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Study: The Joseph Story 
Text: Genesis 49:1–12 Jacob’s Blessings, Part 3: Jacob Blesses His Own Sons 1 
 
(This is continued from “Jacob’s Blessings, Part 2”) 
 
With chapter 49 we enter a very difficult portion of the Hebrew book of Genesis. Part of 
that difficulty lies in the fact that the genre switches to Hebrew poetry (most of Genesis is 
prose narrative), but there are other difficulties, as Nahum Sarna himself indicates: 
“Although the composition of these verses conforms to the general patterns that characterize 
biblical poetry, there is much uncertainty of meaning, extreme allusiveness, and considerable 
double entendre. The chapter is the most difficult segment of the Book of Genesis.”2 
 
I. Call to Assemble (49:1–2) 
 

A. Now that the business of adopting Joseph’s oldest two sons (and pronouncing their 
blessings) is complete, Jacob moves on to the matter of pronouncing his patriarchal 
blessing upon all the sons. These first two verses introduce the new section. Let’s look 
now at 49:1. 
 

1. Whom does Jacob summon according to v. 1a? 
 
2. Within the recorded speech (quotation) of Jacob, what does he ask the sons to do? 
 

 
a. Although, Genesis 49 does not explicitly mention it, the context of the call to 
gather is important to remember. Review 48:21 and look ahead to 49:33: what is 
about to happen to Jacob?  
 
 
 
b. Interestingly, this same verb (Heb. ’asaph) that the sons are called to perform is 
also used figuratively of Jacob in 49:29 and 49:33. In Jacob’s situation, to what 
does this activity refer?3 

                                              
1 The outline of the passage we are following basically follows the outline provided in K. A. Mathews, Genesis 
11:27–50:26, vol. 1B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2005), 
82. 
2 Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis, The JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 
331. 
3 It’s is also interesting that the expression in v. 33 for “drew up” (his feet) also uses this same verb—Jacob 
gathered his feet to the bed. Note: This is not to say that “being gathered” means the same thing for Jacob’s 
sons as it does for Jacob. In 49:1, they are summoned to gather physically around Jacob, just before Jacob 
himself is “gathered” to his people in death. The use of the same verb in all these verses serves to highlight the 
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3. When Jacob asks the sons to gather around him, he adds the purpose for their 
doing so. What is the reason? 
 
 
 
4. The last expression of v. 1 indicates a timeframe for these things. When, acc. to 
Jacob, are they going to happen?4 
 
 

 
B. At this point in v. 2, the nature of the language becomes clearly poetic. A common 
feature of Hebrew poetry is the use of couplets (a poetic unit of two parallel lines [also 
called cola, plural of colon] of roughly equal lengthy, with elements within each line that 
correspond to each other by way of similarity or contrast). Here are the two lines of v. 2 
laid out separately: 
 

Line 1:  Assemble and listen, O sons of Jacob,  
Line 2:  listen to Israel your father. 
 
1. Each parallel line of v. 2 contains corresponding verbs that are have similar 
meaning. What are they? 
 
 
2. Each line also invokes the identity of the speaker.  

 
a. What is the name of the individual in each line (just the name, please!)? 
 
 
b. What familial relationship to Jacob is invoked in line 1? To whom does this 
refer? 
 
 

                                              
deathbed or testamentary nature of these words of Jacob. Thus, Nahum Sarna in his commentary says the 
following: “Genesis 49 is widely known as ‘The Blessing of Jacob.’ However, as Ibn Ezra recognized long ago, 
this designation is not strictly accurate because the poems contain material of a very mixed nature. Blessings 
and curses, censure and praise, geographical and historical observations—all are included. For this reason, a title 
such as ‘The Last Words of Jacob’ or ‘The Testament of Jacob’ better suits the context” (Sarna, Genesis, , 331). 
4 Because of this, it seems appropriate to consider these pronouncements as having prophetic force. So one may 
also refer to the sayings as oracles, too. 
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c. What familial relationship to Jacob is invoked in line 2? To whom does this 
refer? 
 
 
d. What these brief observations are is designed to do is show you that when 
people speak of “synonymous parallelism” between parallel lines, it does not 
necessarily mean that the corresponding elements between the two lines are exact 
synonyms. The matching expressions often have items that are similar, yet with 
some differences that develop the connection between the two. The term “sons of 
Jacob” does not refer to the same entity as “Israel your father,” and yet the two 
expression match within the parallel lines. As you read OT texts that are known 
to be Hebrew poetry, be careful not to overstate the matter and assume that 
matching elements in parallel lines are necessarily exact synonyms (i.e., have the 
same meaning).  
 

II. Blessings by Sons (49:3–27)  
 
A. Reuben (49:3–4) 

 
1. Jacob identifies Reuben in v. 3a with 3 parallel expressions. 
 

a. Which pronoun is used that ties these three together? 
 
 
b. How do these expressions relate to Reuben’s birth order? 
 
 

2. In the second half of v. 3, what two things is Reuben said to be preeminent in? 
 
 
 
3. In spite of these lofty descriptions (that appear to belong to his position relative to 
the other brothers), the next verse changes the tenor of the oracle drastically. 
 

a. What is Reuben likened to in v. 4?  
 
 
b. What is the negative consequence for Reuben (in the words of Jacob)? What 
do you think this amounts to? 
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c. Jacob then appends two reasons for this negative consequence. Are they the 
same reason or two different reasons? 
 
 
d. The historical event referenced here is recorded in Gen 35:22 and then later 
reflected on in 1 Chron 5:1. Read these texts together; how does the last one 
bring the material of Gen 35:22 and 49:4 together? 
 
 
 
 

B. Simeon and Levi (49:5–7) 
 
In this section we have the only occurrence of two brothers addressed together 
(everyone else is addressed individually).  

 
1. The only historical event in Genesis that involves just these two brothers is found 
in Genesis 34. Go back and read these passages from that event: 34:1–7, 13–18, 24–
31. 

 
a. Acc. to 49:5, what sort of equipment (or implements) does Jacob associate with 
Simeon and Levi together?  
 
 
b. In 49:6, we have 4 lines (two sets of couplets); the first two lines describe 
Jacob’s disassociation from the brothers. 
 

(1) What are the two items that he counsels himself not to join or be 
associated with? 
 
 
(2) Who (or what) does Jacob address at the beginning of v. 6? What about in 
the middle of v. 6?  
 
 
 
(3) The term “soul” (Heb. nephesh) in “my soul” at the beginning of v. 6 
frequently can be used to stand for the whole person; in such occasions, it can 
be translated as one’s “being, self, person, life.” Perhaps more puzzling is the 
expression “my glory,” which we might be tempted to interpret as a reference 
to God. However, the term “glory” (Heb. kavod) probably here still refers to 
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Jacob himself (just as “my soul” does). This term can also refer to the whole 
person or to the inner person; see the following passages: 

 
Ps 7:5 (see esp. second half; what is “my glory” parallel?) 
 
 
Ps 16:9 (ESV “my whole being” is Heb. “my glory”; see what it is parallel 
to?) 
 
 
Ps 30:12 
 
 
Ps 108:1 ((ESV “all my being” is Heb. “my glory”) 

 
 
c. The last two lines of v. 6 provide the reason for Jacob’s disassociation from 
Simeon and Levi.  
 

(1) Who or what is their violence directed at in the first of these two lines? 
What is their disposition in the execution of this violence? 
 
 
(2) Who or what is their violence directed at in the second of these two lines? 
What is their disposition in the execution of this violence?5 
 
 
(3) We do not have a historical record of the brothers hamstringing or laming 
oxen. Either they did this in connection with the destruction of the town of 
Shechem out of sheer cruelty and wastefulness, or there is another episode that 
Genesis simply doesn’t record. Whatever the case, it has been noticed that 
what we have here is an apparent use of a literary device called merism (the 
use of words representing two ends of a spectrum to signal totality, like 
“heaven and earth” or “east and west” or “young and old”). The two kinds of 
disposition driving their violence in v. 6 are “anger” and “willfulness/pleasure.” 
If this is a merism, it would indicate that they kill for any reason (out of any 
heart disposition—ones they can control and ones they can’t).  
 

                                              
5 The term here for “willfulness” can also be rendered “pleasure” or “like” (i.e., what one wills or desires). So 
some suggest that one should view the second violent activity to be done for pleasure or fun or self-indulgent 
revenge. 
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(4) Similarly, they are willing to destroy the life of man and oxen (beast), 
which together as a merism could signal all life that is of value. Thus Mathews 
concludes that “Jacob depicts the brothers as wanton abusers, lacking regard 
for life” (889). 

 
 2. In 49:7 Jacob pronounces his oracle in response. 
 

a. What word summarizes Jacob’s prophetic pronouncement? 
 
 
b. What does Jacob curse? 
 
 
c. In the second half of v. 7, which two verbs describe what will happen to the 
two brothers’ tribes? 
 
 

(1) When it comes time for the tribes to receive their tribal allotments after 
the conquest under Joshua, do the Levites receive a land allotment similar to 
the other tribes? See Num 18:23–24.  
 
 
(2) What do the Levites actually receive? How many of them? (See Josh 21:1–
7, esp. the numbering at the end of vv. 4, 5, 6, and 7.) 
 

 
 
d. Simeon, being the second-born, should have been the one to replace Reuben 
in important and blessing, but this in fact doesn’t happen, as Jacob’s oracle 
indicates.  

 
(1) Read Josh 19:1, 9 and then consult the map of tribal allotments below. 
Where does Simeon’s tribal allotment end up being? 
 
 
 
(2) In addition to being enclosed by another larger, more important tribe, 
historically the tribe of Simeon recedes into utter obscurity. Consider the 
following passages: 
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Num 1:23 (How many are numbered in Simeon 
in the first census?) 
 
 
Num 26:14 (How many are numbered in 
Simeon in the second census, after the 40 years of 
wilderness wandering?) 
 
 
(3) Look at the blessings of Moses in 
Deuteronomy 33. (You need not read it in its 
entirety. Just look at the names of the tribes that 
are blessed by Moses. Where is Simeon’s name?)6 
 
 
(4) In Judges 5, in the Song of Deborah and 
Barak, there is a “roll-call” of sorts of those tribes 
who answered the call to join the battle against 
King Jabin of Hazor. Many tribes are mentioned 

for contributing fighters, and some are scorned for “sitting still” in Judg 5:12-
18. Where is Simeon named among them? 

 
 

C. Judah (49:8–12)  
 
One thing we can notice about the tribal blessings/oracles is the pride of place that 
belongs to Judah (whose tribe will be preeminent in the south) and Joseph (whose son, 
Ephraim, will produce the tribe that is preeminent in the north). Sarna points out, “It is 
surely no coincidence that these two tribes dominate the poem to the extent that five 
verses are devoted to each, together totaling ten of the twenty-four lines of poetry.”7 

 
1. Acc. to the first and third lines of 49:8, what is Judah told that his brothers will do? 
 

 
 

                                              
6 One commentator offers the following: “However, it is possible that Simeon was intentionally omitted 
precisely because its territory was within Judah’s and it was an insignificant tribe. The same situation may be 
reflected in the fact that Simeon is cursed with dispersal in Genesis 49:7.” See Jeffrey H. Tigay, Deuteronomy, 
The JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1996), 521. 
7 Sarna, Genesis, 331. 
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a. In a skillful pun, Jacob connects the name Judah with praise. But this isn’t the 
first time we have seen this connection in Genesis. Look back at Gen 29:35; on 
whose lips is this connection made? 
 
 
b. The reason for this connection is that the root of the word for Judah in 
Hebrew is the root used for the idea of “praise.” The Greek word for 
“Jew/Jewish” (Ioudaios) is related to the name Judah (Ioudas). Look at Rom 2:28–
29. How do we see Paul drawing these same associations in the last sentence of 
that passage? 
 
 
 
c. What will happen to Judah’s enemies, acc. to the second line of v. 8? 
 
 

 
2. The next segment in 49:9 likens Judah to what kind of animal?  
 

a. What would the image of a lion’s cub, lion, and lioness conjure in the listener?  
 
 
b. What does the text say this lion does after eating the prey?8 
 
 
c. What rhetorical question is asked about the lion at the end of v. 9? 
 
 
d. Mathews: “Viewed as the mightiest beast (Prov 30:30), the lion as a symbol for 
royalty was widespread in the ancient Near East, including Israel’s rulers and 
princes (e.g., Ezek 19:1–9; Zeph 3:3; cf. Solomon’s throne, 1 Kgs 10:18–20). The 
lion became a symbol of Judah’s King David and the Messiah (e.g., Rev 5:5; 4 
Ezra 11:37; 12:31; Gen. Rab. 98.7).”9 
 
 

                                              
8 Note: the idea of “going up” could refer to one of two things: (1) physical growth (which fits the image of a 
cub in one line and a lion a few lines later), which could mirror the development of Judah as the leader 
throughout the Joseph story and in the future of the tribes, or (2) it could refer to physical movement (fitting 
the image of a lion stalking and killing its prey and going up into its lair (mirroring the exploits of its future 
kings like David and others). 
9 K. A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27–50:26, vol. 1B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers, 2005), 891. 
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3. In 49:10 we move to more overt references to royalty within Judah’s future. 
 

a. Which explicitly royal images are employed in the verse? 
 

 
Acc. to Pss 60:7 and 108:8, what is the tribe of Judah called? 

 
 
b. What does Jacob say these royal items will not do? 
 

 
(1) Which king is the first from Judah to be enthroned over Israel? 
 
 
(2) What does 2 Sam 7:16 say about this ruler’s house and kingdom? 
 
 
(3) Acc. to Luke 1:32–33, who is the one from Judah who inherits this throne? 
 
 
(4) Look at Rev 5:1–4: how does it describe the one who is worthy to break 
open the scroll and its seals? 

 
 
 
c. The second half of v. 10 is notoriously difficult to interpret. Assuming that the 
ESV text is correct, what does this royal Judahite figure receive?  
 

 
 
4. Finally, 49:11–12 shifts the depiction of Judah toward that of a successful farmer.  
  

a. Acc. to v. 11, what does he hitch his animal(s) to? 
 

(1) What might an animal do when this close to a vine and its fruit? 
 
 
(2) What would the fact that the farmer seems not to mind seem to indicate 
about the harvest he experiences? 
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b. Acc. to the second half of v. 11, what does he do with the result of the grape 
harvest? 
 

(1) This image is susceptible of a few interpretations that fit the context. First, 
it might be that hyperbole is involved here; the wash-water of the house has 
been replaced with wine because there’s so much of it. (Compare how during 
Solomon’s day silver was worth little due to the excess of gold, 1 Ki 10:21.) 
 
(2) Or, the plentiful grape harvest yields such an abundance of grapes that 
trampling them ends up looking like a bath and a soaking of the garments in 
wine. (See Isa 63:2 for a possible parallel.) 

 
c. In 49:12 the final images of the successful farmer are provided. 

 
(1) How do his eyes compare to wine? 
 
(2) How do his teeth compare to milk? 
 
(3) What do you think this comparison means?10 

 
 
d. This grand oracle of Judah’s future pictures authority, kingship, worldwide 
dominion, and prosperity and fruitfulness.  

                                              
10 Mathews: “Verse 12, expressed as a couplet, continues the idea of prolific harvest by describing the 
appearance of its effects on the man. So rich and abundant is the wine that he has produced, his eyes are 
‘darker’ . . . than the wine itself, and his teeth glisten whiter than milk against his red-stained lips, The images 
of wine (vineyard) and milk portray prosperity (e.g., Deut 32:14; Isa 55:1)” (Mathews, 897). 


