
“When God Brings You to Your Knees” (Genesis 42:1-38) 
 
Have you ever heard of a berkutchi? A berkutchi is an Asian man who trains eagles for hunting. The 
capture, taming, training, and keeping of eagles is highly ritualized. Most eagles, which have a life span 
of about 40 years, are caught when very young—either snatched from a nest or trapped in a baited net. 
Once captured, the eagle is hooded and placed in a cage with a perch that sways constantly so it cannot 
rest or sleep. For two or three days it is also deprived of food. During this time the berkutchi talks, sings, 
and chants to the eagle for hours on end. Finally, he begins to feed and stroke it. Slowly the weakened 
creature comes to rely on its master. When the berkutchi decides that their relationship has become 
strong enough, the training begins. Not all eagles can be trained, but those who take to life with a master 
display intense loyalty. While the training and breaking of the eagle may seem harsh, it is a picture of 
how over time God breaks our independent spirit to draw us close to Him.1 
 
God uses broken things: broken soil to produce a crop, broken clouds to give rain, broken grain to give 
bread, and broken bread to give strength.2 In Genesis 42, God is going to break Joseph’s brothers by 
awakening their sleeping consciences. They were a hard bunch. Years before, under the leadership of 
Simeon and Levi, they had deceived a village, slaughtered all the men, and taken the women and children 
captive in retaliation for one man’s violating their sister. Reuben, the oldest, had slept with his father’s 
concubine. Judah had two sons so wicked that the Lord took their lives. He himself had a fling with his 
daughter-in-law, Tamar, thinking her to be a prostitute. All of the brothers, except Benjamin, had sold 
Joseph into slavery and then crushed their father’s heart by deceiving him into thinking that his son was 
dead. Now it’s 22 years later. In the process of this story, their sleeping consciences awake. Their story 
shows us how God uses severity and grace to awaken our consciences and bring us to repentance.3 
 
Scene 1 (42:1-5): The seven years of famine that Joseph predicted are now in full force (see 41:54-57). 
The famine has spread throughout the entire known world (41:57), including Joseph’s family in Canaan. 
Therefore, in 42:1-2 Moses writes, “Now Jacob saw that there was grain in Egypt, and Jacob said to 
his sons, ‘Why are you staring at one another?’ He said, ‘Behold, I have heard that there is grain in 
Egypt; go down there and buy some for us from that place, so that we may live and not die.’” For a 
while Jacob’s family was probably able to live on what they had in reserve. But the weather is not 
changing and the supplies are almost depleted. The situation is becoming serious. Jacob hears that there 
is grain in Egypt, so he starts talking it up with his sons. But every time he brings up the subject, none of 
his sons will look him in the eye. They just stare at one another. Reuben looks at Simeon, Simeon glances 
at Judah, and Judah’s eyes dart over to Levi. Jacob is getting frustrated.4 In a crisis situation his sons 
don’t seem to be doing anything.5 
 
Why don’t Jacob’s sons want to go to Egypt? For one thing, the trip to Egypt was long (250-300 miles) 
and dangerous, and a round trip could consume six weeks’ time. Even after arriving in Egypt, the 
brothers couldn’t be certain of a friendly reception. As “foreigners” from Canaan, they would be very 
vulnerable and could even be arrested and enslaved. If that happened there would be no one to take care 
of their families and their aged father.6 Furthermore, the word “Egypt” went off like a bomb in their 
guilty consciences. The brothers could hear again the clink of the silver coins they received from the 
traders as they sold their brother into slavery. They could see him begging for his life as he was being 
dragged off. They remembered the terrible expression of horror on his face. When a trip to Egypt was 
mentioned, they dreaded the possibility of passing by a gang of slaves and perhaps seeing the hollow 
eyes of their brother. For 22 years these brothers had tried to silence their nagging consciences. But when 
God applied the pressure of famine, coupled with the word “Egypt,” the sleeping giants stirred. For these 
ten brothers, time didn’t erase their guilty consciences.  



You can brush your sin under the rug and hope that enough years will take care of it, but one day, 
perhaps years later, God will apply some sort of pressure in your life and your conscience will stir. 
Maybe it will be a single word, spoken inadvertently by someone. “Egypt!” Your sin flashes as vividly in 
your mind as if it was yesterday.7 Far better to keep short accounts and deal with your sin now than later. 
Sin compounds with some serious interest! Better to pay up as quickly as possible.  
 
After their father’s prodding, Joseph’s ten brothers “went down to buy grain from Egypt. But Jacob 
did not send Joseph’s brother Benjamin with his brothers, for he said, ‘I am afraid that harm may 
befall him’” (42:3-4). It’s evident that Jacob is a man controlled not only by favoritism but also by fear. 
He had already lost his favorite wife. Then he lost his favorite son. Here he is determined to prevent the 
loss of Benjamin who is his final link to Rebekah. Interestingly, it appears that over the years, since the 
death of his eleventh son, Joseph, Jacob apparently has grown suspicious of his ten older sons regarding 
either the manner in which Joseph “died” or the relationship that the older sons have with Benjamin, 
Jacob’s youngest son. This suspicion manifests itself in 42:4, which records that Jacob does not send 
Benjamin with his brothers into Egypt to buy food for the family because he (Jacob) is “afraid that 
harm might befall him.” Of what is Jacob afraid? There is no reason for him necessarily to believe that 
Benjamin is in any greater danger from the Egyptians or from potential marauding bands along the 
journey than are any of the other of his sons. Thus, Jacob quite probably does not trust his older sons to 
treat Benjamin kindly. What gives solid support to the view that Jacob is suspicious of what his ten older 
sons might do is that he cannot be worried that Benjamin, as a young child, might accidentally be injured 
on the journey to Egypt since Benjamin is not a young child. Benjamin, in fact, is approximately 23 years 
of age at this time (cp. 35:18; 37:2; 41:46, 53, 54; 45:6). As a young adult, Benjamin should not have 
difficulty taking such a long journey—surviving around his ten older brothers, however, is a different 
matter.8 
 
Our first scene concludes with this statement: “So the sons of Israel came to buy grain among those 
who were coming, for the famine was in the land of Canaan also” (42:5). As shocking as it might be, 
Ps 105:16 tells us that God Himself “called down a famine upon the earth” (NET).9 It is important to see 
what God is doing. For years, Jacob and the boys lived life without having to think about God. Life went 
on as normal. They got up, did their work, came home, and the next day started all over again. They were 
content in their routine. Their needs were met; life went on as it always had. But with this famine God 
gets their attention. It is easy to avoid God when we feel self-sufficient. It is easy to feel that you have no 
need of God’s touch when everything is running smoothly. These men were comfortable in their denial 
and their deceptions. As long as the status quo remained they would never change. So God provokes a 
crisis. This crisis would either harden them further or wake them up.10 
 
God could have simply washed His hands of these brothers. He could have said, “Fine, forget it.” But 
that’s not what He did with the Israelites and that’s not what He does with you and me. God loves us too 
much to let us go without a fight. So, at times He exercises “tough love.” He brings a crisis into our life 
that forces us to address ultimate issues. It may be an unexpected diagnosis, a financial emergency, an 
overwhelming situation, or a family crisis. In these situations God is often seeking to awaken us out of 
our spiritual lethargy. God lovingly put Jacob and his family in the midst of a famine in order to draw 
them to Him.  
 
Are you going through a tough time? Is life a struggle right now? Could it be that God is trying to get 
your attention? Could it be that He is trying to awaken you out of your spiritual slumber? Is it possible 
that God loves you so much and that He wants you to be His with such intensity that He will stop at 
nothing to turn your heart to Him?11 
 



Scene 2 (42:6-17): We now move from the home front to the brothers appearing before Joseph in Egypt. 
Moses writes, “Now Joseph was the ruler over the land; he was the one who sold to all the people of 
the land. And Joseph’s brothers came and bowed down to him with their faces to the ground” 
(42:6). Back in 37:5-7, Joseph had two dreams and predicted that one day his entire family would bow 
before him. And here the prediction begins to come to pass.12 What God says will ultimately come to 
pass and whatever God says in His Word, you can trust it. He is faithful to His promises (2 Cor 1:20). 
Today, if you are growing wearing and impatient, know that God will fulfill His Word to you.  
 
In 42:7ff, we come to the moment of truth: How would Joseph respond? He had had at least 20 years to 
consider what he would do if and when this moment presented itself. And now, here it was! You see the 
greatest test of Joseph’s life occurred not when he was laid low by injustice, but when he was given 
unlimited power over his wicked brothers. Would he use his God-given power to seek revenge against 
them? Or would he use it for the purpose of saving the nation Israel from famine? As Abraham Lincoln 
once said, “Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give him 
power.”13 How are you using the authority God has given you? We all have some position of authority 
that God has entrusted to us (e.g., parent, discipler, supervisor, minister). Are you using your authority 
for selfish ends or for the glory of God?  
 
Just to make things interesting, Moses writes, “when Joseph saw his brothers he recognized them, but 
he disguised himself to them and spoke to them harshly. And he said to them, ‘Where have you 
come from?’ And they said, ‘From the land of Canaan, to buy food.’ But Joseph had recognized his 
brothers, although they did not recognize him” (42:7-8). Can you imagine this scene? Joseph, wearied 
by the stream of people in need, looks up and sees his brothers. He recognizes them in an instant. They 
are tan, weather-beaten, bearded Semite shepherds. And there are ten of them—all brothers! The older 
ones have grayed but are still recognizable by their profile, their walk, and of course, their Hebrew 
dialect.14 While Joseph recognizes his brothers, they don’t recognize him. How is this possible? Keep in 
mind, the last time the brothers had seen Joseph, he was a 17-year-old boy who was in a position of 
weakness, pleading for mercy as he was carried off into slavery by the Midianites, who had purchased 
him for 20 pieces of silver (37:2). On the other hand, the man in front of them is:  

• Almost 40 years old (41:46, 53-54). 
• The governor of all of Egypt. 
• Clean-shaven, wearing the royal clothing of an Egyptian king. 
• Confident, powerful, and speaking in the language of the Egyptians (42:23). 

 
I suspect you have been to class reunions and had a hard time recognizing people you grew up with. Or 
maybe you have run into someone in the mall who recognizes you but you don’t recognize him because 
you are seeing him in a different setting than normal. The very same thing happened to Joseph’s brothers.  
 
In 42:9-17, the storyline gets interesting: “Joseph remembered15 the dreams which he had about 
them, and said to them, ‘You are spies; you have come to look at the undefended parts of our land.’ 
Then they said to him, ‘No, my lord, but your servants have come to buy food. We are all sons of 
one man; we are honest men, your servants are not spies.’ Yet he said to them, ‘No, but you have 
come to look at the undefended parts of our land!’ But they said, ‘Your servants are twelve 
brothers in all, the sons of one man in the land of Canaan; and behold, the youngest is with our 
father today, and one is no longer alive.’16 Joseph said to them, ‘It is as I said to you, you are spies; 
by this you will be tested: by the life of Pharaoh, you shall not go from this place unless your 
youngest brother comes here! Send one of you that he may get your brother, while you remain 
confined, that your words may be tested, whether there is truth in you. But if not, by the life of 
Pharaoh, surely you are spies.’ So he put them all together in prison for three days.”17  



Why did Joseph do this? Was it just a cruel act of vengeance—the product of 20 years of bitterness and 
resentment? No! The Bible is very clear that Joseph never indulged in any resentment against others who 
had injured him (see 45:5; 50:18-21). Joseph’s purpose in speaking harshly and accusing them of spying 
was not motivated by bitterness at all, but by a desire to covertly discover information regarding the 
health and well-being of his father, Jacob, and his younger brother, Benjamin. I also think Joseph (who 
had lived his life listening to God) realizes that this is an opportunity to accomplish God’s work in his 
brothers’ lives. Through a strategic, Spirit-led plan, God will use Joseph to:  

1. Confront his brothers’ sin against him 20 years earlier.  
2. Free his brothers from their guilt by guiding them into confession and repentance.  
3. Reconcile the brothers to himself, Jacob, and ultimately to God. 

 
What kind of energy does it take to bend a sapling? Not much. What about an oak? It takes a whole lot! 
Joseph is not playing games with his brothers. He is recreating the same situation. He’s putting pressure 
on them; he’s twisting them. Joseph was used in the lives of his brothers like no one else could have 
been. 
 
I would also suggest that Joseph repeats with his brothers the exact scene that had happened to him 22 
years earlier.18 In 37:2, Joseph brought his father a “bad report” about his brothers. In 37:14-17, Jacob 
sent Joseph on a mission to find out where his brothers were and what they were doing. When Joseph 
finds his brothers they are upset because they no doubt think he’s spying on them for the second time. 
Reading between the lines, it is likely that Joseph’s brothers accused him of being both “a spy” and “a 
nark!” Now in an unusual turn of events, Joseph accuses his brothers of being spies. No doubt he had 
protested that he wasn’t spying, just as they now protest. They would have answered him roughly and 
without any basis for their accusation, just as Joseph now answers them. They threw him into a pit, just 
as Joseph now throws them into the dungeon. The parallels between their treatment of Joseph and the 
treatment they are now receiving is a powerful stimulant to their sleeping consciences. Joseph is doing all 
of this in the hope that his brothers will wake up to the nature of their actions. He is hoping this treatment 
will make them “come clean.” 
 
Joseph (Genesis 37) Joseph’s brothers (Genesis 42)  
Accused of spying (37:2, 14-17)  Accused of spying (42:9, 12, 14, 16) 
Denied the accusation (implied) Denied the accusation (42:10-11, 13) 
Rough response (implied) Rough response (42:12, 14) 
Thrown into a pit (37:23-24) Thrown into a prison (42:17) 
 
Joseph’s brothers probably hadn’t given much thought to what it felt like to be a captive in a pit until 
Joseph put them in the dungeon. He may have put them there both to give them time to think as well as to 
buy some thinking time for himself. As Joseph thought through his original plan of keeping all but one in 
confinement, he realized that it might be more than his aged father could bear. So he changes his plan 
and decides to keep only one in confinement. But the effect of three days in the dungeon got his brothers’ 
attention. They began to think about their lives from a spiritual perspective. They thought about their 
own sin and the fact that sin has consequences. Before this they had shrugged off their sin as if there 
were no future reckoning with God. But now, sitting in prison for three days, they made the connection. 
Thorough repentance often takes time. It’s not always quick, easy, and over with.  
 
Joseph was not being cruel. God was using these events to awaken the conscience of his brothers. He was 
stripping away the pretense and exposing the horror within. The brothers needed to see, to feel, to 
understand their own wickedness. It is unfortunate but true that often we do not understand sin until we 
see the way it hurts God and destroys others.  



In 42:18-20, Moses writes, “Now Joseph said to them on the third day, ‘Do this and live, for I fear 
God: if you are honest men, let one of your brothers be confined in your prison; but as for the rest 
of you, go, carry grain for the famine of your households, and bring your youngest brother to me, 
so your words may be verified, and you will not die.’ And they did so.” Another shocking event takes 
place as Joseph uses the name of the Hebrew’s God (Elohim). Joseph gives his brothers a glimmer of 
hope when he tells them, “I fear God.” They would not have expected this from this seemingly harsh 
Egyptian prime minister. But there was enough hope of fair treatment in those words to keep them from 
despairing and to reveal some tenderness underneath the harsh exterior of this man. If he hadn’t been 
harsh, he wouldn’t have gotten their attention. If he hadn’t shown them a glimmer of grace, he would 
have crushed their spirits. God’s grace shines through in His compassion, which underlies His discipline. 
 
In 42:21-24, Moses records this dramatic scene: “Then they said to one another, ‘Truly we are guilty 
concerning our brother, because we saw the distress of his soul when he pleaded with us, yet we 
would not listen; therefore this distress has come upon us.’ Reuben answered them, saying, ‘Did I 
not tell you, ‘Do not sin against the boy’; and you would not listen? Now comes the reckoning for 
his blood.’ They did not know, however, that Joseph understood, for there was an interpreter 
between them. He turned away from them and wept. But when he returned to them and spoke to 
them, he took Simeon from them and bound him before their eyes.” In 42:21-22, the brothers begin 
talking among themselves. Joseph’s brothers believed that this distress had rightfully come upon them. 
They were experiencing the grace of guilt—bloodguilt. They knew they were guilty and deserving of 
death. God’s ancient command to Noah rang in their consciences: “Whoever sheds man’s blood, by man 
his blood shall be shed, for in the image of God He made man” (9:6).19  
 
What this conversation shows is something very significant. Twenty years had past, their lives had gone 
on but their past sin continued to haunt them. I suspect they had agreed to never talk about the incident. 
They certainly resolved many times to “move on” and to all appearances, they did. They seemed 
unaffected by the past. But it was like a paint job on a moldy wall—you can cover the problem but you 
don’t get rid of it. 
 
Do you have a place in you that has stored all these memories? We try to bury them but they keep 
creeping back into our conscience. 

• We try to forget the people we made fun of as kids.  
• We try to forget the people we used for our own advantage.  
• We try to hide the lies we told to people we loved.  
• We try to forget the people in need that we ignored.  
• We try to forget the things we did in secret that we knew were wrong.  

 
But we can’t forget. Slowly these things eat away at our joy and our heart. We may work hard to be 
better people than we used to be but we cannot escape the fact that others are living with scars that we 
are responsible for. We cannot escape the fact that no matter how holy we try to pretend to be, there is a 
cancer called sin that is buried inside of us. We present ourselves as good and righteous while living in 
fear that someone will learn the truth. Yet, we are wicked people who have done horrible things, no 
matter how good we are at hiding these things. We know the truth. What we need is to be forgiven.  
 
We have to see the wrongs of the past as sin. We need to expose our denials. We need to face the truth. 
And if you are unwilling to do so, God will pursue you. He will work to get your attention. He will haunt 
you with the past. He will pursue you with relentless determination. Not because He is cruel but because 
He loves you, and because He knows that until you recognize that you are sick you can never be made 
well.  



At this point, Joseph’s pent-up emotions simply had to come out, so he left the room and wept privately. 
This is the first of six such experiences. Joseph also wept when he saw his brother Benjamin (43:29-30), 
when he revealed himself to his brothers (45:2), when he met his father in Egypt (46:29), when his father 
died (50:1), and when he assured his brothers that they were truly forgiven (50:17). What makes a person 
weep is a good test of character.  
 
The Scripture does not say why Joseph chooses to imprison Simeon rather than any of the other brothers. 
Perhaps the reason lies in the brothers’ discussion of their guilt in having sold Joseph into slavery. In that 
discussion, Joseph learns for the first time that Reuben, the oldest son of the family, had kept the other 
brothers from killing him (Joseph). If Joseph had intended to imprison the oldest brother (i.e., Reuben), 
then he (Joseph) may have had a change of heart regarding Reuben when he (Joseph) learned of 
Reuben’s role in rescuing him (Joseph). If this was Joseph’s reasoning, then the next candidate in line for 
imprisonment would be the second eldest son, Simeon.20 Simeon, being the second oldest, would have 
been responsible for their collective wickedness.21 Joseph chose to keep him as leverage and to see if 
they were willing to desert Simeon like they had him.  
 
In 42:25-28, our story continues: “Then Joseph gave orders to fill their bags with grain and to 
restore every man’s money in his sack, and to give them provisions for the journey. And thus it was 
done for them. So they loaded their donkeys with their grain and departed from there. As one of 
them opened his sack to give his donkey fodder at the lodging place, he saw his money; and behold, 
it was in the mouth of his sack. Then he said to his brothers, ‘My money has been returned, and 
behold, it is even in my sack.’ And their hearts sank, and they turned trembling22 to one another, 
saying, ‘What is this that God has done to us?’” Why did Joseph do this? No doubt to test his brothers 
to see if they could still be bought off with money. Joseph wanted to know if they would do to Simeon 
what they did to him. I also think Joseph did this as a demonstration of grace. His motive was love. I 
doubt that he knew it would scare them as it did. The brothers panicked because they figured that when 
they returned for more grain they would be accused of stealing this money on the first trip. Interestingly, 
Joseph’s brothers have never mentioned God until now (cf. 42:18). It was Joseph’s kindness in returning 
the money, which caused them to be afraid and to exclaim, “What is this that God has done to us?” 
God used a combination of fear and grace to get their attention and bring them to their knees.  
 
In 42:29-34, Jacob’s sons shared with their father what had happened. In 42:35-38, our story closes: 
“Now it came about as they were emptying their sacks, that behold, every man’s bundle of money 
was in his sack; and when they and their father saw their bundles of money, they were dismayed.” 
At this point, the brothers realize that all of their money has been returned. This must have been a sick 
feeling. “Their father Jacob said to them, ‘You have bereaved me of my children: Joseph is no 
more, and Simeon is no more, and you would take Benjamin; all these things are against me.’ Then 
Reuben spoke to his father, saying, ‘You may put my two sons to death if I do not bring him back 
to you; put him in my care, and I will return him to you.’ But Jacob said, ‘My son shall not go 
down with you; for his brother is dead, and he alone is left. If harm should befall him on the 
journey you are taking, then you will bring my gray hair down to Sheol in sorrow.’” Reuben may be 
sincerely trying to console his father, Jacob, but he has a strange way of doing it. Reuben offers Jacob the 
opportunity to have his bereavement increased by the death of two of his grandsons (Reuben’s children) 
if Jacob becomes bereaved of his own youngest son, Benjamin. Sort of a “three-for-the-price-of-one 
arrangement.”23 
 
While we can certainly sympathize with Jacob’s emotions, he did not respond in a godly fashion. On the 
contrary, he responded in three inappropriate ways: 



1. Jacob responded with blame: “You deprived me of my children!” (42:36) He did not accept 
responsibility for his favoritism or partiality. He did not acknowledge that he was a pathetic 
spiritual leader. Rather, he played the blame game. We have the tendency to do this as well. We 
blame our parents, spouse, children, boss, and church. We don’t accept responsibility for our 
actions. Yet, this does absolutely no good! We would be further along to own our sin.  

 
2. Jacob responded with pessimism: “All these things are against me!” (42:36) While this is a 

valid statement from a human point of view, from God’s perspective everything that was 
happening was working for Jacob’s good and not for his harm (Rom 8:28). Some believers are 
like Jacob—very pessimistic and very negative. We tend to think we are the only ones that have 
any problems. We then magnify our problems until they seem insurmountable. The result is that 
all we do is complain and act miserable. But as followers of Jesus, we must learn to trust Him 
and cling to Him during times of adversity.  

 
3. Jacob responded with fear: “My son shall not go down with you” (42:38). Jacob’s concern 

was legitimate, but not to the point of being paralyzed by fear. Jacob knew that he had to send 
Benjamin. He is merely postponing the inevitable. In doing so he paid a high price for his fear.  
• He delayed sending his sons back to Egypt for more supplies.  
• He prolonged the imprisonment of his son, Simeon.  
• He delayed the miraculous and joyful reunion with his son, Joseph. 

 
Here is a study in contrasts: While adversity drew Joseph closer to God, for Jacob it seemed to destroy 
his faith. Joseph (the son) learned from Jacob (the father) and did not follow in his example.  
 
A boy’s toy boat went out of reach on a pond one day and started floating away. A man at the side of the 
pond started throwing rocks at the boat and the boy became horrified at what might happen. But then he 
realized that the rocks were going over the boat and making ripples that finally pushed the boat back to 
shore and into the boy’s hands. Many times, when we stray away from God, it appears that he is throwing 
rocks at us. But He is really using the ripples to bring us back home.24 Jacob thought God was throwing 
rocks at him, but in reality God was only throwing rocks around him in order to make some ripples that 
would bring his family back together.  
 
I wonder what wonderful blessings we might be delaying in our lives because we live in fear rather than 
faith in God. So, how do you overcome fear?  

• Confess your fears to God.  
• Mediate on God’s past faithfulness.  
• Memorize and believe in God’s promises (Rom 4:20-21).  
• Remember that God is always with you (Isa 41:10).  

 
In 2003, Pastor Kevin took our youth on a short-term missions trip to Honduras. He brought me home a 
two-foot machete. I keep this machete on top of my bookshelf in my home office. I don’t want my kids 
playing with this tool. Machetes are dangerous. Yet, machetes have a purpose. They are normally used to 
cut through thick vegetation. Adversity is like a machete: it either serves us or cuts us, depending on 
whether we grab it by the handle or by the blade. How will you handle your adversity? Will you allow 
your adversity to serve you or cut you?  
 
God wants to show you grace in your adversity. He also wants to show you grace when you repent of 
your sin. He will use whatever means He can to get your attention. Will you respond to Him today?  
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