
 

Introduction to Genesis Chapter 48 

Jacob Adopts Ephraim and Manasseh, the Crossed Hands, and the Blessing That 
Defies Convention 

 

Genesis chapter 48 is one of the most intimate chapters in the entire patriarchal narrative. Israel is 
dying. Joseph brings his two sons — Manasseh and Ephraim, the boys who were born to him in 
Egypt during the years of his elevation — to receive their grandfather's blessing. What follows is not 
the formal patriarchal ceremony that the occasion might suggest. It is the urgent, passionate, faith-
filled act of a dying man who understands what he has been given and who is determined to 
transmit it to the next generation. 

The chapter opens with Jacob rallying himself on his sickbed. He is nearly blind. He is ill enough 
that the summons of Joseph's arrival is sufficient to produce the effort of sitting up in bed. And yet 
when Joseph arrives and the blessing begins, Jacob is more spiritually energized than physically 
diminished — he recounts the covenant promise from Bethel in detail, he adopts the two boys as his 
own sons, he blesses them with language that has been accumulating in the patriarchal tradition 
since Abraham, and he crosses his hands to give Ephraim the greater blessing even when Joseph 
tries to correct him. The dying man is fully alive in the act of covenant transmission. 

The adoption of Ephraim and Manasseh is one of the most significant acts in the chapter and one of 
the most consequential for the subsequent history of Israel. Jacob declares: Ephraim and Manasseh 
will be mine, as Reuben and Simeon are mine. The sons of the covenant heir who were born in 
Egypt, to an Egyptian mother, will be elevated to the status of full tribal ancestors alongside Jacob's 
direct sons. They will not merely be part of the tribe of Joseph. They will each have their own tribe. 
The adoption expands the covenant community to include the sons of the man who was sent ahead 
— who was cast out of his family by his brothers — and thereby gives Joseph the double portion of 
the firstborn, which was Reuben's by right but which Reuben forfeited by his sin. 

The crossed hands at the blessing are the chapter's most famous image and its most consistent 
theological statement. Jacob reaches out his right hand to Ephraim, the younger, and his left to 
Manasseh, the older. Joseph sees this and tries to correct it — he moves Jacob's right hand from 
Ephraim's head to Manasseh's. Jacob resists. I know, my son, I know. Manasseh will also become a 
people and he too will be great. Nevertheless, his younger brother will be greater than he, and his 
descendants will become a multitude of nations. The crossing of the hands is the consistent pattern 
of Genesis: the younger receives what convention gives to the older. 

The chapter closes with Jacob invoking the specific angels who have shepherded him through his 
life — the Angel who has delivered me from all harm — and pronouncing a blessing on the two boys 
that is simultaneously personal, covenantal, and eschatological. His final words to Joseph in the 
chapter express the covenant faith that has sustained him through every chapter of his pilgrimage: I 
am about to die, but God will be with you and take you back to the land of your fathers. Even in 
dying, Jacob is orienting his son toward the covenant geography. Even in blessing the grandsons, he 
is declaring the promise that holds the whole family: God will be with you and will bring you back. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 



As we open Genesis chapter 48, we come before You at one of the most intimate moments in the 
patriarchal narrative — Israel dying, Joseph bringing his sons, the old man rallying himself on his 
sickbed to transmit the covenant to the next generation. Lord, let us receive the urgency and the 
passion of this chapter. The dying man who is more spiritually alive than physically present. The 
covenant transmission that happens not in a formal ceremony but in the urgency of a 
grandfather's blessing on his grandsons. 

Father, speak to us about the adoption of Ephraim and Manasseh. The sons of the man who was 
sold into slavery being elevated to the status of full tribal ancestors — each one given a tribe, each 
one receiving the portion that the first-born son normally receives. The double portion goes to 
Joseph through his sons. The one who was thrown into the pit receives the inheritance of the 
firstborn through the blessing of the dying patriarch who understands what the covenant 
requires. 

And Lord, speak to us about the crossed hands. The consistent pattern of Genesis — the younger 
over the older, the unexpected one over the expected, the one who should not be first receiving 
what convention gives to the one who should. Ephraim over Manasseh. Jacob over Esau. Joseph 
over Reuben. The pattern is not accidental. It is the consistent declaration of a God who does not 
work according to human convention but according to divine purpose. I know, my son, I know. 
Let us receive that. 

In Jesus' name — the younger Son who receives all things, who overturns every convention of 
what we thought the covenant required — we pray, Amen. 

 

Genesis 48:1–7 — Israel Rallies, Recalls the Covenant, and Adopts 
Ephraim and Manasseh 

(1) Some time later Joseph was told, 'Your father is ill.' So he took his two sons Manasseh 
and Ephraim along with him. (2) When Jacob was told, 'Your son Joseph has come to you,' 
Israel rallied his strength and sat up in bed. (3) Jacob said to Joseph: 'God Almighty 
appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and there he blessed me (4) and said to me, "I 
am going to make you fruitful and increase your numbers. I will make you a community of 
peoples, and I will give this land as an everlasting possession to you and your descendants 
after you." (5) Now then, your two sons born to you in Egypt before I came to you here will 
be reckoned as mine; Ephraim and Manasseh will be mine, just as Reuben and Simeon are 
mine. (6) Any children born to you after them will be yours; in the territory they inherit, 
they will be reckoned under the names of their brothers. (7) As I was returning from 
Paddan, to my sorrow Rachel died in the land of Canaan while we were still on the way, a 
little distance from Ephrath. So I buried her there beside the road to Ephrath' (that is, 
Bethlehem). 

The Context: 

The scene opens with the urgency of dying and the urgency of love. Joseph is told his father is ill. He 
takes his two sons — both of them — and comes to Jacob. When Jacob hears that Joseph has come, 
he rallies his strength and sits up in bed. The dying man gathers himself for the son he has been 
separated from for twenty-two years, and for the act of covenant transmission that he knows this 
meeting requires. The effort of sitting up is itself a theological statement: Jacob is not passive about 
the covenant. He will use whatever physical capacity remains to him to transmit what he has 
received. 

Jacob's first act is not the blessing. It is the recounting of the covenant promise. He goes back to 
Bethel — to the night when God appeared to him as he fled from Esau, when the ladder reached 
heaven and God stood at the top and promised him land and descendants and divine presence. God 
Almighty appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and there he blessed me. The Bethel 



encounter — the foundational covenant moment of Jacob's own experience — is the ground on 
which the adoption and blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh will rest. Before Jacob blesses his 
grandsons, he recounts the promise he received. The blessing flows from the promise. 

The adoption declaration in verse 5 is one of the most consequential sentences in the chapter: 
Ephraim and Manasseh will be mine, just as Reuben and Simeon are mine. Jacob is elevating the 
sons of Joseph to the status of his own sons — full tribal ancestors, with their own inheritance 
portions in the Promised Land. This elevation has multiple significances. It gives Joseph the double 
portion of the firstborn by giving him two tribes instead of one. It incorporates the Egyptian-born, 
half-Egyptian sons into the covenant community with full standing. And it effectively removes 
Reuben from the firstborn blessing — the double portion that would have been Reuben's by right of 
birth passes to Joseph through his sons. 

The memory of Rachel's death in verse 7 is one of the most emotionally significant details in the 
chapter. Jacob is explaining why he adopted Ephraim and Manasseh — they will take the place 
among the tribes that their father would have had, and the double portion is Jacob's gift to Joseph 
through his sons. And in the middle of this explanation, Jacob pauses to remember Rachel. To my 
sorrow Rachel died in the land of Canaan. The grief of Rachel's death at Benjamin's birth — the loss 
of the wife Jacob loved most — is still present, after all these years, in Jacob's memory of the 
journey. The adoption of Joseph's sons is also an act of love for Rachel: giving Joseph's sons the 
tribal status honors the memory of the mother who died on the road. 

Plain American English: 

"Some time later, Joseph was told: 'Your father is sick.' So Joseph took his two sons 
Manasseh and Ephraim with him to visit. When Jacob was told that Joseph had arrived, 
Israel gathered his strength and sat up in bed. Jacob said to Joseph: 'El Shaddai — God 
Almighty — appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and He blessed me there. He said 
to me: I am going to make you fruitful and multiply you, and I will make you a community of 
peoples, and I will give this land as a permanent inheritance to you and your descendants. 
Now listen: your two sons who were born to you in Egypt before I arrived here — they are 
mine. Ephraim and Manasseh belong to me just as Reuben and Simeon do. Any children 
born to you after them will be yours; they will receive their inheritance under the names of 
their brothers. And I want you to know — as I was traveling back from Paddan, Rachel died 
on me in the land of Canaan. We were not far from Ephrath when it happened. I buried her 
there beside the road to Ephrath.' That is the town now called Bethlehem." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Israel rallied his strength and sat up in bed": This signifies The Dying Patriarch's 
Physical Effort as Evidence of the Spiritual Urgency With Which He Approaches the Covenant 
Transmission. Jacob is too ill to walk. He needs to be told Joseph is coming. And when he 
hears it, he rallies — gathers whatever physical capacity remains — and sits up. The act of 
sitting up is preparation for the blessing that must be given. The dying man has not 
surrendered the covenant to circumstance. He will use whatever energy remains to him to do 
the most important thing remaining to be done: transmit the covenant promise to the next 
generation. Physical frailty does not excuse spiritual passivity in the work of covenant 
transmission. 

"God Almighty appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and there he blessed 
me": This signifies The Grounding of the Blessing in the Received Promise — Jacob Recounts 
What God Said to Him Before He Blesses in God's Name. Before Jacob blesses his grandsons, 
he recounts the covenant promise he received at Bethel. The blessing he is about to give flows 
from the promise he received. He is not creating something new. He is transmitting something 
given. The parent or grandparent who blesses the next generation from the authority of the 



covenant is not creating the blessing from their own resources. They are transmitting what 
God gave them. Before you bless, recall the promise on which the blessing rests. 

"Ephraim and Manasseh will be mine, just as Reuben and Simeon are mine": This 
signifies The Adoption as the Elevation of Joseph's Sons to Full Tribal Standing — the Double 
Portion of the Firstborn Going to the Son Who Was Sold Rather Than to the Son Who Was 
Born First. The adoption gives Joseph two tribes. This is the double portion that the firstborn 
son receives. Reuben was born first. Reuben sinned against his father. The firstborn blessing 
has moved from Reuben to Joseph, transmitted through Joseph's sons. The covenant 
consistently routes the blessing through the unexpected channel — not the oldest, not the most 
obvious, but the one whom God has chosen and whom the patriarch's dying act confirms. 

"To my sorrow Rachel died in the land of Canaan while we were still on the way": 
This signifies The Personal Grief Behind the Formal Act — Jacob Remembering Rachel at the 
Moment He Adopts Joseph's Sons as His Own. The memory of Rachel's death is not a 
digression from the adoption declaration. It is the emotional and relational context for it. 
Jacob adopts the sons of Joseph — Rachel's firstborn, the son Jacob loved as Rachel's son — as 
a final act of love for Rachel and a final act of provision for Joseph. The grief of Rachel's death 
on the road from Paddan is still present in Jacob after all the decades. The adoption of 
Joseph's sons is, among other things, the way Jacob gives Rachel's firstborn a double portion. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Rally Your Strength for the Work of Covenant Transmission — Do Not Leave the 
Blessing Unsaid Because the Body Is Failing: Jacob sat up in bed to bless his 
grandsons. He gathered whatever physical capacity remained to do the most important 
remaining work. The person who waits until they feel strong enough to speak the blessing, to 
transmit the covenant, to gather the family for the words that need to be said — may never feel 
strong enough. Rally your strength. The blessing that needs to be given to the next generation 
should not be left unsaid because the body is failing. Sit up. Speak the blessing. Transmit the 
promise. 

2. Ground the Blessing You Give in the Promise You Received — Recall What God 
Said Before You Speak in God's Name: Jacob recounts the Bethel promise before he 
blesses. The blessing he gives flows from the promise he received. The grandparent or parent 
who blesses the next generation is not creating the blessing from their own resources. They are 
transmitting what God has given. Before you bless your children or grandchildren, recall the 
specific covenant promises God has spoken over your own life. The blessing flows from the 
promise. Tell them what God said to you before you speak the blessing to them. 

3. The Grief You Carry From Earlier Losses Can Be Honored in the Blessings You 
Give to the Next Generation: Jacob remembers Rachel's death when he adopts Joseph's 
sons. The grief and the blessing are not separate — the adoption of Joseph's sons is, among 
other things, the way Jacob honors Rachel and honors Joseph as Rachel's firstborn. The 
specific grief you carry from earlier losses — the people who should be here who are not, the 
relationships that ended too soon — can be honored in the specific ways you invest in the 
people who carry their legacy forward. Let the grief inform the blessing. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The adoption of Ephraim and Manasseh as Jacob's sons is one of the most consequential single acts 
in the entire book of Genesis for the subsequent history of Israel. The twelve tribes of Israel — the 
structure that will define the covenant nation through the conquest, the monarchy, and beyond — 
are shaped by Jacob's adoption declaration in verse 5. Joseph does not have a tribe. Ephraim and 
Manasseh each have a tribe. The Levites, who will serve as priests, will not receive a territorial 
inheritance. So the twelve tribes that do receive territorial inheritance include Ephraim and 
Manasseh but not Joseph as a single entity and not Levi as a territorial tribe. The adoption 



declaration of Genesis 48:5 is the structural foundation of the tribal geography of the Promised 
Land. 

The memory of Rachel's burial at Ephrath — which Jacob names as Bethlehem — is one of the most 
poignant details in the chapter and carries forward a geographical thread that will reappear in the 
covenant story. Bethlehem, where Rachel was buried, is the same Bethlehem where Ruth and Boaz 
will live, where Jesse will raise his family, where David will be born, and where the Messiah will be 
born. The road where Rachel died with Benjamin beside her is the road that leads to the city of 
David. The grief of the patriarchal road from Paddan to Bethlehem is connected to the joy of the 
Messianic birth in the same location. 

Key Lesson: Ephraim and Manasseh will be mine, just as Reuben and Simeon are mine — 
Jacob's adoption declaration elevates the Egyptian-born sons of the covenant heir to the status 
of full tribal ancestors, gives Joseph the double portion of the firstborn through his sons, and 
transmits the covenant with the urgency and passion of a dying patriarch who rallies his 
strength to do the most important remaining work: bless the next generation with what God 
gave him. 

Genesis 48:8–16 — Who Are These? The Question, the Kiss, the Bow, and 
the Blessing 

(8) When Israel saw the sons of Joseph, he asked, 'Who are these?' (9) 'They are the sons 
God has given me here,' Joseph said to his father. Then Israel said, 'Bring them to me so I 
may bless them.' (10) Now Israel's eyes were failing because of old age, and he could 
hardly see. So Joseph brought his sons close to him, and his father kissed them and 
embraced them. (11) Israel said to Joseph, 'I never expected to see your face again, and 
now God has allowed me to see your children too.' (12) Then Joseph removed them from 
Israel's knees and bowed down with his face to the ground. (13) And Joseph took both of 
them, Ephraim on his right toward Israel's left hand and Manasseh on his left toward 
Israel's right hand, and brought them close to him. (14) But Israel reached out his right 
hand and put it on Ephraim's head, though he was the younger, and crossing his arms, he 
put his left hand on Manasseh's head, even though Manasseh was the firstborn. (15) Then 
he blessed Joseph and said: 'May the God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac 
walked faithfully, the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day, (16) the Angel 
who has delivered me from all harm—may he bless these boys. May they be called by my 
name and the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac, and may they increase greatly on 
the earth.' 

The Context: 

Israel's question — who are these? — is the question of a man whose eyesight has nearly failed. He 
can see that there are people before him but cannot identify them clearly. Joseph's answer is the 
language of covenant acknowledgment: they are the sons God has given me here. Not the sons I 
produced through my own effort. The sons God has given me. The language of gift rather than 
achievement is consistent with the theological frame Joseph has maintained throughout the 
narrative. 

Jacob's statement in verse 11 is one of the most personally moving in the chapter: I never expected 
to see your face again, and now God has allowed me to see your children too. This is the voice of a 
man who has received more than he dared hope for. He believed Joseph was dead for twenty-two 
years. He did not expect to see Joseph's face. He has now not only seen Joseph's face — he has seen 
it for seventeen years — and now he is able to see and hold and bless Joseph's children. The 
generosity of what God has given him exceeds every expectation he carried through the years of 
grief. 



Joseph positions the boys carefully: Manasseh on his right (toward Israel's left hand) and Ephraim 
on his left (toward Israel's right hand). The positioning is designed so that Jacob's natural right 
hand will fall on Manasseh — the firstborn, the one who should receive the greater blessing. And 
then Jacob reaches out and crosses his arms. He puts his right hand on Ephraim. He puts his left 
hand on Manasseh. The crossing is deliberate. Jacob has not made a mistake. He knows exactly 
what he is doing. 

The blessing itself in verses 15 and 16 is one of the most beautiful expressions of personal covenant 
faith in the book of Genesis. Jacob does not bless the boys in the name of abstract divine power. He 
blesses them in the name of the God he has personally experienced: the God before whom Abraham 
and Isaac walked faithfully, the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day, the Angel 
who has delivered me from all harm. The three-part divine address is biographical and covenantal 
— the accumulated personal experience of a man who has walked with God through Bethel and 
Haran and the Jabbok and Egypt and is now blessing his grandsons in the name of the God who has 
accompanied every mile. 

Plain American English: 

"When Israel saw Joseph's sons, he asked: 'Who are these?' Joseph told his father: 'These are 
the sons God has given me here in Egypt.' Israel said: 'Bring them to me so I can bless them.' 
Now Israel's eyes had grown so dim from age that he could barely see. Joseph brought his 
sons close to Israel, and Israel kissed them and held them. Israel said to Joseph: 'I never 
thought I would see your face again — and now God has let me see your children too.' Then 
Joseph moved his sons back from Israel's knees and bowed himself down to the ground 
before his father. Then Joseph took them both — placing Ephraim on his right side so that 
Israel's left hand would reach him, and Manasseh on his left so that Israel's right hand would 
reach him — and brought them close. But Israel crossed his arms and stretched out his right 
hand and placed it on Ephraim's head — even though Ephraim was the younger — and his 
left hand on Manasseh's head — even though Manasseh was the firstborn. Then he blessed 
Joseph and said: 'May the God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked — the 
God who has been my shepherd throughout my entire life up to this day — the Angel who 
has rescued me from every harm — may He bless these boys. May they bear my name and 
the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac. And may they grow into a great multitude on 
the earth.'" 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"I never expected to see your face again, and now God has allowed me to see your 
children too": This signifies The Surplus of Grace — God Has Given Jacob More Than He 
Dared Hope For, Beyond the Restoration of What He Lost. Jacob grieved Joseph for twenty-
two years. He did not expect to see Joseph's face again. He has now seen Joseph's face for 
seventeen years — and now he holds and blesses Joseph's sons. The surplus is the measure of 
grace: not only restoration of what was lost, but abundance beyond the restoration. The God 
who restored Joseph to Jacob also gave Jacob seventeen years with Joseph and the blessing of 
Joseph's sons. The surplus of grace exceeds the expectation of restoration. 

"Israel crossed his arms and stretched out his right hand and put it on Ephraim's 
head, though he was the younger": This signifies The Deliberate Crossing as the Active 
Declaration of the Covenant Pattern — Jacob Is Not Making a Mistake, He Is Making a Choice. 
The crossing of the hands is not an accident of age or blindness. Jacob knows which boy is 
which. Joseph has positioned them so that Jacob's natural right hand will rest on Manasseh. 
And Jacob reaches across deliberately, crossing his arms, putting the right hand on Ephraim. 
This is the active, intentional deployment of the covenant pattern: the younger over the older. 
The greater blessing to the one convention would not choose. 



"The God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked faithfully, the God 
who has been my shepherd all my life to this day, the Angel who has delivered me 
from all harm": This signifies The Three-Part Biographical Covenant Address as the Most 
Personal Expression of Faith in the Entire Jacob Narrative. Jacob does not bless his grandsons 
in the name of an abstract deity. He names God through the accumulated experience of his 
own covenant life: the God of the fathers who walked before him, the God who has been his 
shepherd for all of his one hundred and forty-seven years, the Angel who has delivered him 
from every harm. The three-part address is biographical, covenantal, and personal. It is the 
blessing of a man who has lived long enough with God to bless in God's name with specificity 
and gratitude. 

"May they be called by my name and the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac": 
This signifies The Covenant Name as the Most Significant Inheritance — Jacob Is Giving His 
Grandsons the Most Important Thing He Has to Give: His Name and His Fathers' Names. The 
blessing requests that Ephraim and Manasseh bear the names of the patriarchs — the 
covenant names, the names that carry the promise. The inheritance of the covenant name is 
the most significant inheritance in the patriarchal tradition. The land and the descendants and 
the blessing will flow from the name: children of Abraham, of Isaac, of Jacob. To be named in 
the covenant lineage is to be named in the promise. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Receive the Surplus of Grace — God Often Gives Back More Than What Was Lost: 
Jacob received not only Joseph but seventeen years with Joseph and the ability to hold and 
bless Joseph's sons. The God who restores what was lost tends to restore it with surplus — not 
only the thing that was lost but abundance beyond the restoration. The person who has 
experienced significant loss and who is living in a restored season should look for the surplus: 
the years with the restored relationship, the people connected to the restored relationship, the 
blessings that flow from the restoration that the original possession did not include. 

2. Name God From Your Own Experience When You Bless Others — The 
Biographical Blessing Is the Most Powerful Blessing: Jacob blesses Ephraim and 
Manasseh in the name of the God who has been his shepherd all his life, the Angel who has 
delivered him from all harm. He blesses from personal experience, not from theological 
formula. The blessing that names God specifically from the accumulated experience of the 
person giving it is more powerful than the blessing that uses only formal theological language. 
When you bless the next generation, name the specific ways God has been your shepherd. 
Name the specific deliverances. Bless them in the name of the God you have personally known. 

3. Give the Next Generation the Covenant Name as Their Most Important 
Inheritance — Name Them Into the Story: Jacob asks that Ephraim and Manasseh be 
called by his name and the names of Abraham and Isaac. The covenant name is the most 
significant inheritance. The person who gives the next generation the names of the covenant — 
the names that carry the story and the promise — is giving the most valuable thing they have 
to give. Name the children into the covenant story. Tell them whose they are. Give them the 
names that carry the promise forward. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

Jacob's three-part description of God in the blessing of verses 15 and 16 — the God of the fathers, 
the God who has been my shepherd, the Angel who has delivered me from all harm — is one of the 
most personally expressive descriptions of God in the entire Old Testament. The shepherd 
metaphor for God is not common in the patriarchal narratives, making its appearance here in 
Jacob's blessing all the more striking. Jacob describes his own life as the life of a sheep under a 
shepherd's care: the God who has guided him, protected him, provided for him, and brought him to 
the end of his pilgrimage. The shepherd language will reappear in Psalm 23 — the Lord is my 



shepherd — as the most beloved expression of the same covenant trust that Jacob expresses in his 
dying blessing. 

The deliberate crossing of Jacob's arms to place the right hand on the younger Ephraim is one of the 
most discussed details in the chapter in the history of Christian typological interpretation. The 
crossed arms of the blessing have been understood by many interpreters as a prefiguring of the 
cross — the symbol of the reversal of the natural order, the means by which the unexpected one 
receives what convention would give to another. Jacob's crossed hands in Genesis 48 are the Old 
Testament shadow of the cross by which the last becomes first and the first becomes last. Whether 
or not the typology is explicitly intended by the text, the theological pattern is consistent: divine 
choice overturns human convention at the moment of blessing. 

Key Lesson: May the God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, the God who 
has been my shepherd all my life to this day, the Angel who has delivered me from all harm — 
bless these boys — Jacob's biographical covenant address names God from the accumulated 
experience of one hundred and forty-seven years of covenant life; the crossing of the hands 
places the right hand on Ephraim the younger in the deliberate declaration of the covenant 
pattern that has run through every generation of Genesis: divine choice overturns human 
convention at the moment of blessing. 

Genesis 48:17–22 — Joseph Objects, Jacob Insists, and the Final Word of 
Promise 

(17) When Joseph saw his father placing his right hand on Ephraim's head he was 
displeased; so he took his father's hand to move it from Ephraim's head to Manasseh's 
head. (18) Joseph said to him, 'No, my father, this one is the firstborn; put your right hand 
on his head.' (19) But his father refused and said, 'I know, my son, I know. He too will 
become a people, and he too will be great. Nevertheless, his younger brother will be greater 
than he, and his descendants will become a group of nations.' (20) He blessed them that 
day and said: 'In your name will Israel pronounce this blessing: "May God make you like 
Ephraim and Manasseh."' So he put Ephraim ahead of Manasseh. (21) Then Israel said to 
Joseph, 'I am about to die, but God will be with you and take you back to the land of your 
fathers. (22) And to you I give one more ridge of land than to your brothers, a ridge I took 
from the Amorites with my sword and my bow.' 

The Context: 

Joseph sees his father's crossed hands and is displeased. He interprets the crossing as a mistake — 
the natural assumption that a nearly blind old man has confused left from right, that he has 
accidentally placed his primary hand on the younger son. So Joseph tries to correct the apparent 
error: no, my father, this one is the firstborn; put your right hand on his head. The intervention is 
loving and completely misunderstands what is happening. Jacob has not made a mistake. He is 
making a declaration. 

Jacob's response — I know, my son, I know — is one of the most quietly powerful statements in the 
chapter. The repetition of I know acknowledges that Joseph's concern is legitimate by conventional 
standards: Manasseh is the firstborn. The right hand belongs to the firstborn by convention. Jacob 
knows this. And he has crossed his arms anyway. The I know, my son, I know is the dying 
patriarch's gentle assertion of covenant authority over Joseph's conventional correction: I 
understand what you are saying, and I am doing this on purpose. The covenant pattern is not a 
mistake. It is a choice. 

Jacob's explanation in verse 19 is the compressed statement of the pattern: Manasseh too will 
become a people and will be great. The blessing is not withheld from the firstborn. He will also 
become great. Nevertheless — the word of divine reversal — his younger brother will be greater than 
he, and his descendants will become a group of nations. The blessing of Manasseh is not cancelled. 



The blessing of Ephraim is simply greater. The one who should not be first will be greater than the 
one who should. This is the consistent declaration of the covenant pattern across every generation of 
Genesis. 

Jacob's final words to Joseph — I am about to die, but God will be with you and take you back to the 
land of your fathers — are the covenant promise spoken at the end of his life. The promise is not 
about what Jacob will do for Joseph. It is about what God will do. God will be with you. God will 
take you back. The dying patriarch's final word to his son is the word of covenant assurance: you are 
not finished in Egypt, and God is not finished with you. The land of the fathers is still there. You will 
go back. God will be with you when you do. 

Plain American English: 

"When Joseph saw that his father had placed his right hand on Ephraim's head, he was 
upset. He reached out and tried to move his father's hand from Ephraim's head to 
Manasseh's. Joseph said: 'No, Father — this is the firstborn. Put your right hand on his 
head.' But his father refused and said: 'I know, son, I know. He will also become a people 
and he will also be great. But his younger brother will be greater than he is, and his 
descendants will become a multitude of nations.' And he blessed them that day and said: 
'Whenever Israel blesses someone, they will say: May God make you like Ephraim and 
Manasseh.' In this way he placed Ephraim ahead of Manasseh. Then Israel said to Joseph: 'I 
am going to die soon. But God will be with you and will bring you back to the land of your 
fathers. I am also giving you — more than your brothers — the ridge of land I captured from 
the Amorites with my sword and my bow.'" 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"No, my father, this one is the firstborn; put your right hand on his head": This 
signifies Joseph's Conventional Correction as the Natural Human Response to the Apparent 
Overturning of the Expected Order. Joseph's intervention is entirely reasonable by the 
standards of conventional inheritance practice. The firstborn receives the greater blessing 
from the right hand. Manasseh is the firstborn. The right hand should be on Manasseh's head. 
Joseph is not being faithless or disobedient. He is being conventionally correct. And he is 
wrong. The covenant operates by a different logic than the logic of convention. The pattern 
that has been declared since Cain and Abel — the second over the first, the unexpected one 
over the expected — is not a violation of order. It is a declaration of divine prerogative. 

"I know, my son, I know. He too will become a people, and he too will be great. 
Nevertheless": This signifies The Dying Patriarch's Gentle Assertion of Covenant Authority 
Over Conventional Correction — Jacob Knows Exactly What He Is Doing. I know, my son, I 
know is the most important sentence in the passage. It eliminates the possibility that Jacob is 
confused. He is not making a mistake. He has made a deliberate, intentional choice that 
overturns the conventional expectation — because the covenant pattern requires it. The word 
nevertheless is the pivot: Manasseh's greatness is real, and Ephraim's greatness is greater. The 
covenant does not abolish the firstborn's blessing. It supersedes it with a different blessing for 
the one God has chosen. 

"In your name will Israel pronounce this blessing: May God make you like Ephraim 
and Manasseh": This signifies The Proverbial Status of the Blessing as an Expression of the 
Covenant Pattern That Will Be Spoken by Israel for Generations. The blessing of Ephraim and 
Manasseh becomes the standard blessing formula of Israel. When Israelite parents bless their 
sons, they invoke Ephraim and Manasseh as the model of what the blessing is heading toward. 
The specific names — the younger elevated over the older, the convention overturned by divine 
choice — become the language of covenant blessing for every subsequent generation. The 
pattern declared in Jacob's crossed hands becomes the pattern spoken in every Israelite home 
that blesses its sons. 



"God will be with you and take you back to the land of your fathers": This signifies The 
Dying Patriarch's Final Covenant Declaration to His Son — Not What Jacob Will Do but What 
God Will Do. Jacob's final word to Joseph is not a personal promise but a covenant assurance: 
God will be with you, God will bring you back. The man who is about to die does not promise 
his own continued protection. He points to the God who was with him through Bethel and 
Haran and the Jabbok and Egypt and who will be with Joseph through whatever comes next. 
The dying man's most valuable gift to his son is not his blessing alone. It is his testimony that 
God can be trusted to accompany and to return. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Say I Know, My Son, I Know — When the Covenant Pattern Overturns the 
Conventional Expectation, Acknowledge the Convention Before Declaring the 
Overturning: Jacob does not dismiss Joseph's correction. He acknowledges it: I know, my 
son, I know. Manasseh is the firstborn. The right hand should be on his head. Jacob knows. 
And then he declares the nevertheless that overturns the convention. The person who is called 
to declare or enact the covenant pattern that overturns conventional expectation should 
acknowledge the convention before declaring the overturning. The I know is not weakness. It 
is the humility that precedes the authority of the nevertheless. 

2. May God Make You Like Ephraim and Manasseh — Bless the Next Generation 
With the Names of the People Who Embody the Covenant Pattern You Want to 
Pass Forward: The blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh becomes the standard blessing 
formula for Israelite sons. The specific names carry the specific pattern: divine choice over 
human convention, the younger elevated by grace, the covenant overturning the expected 
order. The person who blesses the next generation chooses which names to invoke — which 
people's stories and which covenant patterns they are declaring as the models for what the 
blessing is moving toward. Choose the names carefully. The names you invoke in blessing 
shape the story the next generation understands themselves to be part of. 

3. Speak the Covenant Assurance of God's Presence and Return as Your Final Gift to 
Those Who Will Continue After You: Jacob's final word to Joseph is: God will be with 
you and take you back. Not: I will protect you from the grave. Not: the blessing I have given 
will carry you. The most valuable thing Jacob gives Joseph at the end of his life is the 
testimony that God can be trusted: He was with me, He will be with you, He will bring you 
back. The dying person who speaks the covenant assurance of God's presence and faithfulness 
to those they are leaving behind gives the most valuable gift available to them. Let the final 
word be the word of the God who goes with them. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The pattern of Ephraim over Manasseh — the younger elevated by Jacob's crossed hands over the 
older who convention would have blessed first — is the most recent expression of a pattern that has 
run through the entire book of Genesis. Abel over Cain (in God's regard). Isaac over Ishmael. Jacob 
over Esau. Joseph over Reuben. Ephraim over Manasseh. The consistent inversion of the expected 
order of blessing is the consistent declaration of divine prerogative: God does not bless according to 
the human order of precedence but according to His own sovereign purposes. The New Testament 
will identify this pattern explicitly in Romans 9:10-13 when Paul discusses the election of Jacob over 
Esau: the older will serve the younger — not based on works, but based on God who calls. 

Jacob's final gift of the ridge of land taken from the Amorites in verse 22 is one of the most 
historically intriguing details at the end of the chapter. The Hebrew word for ridge is Shechem — the 
same name as the city of Shechem, which is located in the region of Ephraim. Whether Jacob is 
referring to a literal ridge of land he acquired or to the territory of Shechem, the gift points to the 
territory that will be Ephraim's inheritance in the Promised Land. Joseph's bones will eventually be 
buried at Shechem (Joshua 24:32). The land that Jacob gives Joseph at the end of chapter 48 



becomes the burial place of the man whose story has dominated the last fourteen chapters of 
Genesis. 

Key Lesson: I know, my son, I know — the dying patriarch's gentle assertion of covenant 
authority over Joseph's conventional correction — followed by the blessing that places 
Ephraim over Manasseh and concludes with God will be with you and take you back to the 
land of your fathers; the covenant pattern declared in Jacob's crossed hands becomes the 
proverbial blessing of Israel, and the dying man's most valuable final gift to his son is not his 
blessing alone but his testimony that the God who was with him will be with Joseph too. 

 

 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

As we close Genesis chapter 48, we have witnessed Israel rallying on his sickbed to bless the next 
generation, adopting the Egyptian-born sons of the son he believed was dead, crossing his arms to 
place the greater blessing on the younger, and declaring in the name of the God who has been his 
shepherd all his life: may He bless these boys. Lord, the covenant transmission in this chapter is 
not a formal ceremony. It is the urgent, passionate, faith-filled act of a dying patriarch who 
understands what he has received and who is determined to give it to the next generation. 

Father, let the three-part blessing be the model for how we name You when we bless others. Not in 
abstract theological language but in the language of accumulated personal experience: the God 
before whom our fathers walked faithfully, the God who has been our shepherd all our life to this 
day, the Angel who has delivered us from all harm. Let us bless the next generation from the 
fullness of our own covenant experience rather than from formulas we have not lived. 



Lord, the I know, my son, I know before the nevertheless — let that be our posture when we are 
called to declare or enact the covenant pattern that overturns conventional expectation. We 
acknowledge the convention. We understand the expected order. And then the nevertheless. 
Because divine choice does not operate according to the order of precedence that human 
convention would predict. The covenant has always worked this way. Let us trust it when it works 
this way in our own lives and in the lives of those we bless. 

And Father, let the final word of the chapter be the word we carry: God will be with you and take 
you back. The dying patriarch's most valuable final gift. Not his own continued protection. Not his 
accumulated wisdom. The testimony that God is faithful, that God goes with us, and that God 
brings us back. Whatever Egypt we are in, the land of the fathers is still there. God will be with us. 
And He will bring us home. 

In Jesus' name — the one in whom the final blessing is given and the final return is accomplished 
— we pray, 

Amen. 

 

 

 


