
describe the crucifixion and as Paul interprets its meaning. There is much more 
in these verses than telling of the death of Jacob and Joseph. 
 

2) Genesis 50:1-14 – The Death and Burial of Jacob 
 

a) Verses 1-3 – Jacob, or Israel, dies and Joseph weeps as he kisses his dead 
father. Joseph then gives instructions to embalm his father’s remains. The 
term “physicians” used in verse 2 is better translated as priests. The process 
of mummification was a religious rite perfected by the Egyptians and made 
necessary by their view of the afterlife. Embalming was widely used during 
the New Kingdom era of Egyptian history (1567-1070 BC) when Jacob and 
Joseph were living. Mummification was usually abhorred in both Jewish and 
Christian communities and its only scriptural mention is in these verses. It 
was a protracted and expensive process. Secular historians report that 
official mourning for a Pharaoh lasted 72 days. Given Joseph’s elevated 
position, Von Rad argues that Jacob was embalmed and mourned as a king. 
 

b) In verses 4-6 Joseph addresses the “household of Pharaoh,” and repeats his 
father’s dying request to be buried with his family back home in Canaan. 
Joseph asks for a leave of absence that he might fulfill his father’s wishes. 
Pharaoh responds, “Go up and bury your father as he made you swear to 
do.” 
 

c) Verses 7-9 describe the “very great company” that accompanies Jacob back 
to Canaan. It includes not only “all the household of Joseph, his brothers, 
and his father’s household,” but also “all the servants of Pharaoh, the elders 
of his household, and all the elders of the land of Egypt.” The entourage 
accompanied by Egyptian chariots was large and majestic. 
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d) Verses 10-11 recount their arrival in Canaan where they observed “a very 
great and sorrowful lamentation,” which lasts for 7 days. It was enough to 
impress even the Canaanite observers as the Egyptians join with the 
extended family of Jacob in their prolonged mourning. Archaeological 
findings in Gaza provide evidence of Egyptians and Egyptian cemeteries 
that can be found in this same region at this same time. Outside of Scripture, 
this story has some historical evidence to support its authenticity. 
 

e) Verses 12-14 verify that Joseph fulfills the oath he made to his father and 
buried Jacob in the family plot which Abraham bought from the Hittites. 
Following the time of mourning and the burial, Joseph, his brothers, and all 
who had accompanied them return to Egypt. 
 

3) Genesis 50:15 – Joseph’s Brothers Are Filled with Fear 
 
a) “Realizing that their father was dead,” the brothers of Joseph are fearful that 

their younger brother will now respond with a vengeance. Sibley Towner 
suggests two reasons for their fear: (1) Out of respect for his father, Joseph 
could have reined in his anger while Jacob was alive. There is nothing, 
however, in the text that offers strong support for this interpretation. (2) 
There was a cultural understanding that led to an expectation of revenge 
following a period of grief and mourning. Such was the case when Esau 
vowed to kill his brother Jacob following his father’s death. 
 

b) Whatever the source of their fear, Sibley Towner suggests the brothers were 
thinking, “If Joseph has revenge in mind, the time is rapidly approaching 
when that fact will manifest itself.” 
 

4) Genesis 50:16-21 – “Do Not Be Afraid” 
 
a) The brothers report a conversation with their father in which Jacob sent a 

message to Joseph saying, “forgive the crime of your brothers and the wrong 
they did in harming you.” There is no prior recording in Genesis of this. 
Perhaps the conversation occurred but was not reported in Scripture. It is 
possible that a later editor dropped the words of Jacob. Or, perhaps the 
brothers are lying once again to cover up their crimes. Though interpreters 
have often argued the brothers were not telling the truth, Von Rad regards 
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that interpretation as “an ancient but certainly quite false assumption.” After 
reporting their father’s words, the brothers plead for Joseph to forgive them. 
Upon hearing this Joseph breaks down in tears. 
 

b) It is interesting to raise the question of why Joseph was weeping. (1) He 
could be weeping because the brothers persist in their deceitful schemes and 
lying. (2) Joseph could be weeping because his brothers think he is mean-
spirited and vengeful. He had caused them a great deal of pain when he 
planted his silver cup in Benjamin’s sack and then held Benjamin as a 
hostage. Moreover, for a prolonged period Joseph hid his identity from his 
brothers. 
 

c) In verse 18 there is a textual problem that is resolved in the NRSV as noted 
in footnote C by translating the Hebrew phrase which literally reads that the 
brothers “came to him” or “went to him” as saying instead, “the brothers 
also wept.” It is an innocuous mistranslation that solves the problem of the 
brothers being in a different location for the first part of the conversation. 
There are numerous examples in Scripture where the translator creatively 
deals with problematic issues. 
 

d) In the remainder of verse 18 we see the earlier dream of Joseph now fulfilled 
as his brothers bow down before him and proclaim they are ready to be his 
slaves. They seem to be projecting onto Joseph their fears of what he might 
do to them. Once they sold their little brother into slavery, and they are 
asking themselves, why wouldn’t he do the same thing to us now? The 
younger Joseph would relish this moment and would point with pride to his 
superiority, but such is not the case for the mature and wiser Joseph. 
 

e) Verses 19-21 are pivotal for understanding the Joseph story, the book of 
Genesis, and can be seen as a key for understanding all of Scripture. Von 
Rad writes, “The statement about the brothers’ evil plans and God’s good 
plans now opens up the inmost mystery of the Joseph story.” Instead of 
gloating and rubbing it in, Joseph responds to his brothers, “Do not be 
afraid! Am I in the place of God?” Both phrases play a significant role in 
biblical thought. 
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i) “Do not be afraid!” is a theme repeated throughout Scripture. Walter 
Brueggemann argues, “The response “fear not” is the primary way in the 
Bible of giving assurance to those who are frightened or endangered.” It 
is seen often in the words of the words of the psalmist, “I will fear no 
evil.” It is the word spoken to the shepherds at the time of the birth of 
Jesus and it is spoken again in the garden following the resurrection. 
 

ii) “Am I in the place of God?” is a key theme for the E writer of Genesis. 
The question of Joseph places the focus on what is meant to be 
emphasized, and it is not a focus on himself. The emphasis is on the 
mysterious and hidden presence of God that uses both the moral and 
immoral actions of persons to weave God’s will into the history of our 
world. This is a fundamental truth of Scripture as stated by Paul in 
Romans 8:28, “We know that in everything God works for good with 
those who love him, who are called according to his purpose.” God can 
take evil and transform that into deeds of redemption and salvation. 

 
iii) What persons need to fear is not what others may do to them but what 

God is able to do to them and for them. God is the one to fear, not that we 
should be terrified of God, but that we should regard God with reverence 
and awe. In the words of Schleiermacher, God is “wholly other,” abiding 
on a level of ability far above our own, meaning that God can deal with 
events in a dramatically different way than humankind. Speaking of the 
brothers, Towner writes, “God can do more than Joseph or any human 
being can. God can weave them and their treachery into the history of 
salvation. This is the meaning of verse 20 and the entire Joseph novella.” 

 
f) Verse 21 teaches an important lesson. God may be the ultimate force 

drawing history toward its rightful conclusion, but that does not mean 
persons have no role to play. Brueggemann writes, “Joseph’s recognition of 
God’s sure plan for Israel does not lead to abdicating trust. It leads to 
vocation. There is a perfect correlation between God’s will for life and 
Joseph’s work.” So, Joseph calms the fears of his brothers by assuring them 
that he will provide for and protect each of them and their children. We can 
picture Joseph as God’s agent or God’s steward – and so are we all. 
 
 



5 
 

 

5) Genesis 50:22-26 – Joseph’s Last Days and Death 
 
a) These final verses of the book of Genesis do more than describe the final 

days of Joseph. They set the stage for the defining event in the history of 
Israel – the Exodus. Joseph lives to the age of 110. Notice the ages of the 
patriarchs are slowly normalizing. Joseph spends time with his 
grandchildren and perhaps great-grandchildren, depending on your 
interpretation of “the third-generation.” 
 

b) On his deathbed Joseph speaks to his brothers. First, he repeats the promise 
made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and assures them that God will bring 
them up from Egypt to the land of Canaan. Second, he made his brothers 
swear that when they return to the land of their fathers they will take his 
embalmed body with them for burial. Joseph may be in Egypt, and he 
certainly was of Egypt for most of his life. But he knew his home was in the 
land of Canaan. 
 

6) Lessons from Genesis 50 
 

i) Divine Destiny and Human Freedom – Genesis 50:20 clearly affirms the 
sovereignty of God over the events of human history. History is guided 
ultimately by God and yet this does not mean that God controls every 
event. God is not a puppeteer pulling all the strings, nor is God the only 
active agent in human history. Setting aside concepts of divine 
omnipotence in which God monopolizes all power, Genesis 50 
recognizes the vast expanse of human freedom in worldly events. Jacob 
is as fallible as any of the patriarchs, if not more so. The older sons of 
Jacob are lying murderers who come near to derailing God’s promises to 
Israel. Joseph himself is filled with hubris and immaturity. And yet God 
works in each of their lives to fulfill the divine purpose on earth. William 
Temple pictures God as the “master chess player” responding to the 
moves that humans make while drawing the game toward a conclusion 
that will show a victory for justice and righteousness. 
 

ii) Divine Destiny and Human Calling – If God ultimately controls the 
outcome of history, then why should we bother with our bit part in the 
divine drama? Is not this concept of God’s ultimate victory a call to 
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human quietude and an invitation to function as simply bystanders and 
spectators? The preaching of the prophets and the message of Jesus 
proclaim love, peace, righteousness, and justice as the hallmark of divine 
life. If this describes the very being of God, should not godly people be 
conforming their intentions in life accordingly. God desires love and 
justice to flourish in human life and that must be our calling. 

 
iii) Genesis 50 and the Crucifixion – The word of Joseph to his brothers in 

Genesis 50:20 is one of the best ways to understand the crucifixion of 
Christ: “Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for 
good.” The sin of Judas, the sham of the Roman trial, the shame of the 
cruel crucifixion – it was all meant for evil, and it was all the result of 
human sin. God, however, used those evil events for the most glorious 
news of human history: God forgives, God redeems, God promises 
eternal life. 


