“Deathbed Adoptions” (Genesis 48:1-22)

Have you ever heard of John Grisham? Most Americans have. John Grisham writes legal thrillers and is
one of the most popular writers of our time. What you may not know is Grisham is a follower of Christ.
One defining moment in Grisham’s spiritual journey came several years after graduating from
Mississippi State University, when one of his classmates in law school told John he was terminally ill.
Grisham asked him, “What do you do when you realize you are about to die?”” The friend replied, “It’s
real simple. You get things right with God, and you spend as much time with those you love as you can.
Then you settle up with everybody else.”'

How do you want to die? In eternity, what type of life will you wish you had lived? Lock that thought in
your mind and begin to live your life from your death backward. You will not regret examining your life,
but you may live to regret an unexamined life.> As a pastor, one of my tasks is to challenge you to think
deeply and reflect on your life. Today, I want you to consider the legacy that you will leave behind.

In Genesis 48, Jacob has come to the end of his life. He has carried the torch of God’s covenant for 147
years. He has committed many sins and has not always honored God, however, Jacob is an example of a
man who finishes well. In this passage, we will see that before he dies Jacob is determined to pass the
torch on to those who would follow. This must be our goal as well.

Scene 1: Jacob prepares to die (48:1-2). Moses writes, “Now it came about after these things that
Joseph was told, ‘Behold, your father is sick.”* So he took his two sons Manasseh and Ephraim
with him. When it was told to Jacob, ‘Behold, your son Joseph has come to you,’ Israel collected
his strength and sat up in the bed” (48:1-2). The death of which Jacob has so frequently spoken, and
even longed for at times, is knocking on his door. Thus, Joseph takes his two sons to say “goodbye.” It is
likely that in the 17 years Jacob lived with Joseph in Egypt he invested in Manasseh and Ephraim. Both
boys are now about 20 years old.* So while Joseph and Jacob were separated for 22 years, Jacob has now
been able to invest in his grandsons for 17 years. He likely learned the importance of pouring his life into
the lives of his family members. Have you learned this same lesson?

Scene 2: Jacob adopts his grandsons (48:3-12). In 48:3-4, Jacob speaks to Joseph: “God Almighty
appeared to me at Luz [the former name for Bethel] in the land of Canaan and blessed me, and He
said to me, ‘Behold, I will make you fruitful and numerous, and I will make you a company of
peoples, and will give this land to your descendants after you for an everlasting possession.””>
Jacob may be losing his health, but he is not losing his memory. In these verses, Jacob shares his
testimony. He begins by addressing God, as “God Almighty” (EI Shaddai).® Jacob didn’t talk about the
difficulties of his life (cf. 47:9); he spoke about “God Almighty” and what He had done for His servant.’
By using the name “God Almighty,” Jacob is acknowledging that only an all-powerful God could have
made such far-reaching promises with the assurance that they would be fulfilled (see also 17:1; 28:3;
35:11; 43:14; 49:25) 8

Jacob’s testimony is based on God’s promises and his experience with God. It was in Luz that Jacob
dreamed of the stairway to heaven before he left from Canaan to find a wife in Haran (28:10-22). It was
in Luz that Jacob built an altar to the Lord after he returned to Canaan from living with Laban (35:6-7).
In both encounters, God promised to make him fruitful and give him land.” Despite Jacob’s faithlessness,
God remained faithful (2 Tim 2:13). Jacob banked on this and so can we. While we may sin and fall short
of God’s desires for our lives, He remains faithful for He cannot deny Himself. This was Jacob’s
testimony. This is my testimony. God has been faithful and gracious to me from the moment of salvation
to today. And I know He will remain faithful to me until my death or Jesus’ return. Can you say that?



If you have a testimony about God’s faithfulness and grace in your life, you need to pass it on. One of the
best things you can do is pass your story on to others...especially the story of your spiritual pilgrimage.
What a blessing for your children and grandchildren to know how you came to faith. It is helpful to learn
of how you have seen God’s faithfulness demonstrated in your life. So, share your stories. Take time to
build a sense of history into those you love.

e  Write down your memories. Journal the history of your life. Share about your conversion,

spiritual growth, and special memories.
e Create a tape recording or video recording that chronicles your life.
e Make it a point to convey to your children the similar experiences that you share.

Interestingly, there is a website called LastWishes.com that advertises remote-controlled, video-equipped
tombstones, which can relay a message left by the grave’s inhabitant. Stories can be told and computer
equipment is linked up in the tombstone to the Internet. The result is that e-mail messages, audio clips,
and video clips (made before death) can still be “sent” by the deceased.'® But why do this when you can
share your memories today? Begin to pass on your faith to those you love the most.

Jacob continues speaking to Joseph in 48:5-6. He says, “Now your two sons, who were born to you in
the land of Egypt before I came to you in Egypt, are mine; Ephraim and Manasseh shall be mine,
as Reuben and Simeon are. But your offspring that have been born after them shall be yours; they
shall be called by the names of their brothers in their inheritance.” Jacob adopted Joseph’s two sons.
Ephraim and Manasseh went from being Jacob’s grandsons to his number one and two sons.'' They
displaced Reuben and Simeon.'” Thus, in future lists of the twelve tribes of Israel, Ephraim and
Manasseh are normally included in the place of Joseph."> Normally, the birthright would have been given
to the firstborn son. But Reuben and Simeon had disqualified themselves from positions of status and
leadership in Israel’s family because of their sin: Reuben due to his sin of laying with Bilhah, Jacob’s
concubine (35:22; 49:4; 1 Chron 5:1-2) and Simeon due to his violent murder of the men of Shechem
(34:25ff). In essence, Jacob adopted Ephraim and Manasseh in place of Reuben and Simeon as far as the
birthright was concerned. If you look at the maps in the back of your Bible you will see a map that shows
the areas given to the twelve tribes and you will notice something: There are twelve tribes but you don’t
see the name of Levi (they were the priests and given land in each tribe) or Joseph, but you do see the
names of Ephraim and Manasseh. In essence, Jacob is giving Joseph the double blessing that is generally
reserved for the firstborn (Reuben). In the future, 48:6 states that Joseph’s other children would be
incorporated into the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh.

Verse 7 gives the reason for the adoption: Jacob wants to honor the memory of his beloved wife,
Rachel." Moses writes, “Now as for me, when I came from Paddan, Rachel died, to my Sorrow, in
the land of Canaan on the journey, when there was still some distance to go to Ephrath; and I
buried her there on the way to Ephrath (that is, Bethlehem).”'® Jacob loved Rachel. When she died a
part of him died. He recognized that Rachel may have been capable of having more sons so in effect,
Ephraim and Manasseh took the place of other sons that Rachel might have been expected to bear if she
had continued to live.'®

Verses 8-12 lay out the details of a formal adoption ceremony. Beginning in 48:8, Moses writes, “When
Israel saw Joseph’s sons, he said, ‘Who are these?’” This question is not an indication of Jacob’s
blindness but the initiation of the ceremony, just as in modern-day weddings when, near the beginning,
the minister may ask, “Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”” The ceremonial response, “Her
mother and I do” is also paralleled in Joseph’s ceremonial response, “‘They are my sons, whom God
has given me here.” So he said, ‘Bring them to me, please, that I may bless them’” (48:9), thus
meeting Jacob’s criteria for adoption.'”



The adoption process continues in 48:10: “Now the eyes of Israel were so dim from age that he could
not see. Then Joseph brought them close to him, and he kissed them and embraced them.” This is
an incredibly moving scene. It is so important to not just skip over. In 48:9, Jacob blesses his grandsons.
He then hugs and kisses them.'® There is a profound need in every boy to be touched and verbally
affirmed by his father and grandfather. A father’s blessing is so crucial. Many children never hear an
encouraging word from their father. Instead, they are reminded of their weaknesses and failings. They are
crippled by words of criticism and rejection. Fathers and grandfathers, we must bless our children and
grandchildren.

Identify and share the gifts of God you see in your children.

Give them a vision of what God can do through them. Verbally affirm them.

Lay your hands on their head and bless them in the Lord’s name (2 Tim 1:6)."

Pray out loud. There is nothing like a father who blesses in the name of the Lord.

Verse 10 says that Jacob kissed and embraced his 20-year-old grandsons. Even though it may be hard for
you to offer your boys physical affection, do so nonetheless. Fathers and grandfathers, a handshake is not
enough! If you are a believer in Jesus Christ, there needs to be additional expressions of affection. Don’t
tell me about your upbringing or your personality; just imagine that it is the last day of your life every
day. How would you treat that son or grandson?

In 48:11, Jacob said to Joseph, “I never expected to see your face, and behold, God has let me see
your children as well.” Jacob gives God the credit that he is able to see Joseph’s sons (48:11). He has
come to acknowledge God’s providential working and grace in his life as he realized how faithful God
had been to him in spite of his unfaithfulness.

Moses closes this section with these impressive words: “Then Joseph took them from his knees, and
bowed with his face to the ground.” Joseph may be the second most powerful man in Egypt, but he
never loses his respect for his father, and he never ceases to be gracious toward him” (48:12).%° In Gen
47:9, I suggested that the primary reason that Jacob had such a hard life was because he did not honor his
father (Deut 5:16). Joseph made sure that he did not make the same mistake. May we learn from Joseph’s
example and honor our father and mother, despite how they treat us.

Scene 3: Jacob blesses his grandsons (48:13-20). In 48:13-14, Moses gives us the play-by-play:
“Joseph took them both, Ephraim with his right hand toward Israel’s left, and Manasseh with his
left hand toward Israel’s right, and brought them close to him. But Israel stretched out his right
hand and laid it on the head of Ephraim, who was the younger, and his left hand on Manasseh’s
head, crossing his hands, although Manasseh was the firstborn.” This is the first of many scriptural
instances of the laying on of hands. By this symbolic act, a person transferred a spiritual power or gift to
another.”' In this case Jacob symbolically transferred a blessing from himself to Joseph’s sons.”> Once
uttered, blessings were irreversible (cf. Num 23:20; Rom 11:29).%

We have no way of knowing exactly why this reversal took place, or how Jacob knew to enact it.** But
remarkably, this simple act was highlighted in Heb 11:21 as Jacob’s outstanding action of faith.>* Jacob’s
blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh also carried prophetic significance and force (48:19-20).° Under the
inspiration of God, Jacob deliberately gave Ephraim the privileged first-born blessing and predicted his
preeminence. This was the fourth consecutive generation of Abraham’s descendants, in which the normal
pattern of the firstborn assuming prominence over the second born was reversed: Isaac over Ishmael,
Jacob over Esau, Joseph over Reuben, and Ephraim over Manasseh.


http://www.calvarymemorial.com/sermons/SMdisplay.asp?id=337

Some of us who are younger sons and daughters can draw great encouragement from this story. Many
times the firstborn children are favored and children that come later are overlooked. But the Bible is full
of hope for younger children. Isaac was a younger child. So was Jacob. So was Joseph. So was Moses. So
was Gideon. So was David. In blessing the younger over the older, Jacob teaches us that God is no
respecter of persons. He exalts those who honor Him, regardless of their background or their birth order.
Very often it is through the “overlooked” people of the world that God does His greatest work.”’ Do you
feel overlooked or neglected? If so, please know that you’re in good company. Many of the greatest men
and women of the Bible felt this way, yet God used them in mighty ways.

In 48:15-16, Jacob blessed Joseph, and said, “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 redeemed me
from all evil, bless the lads; and may my name live on in them, and the names of my fathers
Abraham and Isaac; and may they grow into a multitude in the midst of the earth.” In his blessing,
Jacob reaffirmed his great faith in the living God. Despite the self-serving acts of his youth, Jacob’s faith
had matured. Jacob used the definite article with the word “God” to emphasize “the Genuine Deity” (as
in Gen 6:2; 22:1; 27:28; 31:11; 46:3).* He also calls God “my shepherd.”29 Jacob has come to see that
every event in his life was a part of the will of God for him and that God was guiding him and shaping
him through adversity.

The immature Christian prays that God will withhold pain and suffering, seeing these things as evil. The
mark of a mature Christian is that he can look back on his life and see that God can take the pains and
pressures of life and cause them to work together for good in his life and ultimately draw one near to
Himself through them. The immature shun suffering. While the mature do not seek it, they come to savor
it in the light of how beautifully God uses it to bring us into intimacy with Himself. When knowing God
is the ultimate goal, suffering is not too high a price to pay to obtain it.”’ Is the Lord your shepherd? Do
you look to Him for comfort? Do you realize that He’s been with you all the days of your life?

Jacob also testifies of “the Angel who has redeemed me from all harm.” The Angel of the Lord
appears frequently in the OT. He appeared to Hagar when she fled from Sarai (16:7-13); He wrestled
with Jacob (33:22-32; Hos 12:4); and He appeared to Moses in the burning bush (Exod 3:2). This angel is
a pre-incarnate appearance of Jesus Christ. This is further supported by the first use of the word
“redeemed” in the Bible. It is significant that it occurs in conjunction with the work of the Angel of the
Lord, giving further evidence that this is none other than Jesus Christ Himself. Have you been
“redeemed” or “delivered” (NIV) by Jesus Christ? Can you see all that He has protected you from? Are
you trusting in His eternal protection and provision? If not, today, will you simply trust Jesus Christ as
your Savior? He promises you eternal life as a free gift if you will only depend upon Him as your only
way to God.

Something very interesting happens in 48:17-18. Moses writes, “When Joseph saw that his father laid
his right hand on Ephraim’s head, it displeased him [lit., “it was evil in his eyes”]; and he grasped
his father’s hand to remove it from Ephraim’s head to Manasseh’s head. Joseph said to his father,
‘Not so, my father, for this one is the firstborn. Place your right hand on his head.”” After watching
this blessing ceremony unfold, Joseph finally realizes what is happening and he is appalled. His father
had transgressed every tradition from the Nile to the Euphrates. Joseph knew his sons intimately, and
there could be no logical reason for Jacob to elevate Ephraim over Manasseh. All Manasseh’s years had
been lived with the privilege and expectation of the firstborn. As Manasseh’s father, Joseph had worked
to instill firstborn character and an essential sense of responsibility in his oldest boy. Thus humiliation
was an underserved wound.’' In any event the deed was done. Blessings once uttered could not be
undone (cf. 27:34-37).



Why does God seem to repeatedly choose the younger over the older?

1. To highlight the election of God (Rom 9:11-12). In His sovereignty, God is absolutely free to
choose some over others. As the clay, we have no right to argue with the Potter.

2. To highlight the mercy of God (Rom 9:15-16). God’s mercy does not depend upon our works.
God chooses whom He will have mercy and compassion on and to what degree.

3. To highlight the glory of God (1 Cor 1:27-29). One of the reoccurring themes throughout Genesis
is the pleasure God takes glorifying Himself. As a result, He shames the wise and strong “so that
no one can boast in his presence” (NET).

In 48:19-20, Jacob refused Joseph and said, “I know, my son, I know; he also will become a people
and he also will be great. However, his younger brother shall be greater than he, and his
descendants shall become a multitude of nations.” He blessed them that day, saying, ‘By you Israel
will pronounce blessing, saying, ‘May God make you like Ephraim and Manasseh!’ Thus he put
Ephraim before Manasseh.” It had taken Jacob a lifetime of divine discipline to learn that he must only
speak of the Word of God. Now he dared to trust God and believe His plans were best. He dared to do
God’s will despite the wishes of his illustrious, godly son.”

Ephraim and Manasseh did become great tribes. At one time, Ephraim was used as a synonym for the
kingdom of Israel. However, in the long run both tribes would fall away from God. Consequently, the
tribe of Judah would take on the mantle and ascendancy. Psalm 78 describes their tragic demise (cf. 2
Kings 17).** What a lesson for us to be diligent to persevere in our faith.

Scene 4: Jacob gifts Joseph a piece of land (48:21-22). Our passage closes in 48:21-22: “Then Israel
said to Joseph, ‘Behold, I am about to die, but God will be with you, and bring you back to the land
of your fathers. I give you one portion more than your brothers, which I took from the hand of the
Amorite with my sword and my bow.”” Jacob makes an important declaration in 48:21 when he says,
“Behold, I am about to die, but God will be with you.” Many times you don’t need me as your pastor.
You don’t need someone else. You need God. Many times when you think you need your spouse or a
friend you’re really yearning for God. If He is with you, you have all that you need.

Jacob firmly believed God’s promise to bring his descendants back into the Promised Land (cf. 46:4). In
Jacob’s prophetic promise to Joseph (48:22) is a play-on-words. The word for “portion” means ridge or
shoulder (of land) and is the same as “Shechem.”** Jacob spoke as though he had taken Shechem from
the Amorites by force (48:22). Probably Jacob viewed Simeon and Levi’s slaughter of the Shechemites
as his own taking of the city (34:27-29).” Jacob gave Joseph Shechem, which he regarded as a down
payment of all that God would give his descendants as they battled the Canaanites in the future.

Like Jacob, Joseph also had remarkable faith. In giving his two sons to Jacob, he was virtually consenting
to their being rejected in respect to a future and position in Egypt. By identifying his sons with the
despised shepherding people, Joseph sealed them off from ascendancy. It was madness from the
perspective of the Nile. But like his father, Jacob, Joseph believed the word of promise—that God was
building a great people who would one day return to the land of promise. Though Joseph apparently lived
out his career as viceroy of Egypt, there is no record of any of his children attaining rank during the next
400 years in Egypt. Thus, by faith Joseph lived without currying the favor of Egypt.*®

You and I are also exhorted to be people of faith. We are to pass the torch, leave a legacy. We can do so
through two simple means: example (1 Tim 4:12) and disciple making (2 Tim 2:1-2). Will you determine
today that you will live your life with that end in mind?
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