
 

Introduction to Genesis Chapter 50 

You Intended It for Evil, God Intended It for Good: The Burial of Jacob, the Fear of 
the Brothers, and Joseph's Final Word 

 

Genesis chapter 50 is the final chapter of the book of Genesis — the conclusion of the patriarchal 
narratives, the resolution of the Joseph story, and the last word of the book that began with the 
creation of the heavens and the earth. It is a chapter of endings and of one extraordinary theological 
declaration that is arguably the most important single verse in the entire Joseph narrative and one 
of the most important in the entire Old Testament. 

The chapter has three movements. The first is the burial of Jacob — the fulfillment of the oath 
Joseph swore in chapter 47, the massive Egyptian state funeral that carries Jacob's body from Egypt 
to the cave of Machpelah in Canaan. The Egyptian court mourns. Pharaoh's officials travel with the 
procession. The whole land of Canaan mourns at the threshing floor of Atad. And Jacob is buried in 
the cave that Abraham purchased from Ephron the Hittite — the first and oldest covenant holding of 
the family in the Promised Land. The oath is kept. Jacob lies with his fathers. 

The second movement is the brothers' fear after Jacob's death. With the father gone, the brothers 
become afraid that Joseph will now take revenge — that the mercy he showed while their father was 
alive was contingent on the father's presence and that now, without Jacob to protect them, Joseph's 
resentment will be unleashed. They send a message claiming that Jacob left a deathbed instruction 
to forgive them. Whether this instruction was real or invented — the text does not say — it is the 
move of men who are still afraid, who have not yet fully received the reconciliation that Joseph 
offered in chapter 45, who are still managing their exposure rather than trusting the grace they have 
been given. 

Joseph's response to the brothers' fear is the theological climax of the entire Joseph narrative and 
one of the most important statements about divine providence in the entire Bible. He weeps at their 
message — the tears of a man who sees that his brothers still do not understand what has happened, 
still have not received what he offered them, still think of him as a manager of a grudge rather than 
as a man who has interpreted the whole story through the lens of divine purpose. And then he 
speaks the words that summarize everything: you intended to harm me, but God intended it for 
good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives. 

The chapter and the book close with Joseph's death and burial. He is one hundred and ten years old. 
He sees Ephraim's children to the third generation. He gives the brothers his final instruction: God 
will surely come to your aid, and then you must carry my bones up from this place. The oath-request 
is the same as Jacob's: when the return comes, do not leave me in Egypt. Carry my bones back to the 
Promised Land. Joseph is embalmed and placed in a coffin in Egypt — waiting. The book that began 
with God creating the heavens and the earth ends with a coffin in Egypt, with a promise about the 
return, with the faith of a dying man oriented toward the covenant geography from which his family 
has been separated and to which they will return. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

As we open Genesis chapter 50, we come before You at the end of the book. The last chapter of 
Genesis. The burial of Jacob. The fear of the brothers. And the most important sentence in the 



Joseph narrative: you intended to harm me, but God intended it for good, to accomplish what is 
now being done, the saving of many lives. Lord, let those words land with their full weight. This is 
the theology of providence spoken not by a prophet or a priest but by the man who experienced the 
harm firsthand — who was thrown into the pit, sold into slavery, falsely accused, and forgotten in 
prison — and who interpreted his own story through the lens of divine purpose rather than human 
injury. 

Father, speak to us about Joseph's tears when his brothers sent their message. He wept. Not from 
sorrow but from the pain of seeing that the brothers still do not understand — still think of him as 
a managed threat rather than a reconciled family member. The person who has genuinely 
forgiven and whose forgiveness is not received, whose grace is not trusted by the people it has 
been extended to, knows that weeping. Let us both offer and receive forgiveness more completely. 

And Lord, let the coffin in Egypt be the final image we carry from Genesis. The book ends not with 
arrival but with waiting. The bones of Joseph in a box in Egypt, waiting for the return that God 
promised. The story is not finished at the end of Genesis. It is pointing forward — toward the 
Exodus, toward the wilderness, toward the Promised Land, toward the Messiah who is the 
ultimate fulfillment of everything the patriarchal narratives were pointing toward. We are a 
people who live between the coffin and the return. Give us Joseph's faith: God will surely come to 
your aid. 

In Jesus' name — who is the ultimate fulfillment of everything Genesis points toward, in whom the 
good that God intended is fully revealed — we pray, Amen. 

 

Genesis 50:1–14 — The Burial of Jacob: An Egyptian State Funeral and 
the Journey to Machpelah 

(1) Joseph threw himself on his father and wept over him and kissed him. (2) Then Joseph 
directed the physicians in his service to embalm his father Israel. So the physicians 
embalmed him, (3) taking a full forty days, for that was the time required for embalming. 
And the Egyptians mourned for him seventy days. (4) When the days of mourning had 
passed, Joseph said to Pharaoh's court, 'If I have found favor in your eyes, speak to 
Pharaoh for me. Tell him, (5) "My father made me swear an oath and said, 'I am about to 
die; bury me in the tomb I dug for myself in the land of Canaan.' Now let me go up and 
bury my father; then I will return."' (6) Pharaoh said, 'Go up and bury your father, as he 
made you swear to do.' (7) So Joseph went up to bury his father. All Pharaoh's officials 
accompanied him—the dignitaries of his court and all the dignitaries of Egypt— (8) besides 
all the members of Joseph's household and his brothers and those belonging to his father's 
household. Only their children and their flocks and herds were left in Goshen. (9) Chariots 
and horsemen also went up with him. It was a very large company. (10) When they 
arrived at the threshing floor of Atad, near the Jordan, they lamented loudly and bitterly; 
and there Joseph observed a seven-day period of mourning for his father. (11) When the 
Canaanites who lived there saw the mourning at the threshing floor of Atad, they said, 'The 
Egyptians are holding a solemn ceremony of mourning.' That is why that place near the 
Jordan is called Abel Mizraim. (12) So Jacob's sons did as he had commanded them: (13) 
they carried him to the land of Canaan and buried him in the cave in the field of 
Machpelah, near Mamre, which Abraham had bought along with the field as a burial place 
from Ephron the Hittite. (14) After burying his father, Joseph returned to Egypt, together 
with his brothers and all the others who had gone with him to bury his father. 

The Context: 

The scene of Joseph throwing himself on his father's body and weeping and kissing him is the most 
intimate moment of the burial account. This is not the dignified response of the governor of Egypt to 



a state death. This is the response of a son who has seen his father alive again after twenty-two years 
of believing him lost, who has held him in Egypt for seventeen years, and who now holds his dead 
body and weeps. The intimacy of the weeping and kissing at the moment of death is the intimacy 
that the chapter 46 reunion of the living father and the living son established. The embrace of life in 
chapter 46 becomes the embrace of death in chapter 50. 

The Egyptian mourning for Jacob is remarkable in its scope and duration: seventy days of national 
mourning. This is the mourning period accorded to royalty in ancient Egypt — Pharaoh himself was 
typically mourned for seventy-two days. The man who arrived in Egypt as a refugee patriarch, who 
answered Pharaoh's question about his age with the self-description of a pilgrim whose years were 
few and difficult, is mourned by Egypt as a figure of royal significance. The covenant patriarch who 
blessed Pharaoh twice in chapter 47 is honored by Egypt's national mourning in chapter 50. 

The procession from Egypt to Canaan is described with a scope that suggests a significant military 
and diplomatic undertaking. All Pharaoh's officials. The dignitaries of his court. All the dignitaries 
of Egypt. Chariots and horsemen. A very large company. The burial procession for a Canaanite 
shepherd patriarch in Egypt is being conducted with the resources of the most powerful empire in 
the ancient world. The governor's oath to his father is being kept with the full weight of Egyptian 
imperial authority behind it. The Canaanites who see the procession do not recognize it as a Hebrew 
family event — they call the mourning site Abel Mizraim, the mourning of Egypt. 

Jacob's sons carry him to the cave of Machpelah and bury him there, just as Jacob commanded. The 
oath sworn in chapter 47 by Joseph is kept. The broader burial instruction given to all twelve sons in 
chapter 49 is implemented. Jacob lies with Abraham and Sarah, with Isaac and Rebekah, with Leah. 
The covenant dead are gathered in the cave that Abraham purchased as the first permanent 
covenant holding of the family in the Promised Land. The patriarchal era is complete. The family 
returns to Egypt. And Joseph lives with his brothers in Goshen, the governor who is also the 
brother, the lord of Egypt who is also the son of the covenant family. 

Plain American English: 

"Joseph threw himself on his father and wept over him and kissed him. Then Joseph 
instructed the physicians in his service to embalm his father Israel. The physicians 
embalmed him, which took the full forty days required for the process. And the Egyptians 
mourned for him for seventy days. When the mourning period was over, Joseph spoke to 
Pharaoh's household: 'If I have found any favor with you, please speak to Pharaoh on my 
behalf. Tell him that my father made me swear a solemn oath: I am about to die — bury me 
in the tomb I prepared for myself in Canaan. Please let me go and bury my father, and then I 
will come back.' Pharaoh responded: 'Go. Fulfill the oath you swore to your father.' So 
Joseph went up to bury his father. He was accompanied by all of Pharaoh's senior officials, 
the dignitaries of his court, all the leaders of Egypt, the members of Joseph's household, his 
brothers, and everyone from his father's household. Only the children and the flocks and 
herds were left behind in Goshen. Chariots and horsemen went with them as well — it was a 
very large company. When they arrived at the threshing floor of Atad near the Jordan River, 
they mourned deeply and bitterly, and Joseph observed a seven-day period of mourning for 
his father there. When the Canaanites who lived in the area saw the mourning at the 
threshing floor of Atad, they said: 'The Egyptians are holding a solemn ceremony.' That is 
why the place near the Jordan is called Abel Mizraim — the mourning of Egypt. So Jacob's 
sons did exactly what their father had asked: they carried him to Canaan and buried him in 
the cave in the field of Machpelah near Mamre, the cave that Abraham had purchased from 
Ephron the Hittite as a burial place. After burying his father, Joseph returned to Egypt with 
his brothers and everyone who had made the journey with him." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 



"Joseph threw himself on his father and wept over him and kissed him": This 
signifies The Most Intimate Response to Death in the Patriarchal Narratives — The Son Who 
Has Been Reunited With His Father After Twenty-Two Years of Separation Now Holds Him in 
Death as He Held Him in Life. The throwing himself on the body, the weeping, the kissing — 
these are not the formal responses of the governor of Egypt to a state death. They are the 
responses of the son whose reunion with his living father in chapter 46 is now completed in his 
embrace of his dead father in chapter 50. The intimacy of the living reunion becomes the 
intimacy of the grief at death. Joseph has not held his father's body with the detachment of 
official duty. He has held it with the love of the son who never expected to hold it at all. 

"The Egyptians mourned for him seventy days": This signifies The Scale of Egypt's 
Recognition of Jacob as a Figure of Royal Significance — the Canaanite Pilgrim Who Called 
His Years Few and Difficult Receives the Mourning Accorded to Egyptian Royalty. Seventy 
days of Egyptian national mourning. The period for Pharaoh was seventy-two days. Jacob — 
who described himself to Pharaoh as a pilgrim whose years were few and difficult — is 
mourned by the nation that received him as a refugee. The covenant patriarch who blessed 
Pharaoh twice in chapter 47 is honored in death with the mourning of a nation. The 
Abrahamic promise that all nations will be blessed through Abraham's descendants is visible 
in the mourning of Egypt for the last patriarch. 

"All Pharaoh's officials accompanied him — the dignitaries of his court and all the 
dignitaries of Egypt — chariots and horsemen also went up with him": This 
signifies The Full Weight of Egyptian Imperial Authority Behind the Fulfillment of Joseph's 
Oath to His Father. The burial procession is not a family journey. It is an imperial 
undertaking. The governor's oath to bury his father in Canaan is kept with Egyptian state 
resources — officials, dignitaries, chariots, horsemen, a very large company. The Canaanites 
who see the procession do not recognize it as a Hebrew funeral. They call the mourning site 
Abel Mizraim — the mourning of Egypt. The oath made in private between a father and a son 
in chapter 47 is fulfilled with the public resources of the most powerful empire in the ancient 
world. 

"They carried him to the land of Canaan and buried him in the cave in the field of 
Machpelah": This signifies The Fulfillment of the Covenant Burial Oath as the Final 
Covenant Act of the Sons of Jacob for Their Father — The Cave of Machpelah Receiving the 
Third Patriarch. Jacob joins Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Leah in the cave 
that Abraham purchased from Ephron the Hittite as the covenant family's first permanent 
holding in the Promised Land. The patriarchal era is complete. The three generations of the 
covenant promise — Abraham, Isaac, Jacob — lie together in the cave. The oath sworn to 
Jacob in chapter 47 has been kept with the comprehensiveness and the scale that the dying 
patriarch could not have anticipated when he made the request. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Hold the Dead With the Intimacy That You Held Them in Life — Grief Is the Final 
Form of the Love That Sustained the Relationship: Joseph threw himself on his 
father's body and wept and kissed him. He did not respond to his father's death with dignified 
restraint. He responded with the full force of the love that the reunion of chapter 46 had 
restored. The grief at death is proportional to the love in life. The person who has loved fully 
will grieve fully. Do not manage the grief into a form that is more publicly acceptable than the 
love that produces it. The weeping and the kissing are the appropriate response of the son who 
was reunited with his father after twenty-two years and who has now lost him to death. 

2. Keep the Oath With the Full Weight of Every Resource Available to You — The 
Private Covenant Deserves the Public Fulfillment: Joseph kept his oath to Jacob with 
the full weight of Egyptian imperial authority. The private request of chapter 47 was fulfilled 
with a state procession, imperial officials, chariots, and horsemen. The scale of the fulfillment 



exceeded what Jacob could have asked for when he made the request. The person who makes a 
covenant commitment — who swears an oath to the person they love about the thing that 
matters most — should keep it with every resource available to them, not at a minimum but at 
a maximum. The private oath deserves the fullest possible public fulfillment. 

3. Let the Covenant Dead Be Buried in the Covenant Geography — Honor the 
Orientation of the Faithful Toward the Promise Even After Death: Jacob wanted to 
be buried in the cave of Machpelah with Abraham and Isaac. The sons carried him there. The 
covenant geography that the patriarch declared as his ultimate belonging was honored in 
death by every son, transported through the resources of the empire, and placed in the cave 
where the covenant dead were gathered. The orientation of the faithful toward the covenant 
geography — toward the promise, toward the land, toward the community of the covenant 
dead — is an orientation that death does not cancel and that the living community can honor. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The naming of the mourning site Abel Mizraim — the mourning of Egypt — by the Canaanites is one 
of the most ironic geographical namings in the chapter. The Canaanites see a massive procession 
from Egypt, observe the weeping and the mourning, and conclude: the Egyptians are holding a 
solemn ceremony. They name the place for the mourning of Egypt. What they are actually 
witnessing is the covenant family of Israel burying their patriarch in the Promised Land. The 
Egyptian resources that the Canaanites observe are the resources of the covenant family's governor 
— the man whom Egypt's mourning was for, who is now using Egypt's resources to honor the 
covenant obligations of Israel. The name the Canaanites give the site witnesses, unintentionally, to 
the extraordinary scope of what the covenant has accomplished in Egypt through Joseph. 

The burial of Jacob in the cave of Machpelah is the conclusion of a covenant geography thread that 
begins in Genesis 23 — the chapter in which Abraham purchases the cave from Ephron the Hittite 
after Sarah's death. Abraham purchased the cave so that Sarah could be buried in the Promised 
Land. Isaac and Rebekah were buried there. Now Jacob. The cave of Machpelah is the only piece of 
the Promised Land that the patriarchs owned in fee simple — the one covenant holding that was 
bought and paid for and legally titled. The covenant family has no other land in Canaan during the 
patriarchal era. But they have the cave. And in the cave they are gathered, generation by generation, 
waiting for the return that the covenant has promised. 

Key Lesson: Joseph threw himself on his father and wept over him and kissed him — the 
intimate grief of the son who held his living father for seventeen years now holding his dead 
father; and the covenant burial oath sworn in private in chapter 47 is fulfilled in chapter 50 
with the full weight of Egyptian imperial authority, a state procession that the Canaanites 
name Abel Mizraim — the mourning of Egypt — and Jacob laid in the cave of Machpelah 
beside Abraham and Sarah and Isaac and Rebekah and Leah. 

Genesis 50:15–21 — The Brothers' Fear and Joseph's Answer: You 
Intended Evil, God Intended Good 

(15) When Joseph's brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, 'What if Joseph 
holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?' (16) So they 
sent word to Joseph, saying, 'Your father left these instructions before he died: (17) "This is 
what you are to say to Joseph: I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs 
they committed in treating you so badly." Now please forgive the sins of the servants of the 
God of your father.' When their message came to him, Joseph wept. (18) His brothers then 
came and threw themselves down before him. 'We are your slaves,' they said. (19) But 
Joseph said to them, 'Don't be afraid. Am I in the place of God? (20) You intended to harm 
me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many 



lives. (21) So then, don't be afraid. I will provide for you and your children.' And he 
reassured them and spoke kindly to them. 

The Context: 

The brothers' fear at Jacob's death is one of the most revealing moments in the entire Joseph 
narrative. Jacob has been dead. The reconciliation of chapter 45 has been in effect for seventeen 
years. Joseph has provided for them in Goshen, has fed them through the remaining years of the 
famine, has been their brother and their governor simultaneously for all that time. And when Jacob 
dies, the fear resurfaces: what if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the 
wrongs we did to him? The fear reveals what has been underneath the surface of the seventeen years 
of provision: they have been living in Goshen not in the freedom of received forgiveness but in the 
anxiety of managed exposure, afraid that the protection of their father's presence was the only thing 
standing between them and Joseph's revenge. 

The brothers' message — your father left instructions before he died — is the most morally 
ambiguous act of the chapter. Whether Jacob actually left this instruction or whether the brothers 
invented it to protect themselves, the text does not clarify. The scholars are divided. If Jacob left the 
instruction, it reflects his awareness that the reconciliation was incomplete and his desire to secure 
it before he died. If the brothers invented it, it reflects the depth of the fear that has been operating 
beneath the surface of the Goshen years — the willingness to use their dead father's authority as a 
shield against their living brother's wrath. 

Joseph's weeping at the brothers' message is one of the most significant emotional responses in the 
chapter. He weeps because the message reveals that his brothers still do not understand. They still 
think of him as a managed threat. They still believe the forgiveness was contingent on their father's 
presence. After seventeen years of provision, after the weeping of chapter 45, after the embraces and 
the kisses and the clearing of the room — the brothers still do not fully trust that the reconciliation 
was real. Joseph's tears are the tears of a man who has offered complete forgiveness and whose 
forgiveness has not been fully received. 

Joseph's response to the brothers' fear is the theological climax of the entire Joseph narrative. Two 
questions and then the declaration. Am I in the place of God? — the question that acknowledges that 
revenge belongs to God, not to Joseph, and that Joseph has no standing to execute the judgment 
that belongs to the divine judge. And then the declaration: you intended to harm me, but God 
intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives. Two actors. 
Two intentions. The same event. The brothers intended harm. God intended good. Both are true. 
And the good that God intended was accomplished through the harm that the brothers intended. 
This is the theological summary of the entire Joseph narrative in one sentence. 

Plain American English: 

"When Joseph's brothers saw that their father was dead, they said: 'What if Joseph is 
carrying a grudge against us? What if he decides to pay us back for everything we did to 
him?' So they sent word to Joseph and said: 'Your father gave instructions before he died. He 
said: Tell Joseph that I am asking him to forgive his brothers for the wrong they did, for the 
sin against him. Please forgive the wrong done by the servants of the God of your father.' 
When this message reached Joseph, he wept. Then his brothers came and threw themselves 
down in front of him and said: 'We are your slaves.' But Joseph said to them: 'Do not be 
afraid. Am I in the place of God? You planned something evil against me, but God planned 
something good — He used what you did to bring about what is happening right now: the 
saving of many lives. So do not be afraid. I will take care of you and your children.' And he 
comforted them and spoke gently and kindly to them." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we 
did to him": This signifies The Unforgiven Heart That Cannot Receive Forgiveness — the 



Brothers Have Been Living in Anxiety Rather Than Freedom for Seventeen Years. The 
brothers have been in Goshen for seventeen years. They have been fed by Joseph, protected by 
Joseph, settled in the best land of Egypt by Joseph. And they have been afraid the entire time. 
The fear reveals the interior condition of the unforgiven heart: not the condition of guilt that 
has been laid down, but the condition of guilt that is still being managed. The brothers have 
been managing their exposure to Joseph's potential wrath rather than living in the freedom of 
the forgiveness he offered. They have received the provision but not the peace. 

"Your father left these instructions before he died. Forgive your brothers": This 
signifies The Most Morally Ambiguous Act of the Chapter — Whether Real or Invented, the 
Message Reveals the Depth of the Brothers' Fear and Their Inability to Approach Joseph 
Directly With Their Own Need. The brothers use Jacob's authority — real or invented — as a 
shield against direct approach. Rather than coming to Joseph and saying: we are afraid of you, 
we need your forgiveness, we do not know if what you offered us in chapter 45 was real — they 
send a message, they use their father's name, they deflect. The deflection is the behavior of 
people who cannot yet be vulnerable enough to ask directly for what they need. Even the act of 
asking for forgiveness is managed through an intermediary rather than spoken face to face. 

"Joseph wept": This signifies The Grief of the Person Whose Forgiveness Has Not Been 
Received — the Man Who Has Offered Complete Reconciliation Seeing That the Brothers Still 
Do Not Understand What He Offered. Joseph weeps at the brothers' message. Not from anger. 
Not from sorrow about Jacob. From the pain of seeing that the brothers still think of him as a 
managed threat. After seventeen years of provision and presence. After the weeping of chapter 
45. After the embraces and the kisses. The brothers still do not trust that the reconciliation 
was real. Joseph weeps because genuine forgiveness that is not received by the person it was 
offered to is one of the loneliest experiences available to the human heart. 

"You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now 
being done, the saving of many lives": This signifies The Most Important Single 
Sentence in the Joseph Narrative and One of the Most Important Theological Statements in 
the Entire Old Testament — The Two Intentions and the One Event. The brothers' intention: 
harm. God's intention: good. The same event. The pit, the sale, the twenty shekels, the blood-
dipped coat — this was the harm the brothers intended. And God was intending something 
entirely different through the same events: the saving of many lives. Both intentions were real. 
Both were operative in the same events. And the divine intention accomplished its purpose 
through the human evil, without the human evil being excused or the human responsibility 
being dissolved. This is the theology of providence at its fullest expression. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Offer the Forgiveness Directly and Clearly Enough That the Person You Are 
Forgiving Does Not Need to Spend Seventeen Years Afraid of Your Revenge: 
Joseph offered forgiveness in chapter 45. His brothers did not fully receive it. They spent 
seventeen years in Goshen afraid that the forgiveness was contingent on their father's 
presence. One of the most important lessons of the brothers' fear is the lesson about the clarity 
and completeness required in the offer of forgiveness: the person who has been forgiven needs 
to know clearly that the forgiveness is real, not contingent, not temporary, not managed. The 
forgiveness that leaves the forgiven person in fear of eventual revenge has not been offered 
with enough completeness. 

2. Am I in the Place of God — The Question That Locates Revenge in Its Proper 
Domain: Joseph's first response to the brothers' fear is a question: am I in the place of God? 
The question acknowledges that the harm they did was real and that the judgment of that 
harm belongs to God, not to Joseph. The person who has been genuinely wronged and who is 
tempted to position themselves as the judge and executioner of the people who wronged them 
needs to ask the same question. Am I in the place of God? The judgment belongs to the One 



who sees all. Revenge belongs to God. Forgiveness belongs to the person who was wronged. 
The question of which role to play is already answered by the question. 

3. You Intended Evil, God Intended Good — Let This Theology Reshape Your 
Reading of the Wounds You Have Carried: The theology of Genesis 50:20 is available to 
every person who has experienced genuine harm at the hands of other people. You intended 
evil — the harm was real, the intention was malicious, the perpetrators bear their 
responsibility. God intended good — the same events were being used by God for purposes 
that the harm-intenders could not see and could not prevent. Both statements are true 
simultaneously. The person who can hold both truths — the reality of the intended harm and 
the reality of the divine counter-intention — has arrived at the theological frame within which 
the wound makes sense. Not excuses for the harm. Not minimizing the wound. But the larger 
frame in which the harm was surrounded by a divine purpose that exceeded it. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

Genesis 50:20 — you intended to harm me, but God intended it for good — is one of the most 
frequently cited verses in the entire Old Testament and has shaped the Christian theology of 
suffering and providence more profoundly than almost any other passage. Romans 8:28 — we know 
that in all things God works for the good of those who love him — is the New Testament expression 
of the same theology that Genesis 50:20 states in biographical and narrative form. The God who was 
working for good through the brothers' intended harm to Joseph is the same God who is working for 
good in all things for those who love Him. The principle is the same. The scope in Romans 8:28 is 
wider — all things, not just the pit and the prison — but the theological structure is identical to 
Joseph's declaration at the end of Genesis. 

Joseph's question — am I in the place of God? — anticipates Paul's argument in Romans 12:17-19: 
do not repay anyone evil for evil. Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God's 
wrath, for it is written: It is mine to avenge; I will repay, says the Lord. The person who takes 
revenge has placed themselves in the position of God — the position of judge and executioner. 
Joseph refuses that position. He is not in the place of God. The harm done to him is God's to 
address. Joseph's role is not the executioner's role but the forgiver's role — to provide for those who 
wronged him and to speak kindly to them. Romans 12:20-21 takes the same principle to its fullest 
expression: overcome evil with good. 

Key Lesson: You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is 
now being done, the saving of many lives — the most important single sentence in the Joseph 
narrative and one of the most important theological declarations in the Old Testament; two 
intentions, one event: the brothers' intention of harm and God's intention of good, both 
operative simultaneously, the divine purpose accomplished through the human evil without 
the human evil being excused or the human responsibility dissolved. 

Genesis 50:22–26 — Joseph's Death, the Oath About His Bones, and the 
End of Genesis 

(22) Joseph stayed in Egypt, along with all his father's family. He lived a hundred and ten 
years (23) and saw the third generation of Ephraim's children. Also the children of Makir 
son of Manasseh were placed at birth on Joseph's knees. (24) Then Joseph said to his 
brothers, 'I am about to die. But God will surely come to your aid and take you up out of 
this land to the land he promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.' (25) And Joseph 
made the Israelites swear an oath and said, 'God will surely come to your aid, and then 
you must carry my bones up from this place.' (26) So Joseph died at the age of a hundred 
and ten. And after they embalmed him, he was placed in a coffin in Egypt. 

The Context: 



Joseph lived a hundred and ten years — the ideal lifespan in ancient Egyptian wisdom literature. He 
saw Ephraim's children to the third generation and the children of Makir son of Manasseh placed on 
his knees at birth. The knees-ritual is the same ritual used in chapter 30 when children were placed 
on Bilhah's knees — the formal act of adoption or acknowledgment. Joseph is receiving his great-
great-grandchildren. The fruitful vine of chapter 49 has produced branches that extend across four 
generations in his own lifetime. The blessing pronounced by his dying father is visible in the life he 
has lived. 

Then Joseph said to his brothers — the brothers who are presumably now represented by their 
descendants, since Joseph's eleven brothers have long since died — I am about to die. The same 
words that Jacob used in chapter 47 when he asked Joseph to swear the burial oath. And what 
Joseph says next is the most forward-looking statement in the entire book of Genesis: but God will 
surely come to your aid and take you up out of this land to the land he promised on oath to 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The certainty is absolute. Not if God comes to your aid. When God 
comes. God will surely come. The return from Egypt is not a possibility. It is a promise. The same 
God who promised Abraham the land, who confirmed it to Isaac, who confirmed it to Jacob — this 
God will bring the covenant family back. 

Joseph makes the Israelites swear an oath about his bones. The request parallels Jacob's request to 
Joseph in chapter 47, but with one important difference: Jacob asked Joseph to carry his body 
immediately to Canaan. Joseph asks the Israelites to swear that when God comes to their aid — 
when the Exodus happens — they will carry his bones up from Egypt at that time. Joseph is not 
asking to be buried in Canaan immediately. He is asking to wait. He is asking to be the testimony of 
covenant faith that stays in Egypt with the people, that waits with them through the bondage and 
the suffering, and that goes with them when God comes. 

He was placed in a coffin in Egypt. The final sentence of the book of Genesis is the final sentence of 
the Joseph narrative and the final word of the patriarchal era. The coffin is the ending. The coffin is 
also the beginning of the next story. The bones of Joseph in the coffin in Egypt are the pledge of the 
return. They are the testimony that the covenant people who will be enslaved in Egypt and who will 
cry out to God in their bondage have a covenant patriarch who is waiting with them in their Egypt — 
who believed in the return before it came, who made them swear they would take him when they 
left, who is the embodied promise of the Exodus in a box. Exodus 13:19 records that Moses took the 
bones of Joseph when Israel left Egypt, fulfilling the oath that Joseph extracted from the Israelites 
before he died. 

Plain American English: 

"Joseph remained in Egypt with his father's family. He lived to be one hundred and ten years 
old. He lived long enough to see Ephraim's grandchildren, and the children of Makir, the son 
of Manasseh, were received on his knees at birth. Then Joseph said to his brothers: 'I am 
about to die. But God will certainly come to help you and will bring you up from this land to 
the land he swore on oath to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.' Then Joseph made the 
Israelites take a solemn oath. He said: 'When God comes to help you — as He will certainly 
do — you must carry my bones up from this place with you.' Joseph died at the age of one 
hundred and ten. They embalmed him and placed him in a coffin in Egypt." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"God will surely come to your aid and take you up out of this land to the land he 
promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob": This signifies Joseph's Final 
Prophetic Statement as the Most Forward-Looking Word in the Entire Book of Genesis — the 
Certainty of the Return Declared by the Man Who Has Lived the Providence. Joseph does not 
say God might come to your aid. He says God will surely come. The certainty is the certainty of 
a man who has lived the theology of Genesis 50:20 — who has seen God accomplish His 
purposes through the worst things that happened to him — and who now extends that 



certainty forward to the covenant family's national future. The God who sent Joseph ahead of 
his brothers will come ahead of His people and lead them out of Egypt. The return is as certain 
as the providential sending. 

"You must carry my bones up from this place": This signifies Joseph's Oath-Request as 
the Embodied Testimony of Covenant Faith That Waits With the People Through Their Egypt. 
Joseph asks to wait. He does not ask to be carried to Canaan immediately. He asks to be in the 
coffin in Egypt until God comes. The bones of Joseph in the coffin are the covenant testimony 
waiting with the people in their bondage — the pledge of the return, the embodied promise of 
the Exodus, the physical sign that the God who sent Joseph ahead of his brothers will come to 
the people and take them home. The covenant patriarch who was sold into Egypt becomes the 
covenant pledge that waits in Egypt with the people who will be enslaved there. 

"Joseph died at the age of a hundred and ten": This signifies The Completion of the Ideal 
Lifespan as the Narrative Acknowledgment That Joseph Has Lived the Life of the Covenant 
Person in Its Fullness. One hundred and ten years is the ideal lifespan in ancient Egyptian 
wisdom tradition — the fullness of a life well lived. Joseph has lived long enough to see 
Ephraim's grandchildren. He has seen the fruitfulness declared by his dying father continue 
through four generations. The man who was sold at seventeen and who stood before Pharaoh 
at thirty has lived to see the family he preserved through the famine multiply into the 
beginning of the great nation that the covenant promised. 

"He was placed in a coffin in Egypt": This signifies The Most Pregnant Final Sentence in the 
Entire Pentateuch — The Coffin as Both Ending and Beginning, Both the Conclusion of 
Genesis and the Setup of Exodus. The book of Genesis ends with a coffin. Not a burial in the 
Promised Land, not a triumphant arrival at the covenant geography, not a completed story. A 
coffin in Egypt. The ending is a waiting. The conclusion is an anticipation. The patriarchal era 
is over. The covenant family is in Egypt. The return has not yet come. And in the coffin, the 
promise waits: when God comes to your aid, carry my bones home. The coffin is the most 
powerful final image in the Pentateuch — the embodied faith of the covenant that endures 
through the Egypt that is coming. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Declare the Certainty of the Return Even From Your Deathbed — God Will Surely 
Come to Your Aid: Joseph says God will surely come to your aid — not from a position of 
comfort or safety or visible promise-fulfillment, but from his deathbed in Egypt. The certainty 
he declares is the certainty of a man who has lived the theology of the Joseph narrative: the 
God who sent him ahead of his brothers is the same God who will come to the aid of the 
covenant people and take them home. The declaration of the certainty of the return from a 
deathbed in Egypt is the declaration of the faith that does not require visible confirmation to 
be certain. God will surely come. Declare it from wherever you are standing. 

2. Make the Community Swear to Carry Your Bones — Invest in the Return That You 
Will Not Live to See: Joseph makes the Israelites swear about his bones because he will not 
live to see the Exodus he is declaring. He is investing in a return that is four centuries away. 
He is making the next generation accountable for the covenant geography that he has spent his 
whole life living between — the Egypt that sheltered his family and the Canaan that was 
promised to his fathers. The person who invests in the covenant return they will not live to see 
— who makes the community accountable for the promise that extends beyond their own 
lifetime — is exercising the same faith that Joseph exercised at his death. 

3. Let the Coffin in Egypt Be the Image of Faithful Waiting — the Promise Endures 
Through the Egypt That Has Not Yet Ended: The coffin in Egypt is the image of the 
covenant people who are not yet home, who are in the Egypt of the present moment, who have 
the promise of return but are still waiting for it to come. The Christian who reads the final 



verse of Genesis reads it from the same waiting posture: we have the promise of the return, we 
are not yet home, and the covenant pledge waits with us in the present Egypt until God comes 
to take us there. The coffin is not defeat. It is faith with a body — the promise embodied, 
waiting for the moment of its fulfillment. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

Exodus 13:19 records the fulfillment of Joseph's oath: Moses took the bones of Joseph with him 
because Joseph had made the Israelites swear an oath. He had said God will surely come to your 
aid, and then you must carry my bones up from this place with you. The coffin that is the last image 
of Genesis becomes the covenant cargo of the Exodus. Moses takes the bones. The bones that waited 
in Egypt through four centuries of bondage — through the enslavement described in Exodus 1, 
through the plagues, through the Passover — the bones of Joseph travel with the Israelites through 
the Red Sea and through the wilderness. Joshua 24:32 records that the bones of Joseph, which the 
Israelites had brought up from Egypt, were buried at Shechem in the tract of land that Jacob had 
bought for a hundred pieces of silver. The bones arrive where Joseph's dying word pointed: in the 
land of the fathers, in the covenant geography, in the ridgeland of Shechem that Jacob gave Joseph 
in chapter 48. 

The final verse of Genesis — he was placed in a coffin in Egypt — is the ending that sets up the entire 
rest of the Pentateuch. The book that begins with God creating the heavens and the earth ends with 
a coffin in Egypt. The trajectory of the Pentateuch — from creation to the brink of the Promised 
Land in Deuteronomy — is the trajectory from the coffin in Egypt to the generation that will enter 
Canaan. Moses will not enter. Like Joseph, Moses will die outside the Promised Land, pointing 
forward to the return he will not personally complete. The pattern of the faithful dead who orient 
toward the covenant geography and whose bones wait for the return is the pattern of the entire 
covenant people: strangers and pilgrims, oriented toward what is promised, waiting for the God 
who will surely come to their aid. 

Key Lesson: He was placed in a coffin in Egypt — the final sentence of the book of Genesis is 
not an ending but a waiting; the coffin in Egypt is the embodied faith of the covenant that 
endures through the Egypt that is coming, the pledge of the return that is as certain as God's 
faithfulness to the oath He swore to Abraham and Isaac and Jacob; when Moses leads the 
Exodus, he takes the bones of Joseph, because God came to their aid exactly as Joseph 
declared He would, and the coffin that ended Genesis becomes the covenant cargo of the 
Exodus. 

 



 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

As we close Genesis chapter 50 and the entire book of Genesis, we are standing in front of a coffin 
in Egypt. This is where the book ends. The patriarchs are buried. The covenant family is in 
Goshen. The return has not yet come. And in the coffin, the promise of Joseph waits: God will 
surely come to your aid, and when He does, carry my bones home. Lord, this is the posture of the 
covenant people at the end of Genesis: waiting, in Egypt, with the promise of the return, oriented 
toward the covenant geography, holding the oath of the dead as the testimony of the living. 

Father, let Genesis 50:20 be the verse we carry out of this study into every wound we are 
carrying. You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being 
done, the saving of many lives. The harm was real. The intention was evil. And God intended 
something entirely different through the same events — not despite the harm, not after the harm, 
but through the harm. Let us hold both truths. Let us name the wound honestly without excusing 
the one who inflicted it, and let us trust the divine counter-intention that surrounded the wound 
before it was inflicted. 

Lord, the whole book of Genesis — from the creation of the heavens and the earth to the coffin in 
Egypt — is the story of the covenant that God made with Abraham and confirmed to Isaac and 
confirmed again to Jacob, the covenant through which all nations would be blessed. We have 
followed the covenant through the fall at the garden, through Noah and the flood, through the call 
of Abraham, through the stories of Isaac and Jacob and Joseph. And we arrive here at the coffin in 
Egypt, still waiting. Give us Joseph's faith: not the faith that demands immediate arrival but the 
faith that declares the certainty of the return and then waits with the bones for the God who will 
surely come. 

And Father, in Jesus — the ultimate Seed of Abraham, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Good 
Shepherd of the covenant people, the one in whom the obedience of all nations is being gathered — 



every covenant promise of Genesis finds its yes. The return is not only from Egypt to Canaan. The 
return is from death to life, from exile to home, from the present Egypt to the New Jerusalem. God 
has come to our aid. He came in the person of His Son. And He is coming again. Carry your bones 
home. God will surely come to your aid. 

In Jesus' name — the fulfillment of everything Genesis was pointing toward — we pray, 

Amen. 

 

 

 


