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Study: The Joseph Story 
Text: Genesis 49:13–28 Jacob’s Blessings, Part 4: Jacob Blesses His Own Sons 1 
 
(Continued from “Jacob’s Blessings, Part 3”) 
 
We continue in Genesis 49 with the last set of blessings/oracles on the sons of Jacob. As 
noted in the last lesson, this is an exceptionally difficult passage in Genesis. One of the 
interesting features of the Hebrew text is the use of puns along with the names of the sons; 
however, these do not come across in English translation. We will try to point out some of 
these as we go. 
 
II. Blessings by Sons (49:3–27)  

 
D. Zebulun (49:13) 

 
1. In terms of birth order, how are Zebulun and Issachar related to each other? 
(Review Gen 30:17-20.) 
 

a. In the blessings of Jacob (Gen 49:13-15) and Moses (Deut 33:18-19), in what 
order are they addressed? 
 
 
b. Already the words of Jacob seem to indicate an ascendancy or priority for 
Zebulun. Let’s think about how this is born out in the following passages. 
 

(1) First is the context of allotting the land of Canaan after the conquest under 
Joshua (read Josh 18:1-6 for context). Now compare Josh 19:10 with 19:17 
(with respect of these two tribes); what do you see? 
 
 
(2) Deborah’s song mentions the summons to the tribes to help in battle. Look 
at Judg 5:14-15, 18. Zebulun and Issachar are both mentioned as helping, but 
which one is mentioned twice (this is the only tribe mentioned twice in 
Deborah’s song)?  
 
(3) Of these two tribes, which is listed among the tribes who contribute to the 
battle on behalf of Gideon against the Midianites (Judg 6:35)? 
 

                                              
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. 
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(4) In 1 Chr 12:23-36 we find a list of all the western tribes who contribute 
men to David’s army in Hebron to make him king (the 2½ tribes on the 
eastern side of the Jordan are mentioned in v. 37). Among these western 
tribes, who contributes the most troops, and how many? 

 
 

2. What sort of geographical area does Jacob say will be connected with Zebulun’s 
location (Gen 49:13)? 
 
 

a. Interestingly, this description is historically problematic since, acc. to Josh 
19:10-16 (you don’t need to look it up here), Zebulun is landlocked after the 
conquest and allotment, with the tribe of Asher extending from Zebulun to the 
coast where Sidon is located (see map on the final page). So the description seems 
more applicable to Asher than to Zebulun. How might we think about this? 
 
b. Here is what Mathews says: “Yet the text’s association of Zebulun with the 
coast may be justified when it is remembered that major thoroughfares for trade 
bordered and traversed Zebulun (to Acco), making the sea ‘nearby’ to Zebulun’s 
citizens (perhaps with Issachar, Deut 33:18–19) for developing commerce and 
manning Phoenicia’s vast maritime industry” (898). 
 
c. Other commentators such as Derek Kidner and Claus Westermann have 
suggested also that the Hebrew preposition translated at (ESV, NAS) the shore of 
the sea should be rendered ‘toward’ and so would indicate merely that Zebulun’s 
future territory is in the direction of the sea (but not necessarily on the sea). The 
term Sidon can denote the city itself on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, but it 
also can be used for the territory or region of Phoenicia, which adjoined 
Zebulun’s allotment.2 
 

 
 

                                              
2 Sarna also ventures a few ways to explain the connection with seas and ships: “The associations of some tribes 
with the sea can probably be explained in two ways. It is quite likely that Philistines and Phoenicians employed 
Israelite labor. Coastal cities of the Near East always featured mixed populations, so that the above-cited verses 
may refer not to Israelite occupation of the area but, rather, to the presence of considerable numbers of 
Israelites engaged as stevedores [one who loads/unloads ship], in the servicing of ships, and in commerce (cf. 2 
Sam. 24:6–7). Another possibility, complementary to the first, lies in the Israelite exploitation of convenient 
anchorage sites for very small ships at the points where more important wadis drain into the sea. Excavations at 
Abu Hawam on Wadi Kishon, at Tell Qasile on the Yarkon, and at Tell Mor on Wadi Lachish have revealed 
examples of this practice” (Sarna, Genesis, 338). 
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E. Issachar (49:14–15) 
 
1. To what kind of animal is Issachar likened in Gen 49:14? 
 

a. What activity does he engage in, acc. to the second half of v. 14? 
 
 
b. The final word of v. 14 is rendered ‘sheepfolds’ in ESV/NAS, and ‘saddlebags’ 
in NIV/NET (‘two burdens’ in KJV). The meaning of the Hebrew term 
(mishpetayim) is not certain, since the term only occurs here and in Judg 5:16 
(look there). Taking both passages into consideration, it seems that ‘crouching’ 
(Gen 49:14) and ‘sitting still’ (Judg 5:16) among the sheepfolds indicates a lack of 
what?3 
 
 

2. In Gen 49:15, what does Issachar think about his resting place and land?  
 

a. In light of this evaluation of his dwelling, what is Issachar content to do and to 
become, acc. to the second half of v. 15? 
 
 
b. Look at Judg 1:28, 30, 33. When some of the other Israelite tribes take over 
their territories but fail to drive the Canaanites out completely, what are they 
content to do?  
 
 
c. Now compare Issachar. In exchange for the lovely land this tribe will find itself 
in, what will they accept, acc. to Gen 49:15?  
 
 
d. Finally, in a bit of irony, we see a pun on the name of Issachar. The element of 
his name, sakar, means ‘wage, hire, reward’ (so his name might mean “man of 
hire/reward”). Review Issachar’s birth narrative in Gen 30:14-18; how are 
“wages” related to the events surrounding his birth? Now, according to Jacob, the 

                                              
3 It seems to indicate a lack of activity. In Judges, it’s clearly an indifference to the war effort on behalf of Israel, 
a lack of initiative to engage in battle. Potentially it connotes the same idea, as we will see from Gen 49:15 and 
the biblical history. 
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tribe Issachar will likewise be a “hireling,” but willfully in service to the 
Canaanites for a time!4 
 
 

F. Dan (49:16–18) 
 
1. Acc. to Gen 49:16, what will Dan do for his people? 
 

a. Another pun is found here. The Heb. verb dan means ‘to judge/provide justice’ 
(or ‘he judged’). So the one named ‘he-judged’ will judge/provide justice for his 
people. The idea seems to be that he (as a tribe) will provide justice for his own 
people, even though it is insignificant and independent. (We know of no 
situation where the tribe of Dan did this in relation to the whole of Israel.) 
 
b. Perhaps one example of Dan looking after itself is seen in Josh 19:47. What do 
the Danites do when they are unable to contain their allotment? 
 
 

2. In Gen 49:17, Dan is likened to what kind of animal? What is it able to do in its 
crafty, stealthy way?  

 
a. A potential point of contact for the history of Dan might be found in the way 
that they overcome the city of Laish. Look at Judg 18:7, 10, 27: what word is used 
in each of these verses to describe the people of Laish?  
 
b. Interestingly, the Heb. word for heel (‘aqev) occurs also in Gen 3:15 (where the 
serpent will strike the heel of the seed of the woman), and in Gen 25:26, where 
Jacob’s grasping on Esau’s heel is used as a play on Jacob’s name (Ya‘akov), which 
uses the same consonants as the word heel. As Mathews says, “The picture of Dan 
is not as victim but victimizer, like the serpent in the garden or Jacob the 
deceiver” (900). 
 
c. Historically Dan as a tribe is a mysterious contradiction of positive and negative 
characteristics. Although it is the second most numerous tribe (Num 2:26; 26:42), 
they are too weak to secure their territory, as we have seen in Josh 19:47. 
Consider these other pairs of passages: 
 

(1) Pair #1: 

                                              
4 Mathews concludes his discussion thus: “The blessing implies that to remain in its fertile territory Issachar 
submitted to Canaanite lordship, referring to the settlement period. During the eighth to sixth centuries, the 
tribes to the north unwillingly fell subject to occupying forces” (899). 
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Exod 31:6: Who participates with Bezalel in constructing the tabernacle? 
Where is he from? Is this a good thing? 
 
Lev 24:11: What is the Danite man accused of doing here? 

 
(2) Pair #2: 

 
Judg 18:27-29: What kind of victory does Dan enjoy over Laish? 
 
Judg 18:30-31: What sort of evil thing do they immediately do after their 
God-given victory? 
 

3. In light of the weakness and danger that Dan (and the other tribes) will find 
themselves in, it seems appropriate that Jacob breaks off into an aside and utters the 
exclamation of Gen 49:18. What will Jacob wait for? Who will be the source of it? 

 
 
G. Gad (49:19) 

 
1. What will raiders do to Gad, acc. to v. 19a? 
 

a. The playful use of sound is most prominent in this verse. The name Gad shares 
the same consonants (G and D) with the Heb. words for raiders (gedud), will raid 
him (yegudennu), and he shall raid (yagud). 
 
b. In return for this treatment, what will Gad do to his attackers? 
 

 
2. Historically, Gad was located in an area called Gilead and, along with Reuben and 
the half-tribe of Manasseh, they were located in areas susceptible to attack by other 
peoples (Moabites, Ammonites, Arameans). Look up 1 Chr 5:18 and 12:8; how are 
the Gadites described in terms of their prowess for warfare? 

 
 
H. Asher (49:20) 

 
1. Instead of speaking of Asher in terms of animals, what topic is brought up with 
which to describe this future tribe? 
 

a. What will his food be like?  
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b. What/who is the richness of his food fit for? 
 
c. Note: the name Asher means ‘fortune, happiness’; this pronouncement 
anticipates future prosperity in the “happy place.”  
 
 

2. At the same time, the mention of royalty/kingship might also signal a negative 
aspect of Asher’s future. Mathews’ comments are instructive:  

Mention of the “king,” however, may have a double significance. Although the 
land could produce the finest menu (cf. 1 Kgs 4:7), the tribe’s failure to expel the 
Canaanites (Judg 1:31–32) and its vulnerable location made it subject to 
Phoenician interference (cf. “Cabul,” Josh 19:27; 1 Kgs 9:11–13). Its provisions 
for the king, therefore, may imply foreign subjugation or at least compliance (cf. 
Deborah’s critique, Judg 5:17) (Mathews, 902). 

 
I. Naphtali (49:21) 

 
1. To what kind of creature is Naphtali likened?  
 

a. How is it described in the first half of v. 21?  
 
b. A doe let loose (or free/unrestrained) would be free to do what?5 
 
 

2. What does Naphtali (as the doe/hind) do, acc. to the second half of v. 21? 
 

a. This last half of the verse is difficult to translate due to uncertainty about the 
meaning of some of the words. If the ESV/NIV/RSV are correct, then the image 
of the doe continues into the second half of the verse, describing her productivity 
in producing lovely offspring (“beautiful fawns”). The prosperity of the tribe is in 
view here. 
 
b. On the other hand, if the NAS/KJV/NET is correct, then the metaphor 
changes from that of a doe to a human speaker, possibly a runner coming to 
announce good/beautiful words of victory. What might be a historical 
occurrence that connects with this description? Consider the following passages: 

                                              
5 Mathews suggests that “here the doe is unencumbered, free to roam (Hab 3:19) and presumably propagate” 
(902). Further Mathews notes that “one of the distinctive features of Naphtali in the giving of the tribal 
inheritances is the absence of a northern border specifically delineated. This unrestricted northern frontier may 
be reflected in Jacob’s picture of the hind unfettered to roam where it pleased. Naphtali possessed remarkable 
natural resources that made for a beautiful and bountiful land . . .” (902). 
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(1) Judg 4:6: Whom does the judge, Deborah, summon to come and lead the 
armies of Israel against king Jabin? Where is he from? 
 
(2) Which tribes immediately answer the call and join Barak in preparation 
for battle, acc. to Judg 4:10?  
 
(3) Acc. to Judg 5:18, how are Zebulun and Naphtali characterized for their 
efforts in the midst of the battle? 
 
(4) So if we are to read the end of v. 21 as “he gives/bears good words,” it may 
find its fulfillment in the form of “a swift runner from Naphtali bring[ing] 
good tidings of victory in Deborah’s war against the Canaanites” (Sarna, 342). 

 
 
J. Joseph (49:22–26) 

 
1.  In Gen 49:22, to what is Joseph likened? 
 

a. What is it that feeds this vine/plant and makes it fruitful? 
 
b. Normally a wall enclosure contains the plants within it. What does this plant’s 
branches do, and what does this indicate? 
 
c. As you recall, Joseph’s two sons are numbered as part of the twelve. A bit of 
word-play with one of the sons is found in the descriptions of Joseph as “fruitful,” 
as Mathews notes:  

The metaphor alludes to Joseph’s most prodigious descendant, “Ephraim” 
(“double fruitful”), whose name was explained by the same verbal root pārâ 
(“to be fruitful,” 41:52). Moreover, in the context of blessing Joseph’s sons 
(chap. 48), the text recalls God’s promise to “make [Jacob] fruitful” (48:4) 
(Mathews, 903). 
 

 
2. The blessing-oracle quickly moves in Gen 49:23-24 from the theme of promised 
prosperity to one of threat and trouble. These verbal forms are in the past tense, so it 
is possible to view these verses as reflecting Joseph’s own personal past. 
 

a. In v. 23, what are the three things that “the archers” have done to him? 
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(1) The archers no doubt refer to Joseph’s opponents. The text does not 
specify who constitutes the opposition, but many believe it refers to Joseph’s 
own brothers. 
 
(2) The third verb of v. 23 (Heb. śāṭam, with the sense of ‘to oppose, be 
hostile, hate’) is used in only two other places in Genesis. Look these up: 

 
Gen 27:14: Who hates whom? What relationship do they have? 
 
Gen 50:15 Who is thought to hate whom? What relationship do they 
have? 

 
(3) The use of this verb in the context of sibling rivalry and hatred makes it 
likely that its use in Gen 49:23 is for Joseph’s brother’s hatred/opposition to 
him. 
 
 

b. The sort of opposition envisioned in v. 23 would be sorely oppressive and 
likely to spell the doom of anyone so harrassed. And yet, in Gen 49:24 Jacob 
proclaims that this is not, in fact, the outcome.  
 

(1) Picturing Joseph as a warrior himself, what does Jacob say about his bow 
and his arms? 
 
 
(2) Even more importantly, to whom does Jacob attribute these realities by 
which Joseph is sustained in the face of adversity? What are the terms or 
epithets (name designations) used by Jacob for him in v. 24? 
 
 
(3) The English versions obscure one beautiful description of the divine 
enablement here in v. 24. The Heb. text reads something like this: “they-
were-agile, the arms of his hands, by the hands of the Mighty One of Jacob.” 
Put another way, the skill and strength of Joseph’s own hands rest in and 
depend upon the prior strength of another’s hands—the Mighty One. 
 
(4) The final two designations in v. 24 may be echoes of Jacob’s own 
experiences with Yahweh.  
 

Gen 48:15: What does Jacob say God has been for him? 
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Gen 28:11, 18, 22; 35:14: What object is associated with God’s 
appearances to him at Bethel? 

 
3. The divine epithets for Yahweh continue into Gen 49:25. 

 
a. Look at the first two lines of v. 25. 
 

(1) What designations are used for God in these two lines? 
 
(2) What activities are used to describe what this God will do for Joseph? 

 
b. Look at the final three lines of v. 25. 
 

(1) What word is used repeatedly in each of the three lines? 
 
(2) In what three sets of realms do these blessings operate?6 

 
4. The final verse devoted to Joseph, Gen 49:26, expressses the superabundance of the 
blessings that God has in store for him and his posterity. 

 
a. How does Jacob compare his own blessings (now being bestowed on Joseph) 
to the blessings of those before him? 
 
b. Where does Jacob wish these superabundant blessings to rest? 
 
c. Finally, how is Joseph described in relation to his brothers? How does this 
description bring us back full circle to how the Joseph narrative begins in Genesis 
37? 

 
 
K. Benjamin (49:27) 

 
1. Benjamin is the last one mentioned in the oracular blessings of Jacob. Why is it 
appropriate for him to be listed last? 
 
2. To what kind of animal is Benjamin likened? 
 

a. What does he do in the morning? 

                                              
6 The invocation of blessing from heaven and the deeps speak of the creation blessings of abundant water for 
the fertility of land, while blessings of breast and womb speak to fertility in childbearing, the birth and nurture 
of children until weaning. Land and seed—we have seen these promises throughout the patriarchal narratives. 
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b. What does he do in the evening? 
 
 

3. This picture of Benjamin as a wolf who tears prey and has so much to eat that it 
can gorge itself in the morning hours is appropriately applied by Mathews to the 
tribe later in its history:  

The picture of Benjamin’s aggressive character predicts the military feats of the 
Benjamites during the settlement and early monarchy periods, despite their small 
size as a tribe (1 Sam 9:21; Ps 68:27[28]; see e.g., Judg 3:15; 5:14; 20:21; 1 Sam 
9:1; 2 Sam 2:25). The warriors of Benjamin were renown for their skill as left-
handed marksmen (Judg 20:15–16; 1 Chr 12:2) and for their bravery (1 Chr 8:40) 
(Mathews, 910). 

  
III. Conclusion (49:28) 

 
A. In v. 28 it is revealed that the blessings on the sons are really blessings on the what? 
 
 
 
 
B. How are the blessings described in 
relation to the sons/tribes?  

 
 
 


