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Study: The Joseph Story 
Text: Genesis 49:29–50:14 The End of the Beginning of the Story, Part 1: The 
Death and Burial of Jacob1 
 
In this last portion of Genesis 49, along with Genesis 50, we come to the “end of the story.” 
But this is not really the end of the story; it’s the end of the beginning of the story. The 
book of Genesis is but the prelude to the formation of the nation of Israel through the 
sovereign and gracious deliverance from Egypt, and the covenant that Yahweh makes with 
them at Sinai. In this study we see the death of that significant patriarch Jacob, who was 
progenitor of the nation of Israel. In the next unit we will study the death of Joseph. 
 

 
I.  Jacob’s Final Words and Death (49:29–33) 

 
A. Burial Instructions (49:29–32) 

 
1. The instructions that Jacob provides beginning in Gen 49:29 actually resume a 
discussion that has already begun in Gen 47:29-30.  

 
a. What does Jacob ask for in the Gen 47 text? What is Joseph’s response? 
 
 
b. Instead of going immediately into the death of Jacob (which is what one might 
have expected to happen next in the storyline), the narrative seems to pause in 
order to relate what two important, forward-looking events (between the end of 
Genesis 47 and the end of Genesis 49)? 
 

 
2. Read 49:29.  
 

a. Is Jacob addressing an individual (like Joseph alone), or a plural group? How 
can you tell? 
 
 
b. What does Jacob say is about to happen to him? What is this a euphemism for? 
 
 
c. Which imperative verb is used in v. 29 to formulate Jacob’s request?  

                                              
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. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nac01b?ref=Bible.Ge11.27-50.26&off=155991&ctx=ob+in+Canaan+(37%3a1)%0a%7EXII.+Jacob%E2%80%99s+Family%3a
https://ref.ly/logosres/nac01b?ref=Bible.Ge11.27-50.26&off=155991&ctx=ob+in+Canaan+(37%3a1)%0a%7EXII.+Jacob%E2%80%99s+Family%3a
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d. Mathews insightfully points out that this verb root (and other words related to 
it) is important to the message of this scene, but not as important as something 
else: “That the word group ‘bury, burial’ (q-b-r) occurs fifteen times in this 
episode reflects the central interest of the narrative, but the burial alone is not the 
primary attention. It is the place of burial that furnishes the author’s message” 
(emphasis added, Mathews, 911). We now turn our attention to that place. 
 
 
e. What specific place is mentioned at the end of v. 29? Who is the owner of that 
site prior to its acquisition by the covenant family? (Note: if you have time and 
want to read it together, the narrative of Abraham’s acquiring the field is found in 
Genesis 23.) 

 
3. From the end of v. 29 through 30, the physical location of this cave is spelled out 
several ways.  

 
a. Verse 29, “in the cave that is in ___________________________” 
 
b. Verse 30, three locations are mentioned together: “in the cave . . .  

 
(a) that is in _____________________ 
 
(b) to the _____________________ 
 
(c) in the _____________________ 

 
 
c. Why should Jacob stack up so many designations for the location of this cave? 
It would seem that the most important feature about this cave’s location is where 
it is NOT located. Where is this cave not located? 
 
 
d. In the final part of v. 30, Jacob mentions the cave’s relationship to two people. 
 

(1) Who is the seller? 
 
(2) Who is the buyer? 
 
(3) What is the stated purpose of the purchase? 
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(4) This final expression in v. 30 could be literally rendered as “(which 
Abraham bought . . .) for a held-possession (ʾăḥūzzâ) for a burial-place.” The 
Heb. word ʾăḥūzzâ in itself does not imply the notion of burial (that idea 
comes with the next term); it is used generically in a number of contexts in 
the OT to refer to landed property (small plots, pasture lands, or whole 
countries), or things possessed (houses, inheritances, servants). Look at the 
following texts that use this Heb. term to refer to a possession/property. Who 
is the possessor, and how is that possession described? 
 

Gen 17:8 
 
 
Gen 23:4, 9, 20 
 
 
Gen 47:11 
 
 
Gen 48:4 

 
 
 
(5) Why do you think it would it be so important to Jacob that he be buried 
in the “family possession” in Canaan, rather than in Egypt? 
 
 
Here is what Mathews says about this: 

As the family “possession” (ʾăḥūzzâ, 23:4, 9, 20), the burial plot represented 
the land as the “everlasting possession” (laʾăḥūzzat ʿôlām, 17:8) promised 
Abraham and his descendants. That possession was claimed by Jacob 
symbolically by his entombment at the “burial place” (laʾăḥūzzat qeber, 
49:30; 50:13) of his forefathers. Although the burial episode would appear 
to be about the past, it projects the future as did the orientation of the 
blessings in chaps. 48–49. The future is secured by Jacob/Israel’s God and 
his promises, not the patriarchs themselves. All Israel can look beyond the 
grave to the life in the land that awaits them (emphasis added, Mathews, 
911). 

 
4. In v. 31, the same two words are used 3 times. 

 
a. Which verb is repeated? 
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b. Which adverb is repeated? 
 
c. Notice that v. 32 explains what that adverb refers to. What? 
 
 
These things highlight the unchanging truth (from ancient times to today!) that 
when it comes to real estate, the most important three things are . . . location, 
location, location! 

 
 
B. Jacob’s Death (49:33) 

 
1. What does the beginning of v. 33 indicate that Jacob has completed? 
 
 
2. After that, we are told that Jacob does 3 things. What? 

 
a.  
 
 
b.  
 
 
c.  

 
 
3. Let’s think for a moment about the language of “being gathered to his people.” 
Language similar to what we see in this verse is also used of other important figures 
in the Genesis narrative. Look at these passages and determine how the timing of 
“being gathered to one’s people” relates to the timing of things like “died” and 
“breathed his last” and “buried.” 

 
a. Gen 25:8 
 

(1) Which happens first—Abraham’s death or his being gathered to his people? 
 
 
(2) Where is Abraham from (i.e., where would “his people” be from)? Is that 
where Abraham is buried?  
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(3) So does this “being gathered to his people” refer to his burial? Does it 
occur before or after burial (see 25:9)?  

 
b. Gen 35:29 
 

(1) Which happens first—Isaac’s death or his being gathered to his people? 
 
 
(2) Which happens first—Isaac’s burial or his being gathered to his people? 
 

 
c. Many have the idea that belief in the afterlife was a very late development in 
the history of Israel. But these sorts of statements about Abraham, Isaac, and now 
Jacob in our passage, would seem to point us in the opposite direction. Listen to 
what Nahum Sarna, a Jewish scholar, says about this: 
 

This phrase [“he was gathered to his kin”], peculiar to the Torah, is also used 
of Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Aaron, and Moses. An analysis of the contexts in 
which it is found reveals that it is to be distinguished from death itself because 
the action follows the demise. It is not the same as burial in an ancestral grave, 
because it is employed of Abraham, Aaron, and Moses, none of whom was 
buried with his forefathers. It is also not identical with interment in general 
because the report of burial follows this phrase, and the difference between the 
two is especially blatant in the case of Jacob, who was interred quite a while 
after being “gathered to his kin.” It would seem, therefore, that the existence 
of this idiom, as of the corresponding figure “to lie down with one’s fathers,” 
testifies to a belief that, despite his mortality and perishability, man possesses 
an immortal element that survives the loss of life. Death is looked upon as a 
transition to an afterlife where one is united with one’s ancestors. This 
interpretation contradicts the widespread, but apparently erroneous, view that 
such a notion is unknown in Israel until later times.2  

 
 
d. This is helpful commentary from a Jewish writer, but Ken Mathews, writing as 
a Christian OT scholar, points our hope still further to the things revealed to 
those who know Christ the Lord: 

That the patriarch calmly retracted his feet, accepting his destiny, and that the 
author omits “and he died” elevates Jacob’s confidence in the future. He is not 
dead but asleep, waiting for the realization of the promises (cf. 1 Cor 15:20; 1 

                                              
2 Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis, The JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 
174. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/jpstorahge?ref=BibleBHS.Ge25.8&off=219&ctx=+earthly+existence.%0a%7Ebe+was+gathered+to+h
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Thess 4:13). Calvin commented, “We shall not deem it grievous to leave this 
failing tabernacle, when we reflect on the everlasting abode which is prepared 
for us.”3 

 
II. Burial of Jacob in Canaan (50:1–14) 

 
A.  Mourning for Jacob (50:1–3) 

 
1. Acc. to Gen 50:1, Joseph reacts to the death of his father Jacob 
 

a. What are Joseph’s three reactions? 
 
 
 
b. Now read Gen 46:29. How does Joseph react upon seeing Jacob for the first 
time since his sojourn in Egypt? 
 

 
2. What does Joseph ask his servant-physicians to do for him (v. 2)? 
 

a. How long does the text tell us the physical process takes (v. 3a)? 
 
b. How long does the Egyptian mourning process take (v. 3b)? 

 
 
3. SIDEBAR ON EMBALMING/MUMMIFICATION: Herodotus (a Greek 
historian in the 5th century, BC) provides an account of the embalming process that 
he was aware of at that time. It’s not certain whether the process of embalming in 
Jacob’s day (1800s BC) changed much by the time of Herodotus, nor is it certain that 
his description is most representative of the practice. But this account of 
mummification for the elites in Egyptian society does give us an interesting ancient 
testimony to the practice: 

[85] [1] They mourn and bury the dead like this: whenever a man of note is lost 
to his house by death, all the women of the house daub their faces or heads with 
mud; then they leave the corpse in the house and roam about the city lamenting, 
with their garments girt around them and their breasts showing, and with them 
all the women of their relatives; [2] elsewhere, the men lament, with garments 
girt likewise. When this is done, they take the dead body to be embalmed. [86] 
[1] There are men whose sole business this is and who have this special craft. [2] 

                                              
3 K. A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27–50:26, vol. 1B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers, 2005), 915. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nac01b?ref=Bible.Ge49.33&off=675&ctx=+35%3a29%3b+cf.+25%3a17).+%7EThat+the+patriarch+c
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When a dead body is brought to them, they show those who brought it wooden 
models of corpses, painted likenesses; the most perfect way of embalming 
belongs, they say, to One whose name it would be impious for me to mention in 
treating such a matter; the second way, which they show, is less perfect than the 
first, and cheaper; and the third is the least costly of all. Having shown these, they 
ask those who brought the body in which way they desire to have it prepared. [3] 
Having agreed on a price, the bearers go away, and the workmen, left alone in 
their place, embalm the body. If they do this in the most perfect way, they first 
draw out part of the brain through the nostrils with an iron hook, and inject 
certain drugs into the rest. [4] Then, making a cut near the flank with a sharp 
knife of Ethiopian stone, they take out all the intestines, and clean the belly, 
rinsing it with palm wine and bruised spices; [5] they sew it up again after filling 
the belly with pure ground myrrh and casia and any other spices, except 
frankincense. After doing this, they conceal the body for seventy days, embalmed 
in saltpetre; no longer time is allowed for the embalming; [6] and when the 
seventy days have passed, they wash the body and wrap the whole of it in 
bandages of fine linen cloth, anointed with gum, which the Egyptians mostly use 
instead of glue; [7] then they give the dead man back to his friends. These make a 
hollow wooden figure like a man, in which they enclose the corpse, shut it up, 
and keep it safe in a coffin-chamber, placed erect against a wall.4 

 
B. Permission from Pharaoh (50:4–6) 

 
1. In 50:4 Joseph begins to make an appeal to Pharoah. 
 

a. When does he make his request? 
 
b. In v. 4, who does Joseph seem to be addressing?5 
 
c. What kind of deferential language does Joseph begin his request with? 

 
 
2. Acc. to 50:5, Joseph reports what Jacob has asked for. 
 

a. What does Joseph say that Jacob has placed him under as a requirement to 
fulfill the request? 
 

                                              
4 Herodotus, Herodotus, with an English Translation by A. D. Godley, ed. A. D. Godley (Medford, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1920). Cititation is from Histories, Book 2, Chs. 85-86. 
5 These appear to be Pharaoh’s courtiers. Sarna remarks that “the king is not directly approached by Joseph 
probably because a mourner was considered unclean and was not allowed in his presence” (Sarna, 348). 

https://ref.ly/logosres/hdteng?ref=Herodotus.Hdt.%2c+Hist.+2.85&off=0&ctx=+internal+diseases.+%7E%5b85%5d+%5b1%5d+They+mourn+
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b. What place is Jacob reported to have insisted on for his burial location? 
 
 
c. What does Jacob promise to do after fulfilling his oath to his father? 

 
 
3. How does Pharoah respond to the request in 50:6? On what basis does the Pharaoh 
seem to respond? 
 

 
C. Funeral Procession to Canaan (50:7–13) 

 
1. We are told in 50:7 that Joseph now undertakes the journey to bury Jacob. 
Accompanying Joseph in v. 7 are mentioned three groups of people associated with 
Pharaoh. Who are they? 
 
 
 
2. In v. 8, we see another set of three groups who accompany Joseph, this time 
associated with Joseph (rather than Pharaoh).  
 

a. Who are mentioned here as going along with Joseph?  
 
 
 
b. Who is explicitly mentioned as being left behind in Egypt? 
 
 
 
c. What kind of assurance would this last group’s remaining in Egypt provide for 
Pharaoh? 
 

 
3. The entourage in 50:9 grows still more. 
 

a. What sort of military delegation joins the caravan of mourners? 
 
 
b. What obvious assessment is made at the end of v. 9 about the entourage?  
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(1) How many are overtly mentioned in the burial for Abraham (Gen 25:9)? 
 
 
(2) How many are overtly mentioned in the burial for Isaac (Gen 35:29)? 
 
 
(3) What might this “very great company” attending to Jacob’s burial indicate 
about the esteem that Egypt has for Joseph and his family? 

 
 
 
4. The superlative language (“all the servants of Pharaoh . . . all the elders of the land 
of Egypt . . . all the household of Joseph . . . both chariots and horsemen . . . a very 
great company”) does not end when Moses is finished naming the participants. It 
continues with the description of the grieving process in 50:10-11. 
 

a. Acc. to v. 10, where does this company arrive in Canaan? 
 
 
b. How is their lamentation described? 
 
 
c. For how long does this go on? 
 
 
d. The great and grievous lamentation is noticed by whom?  
 

 
(1) What people-group do the Canaanites take these mourners to be? 
 
 
(2) What does this tell you about the visible presence of the Egyptian cohort? 

 
 
5. We find in 50:12-13 a summary statement of what has happened. 
 

a. The sons of Jacob are said to do what they have done according to what (v. 
12)? 
 
 
b. Verse 13 is nearly verbatim repetition of Jacob’s language in v. 30. How does 
this kind of verbal repetition serve to reinforce the summary statement in v. 12? 



10 
Genesis 49:29-50:14 Joseph Story 

 
 
 
D. Return to Egypt (50:14) 

 
1. Where does Joseph go after burying Jacob his father? 
 
 
2. Who else returns with Joseph? 
 

 
 
Discussion: What have we learned about God in this passage? About man? About God’s 
purposes? 


