
Noon Bible Study: Genesis 42 & 43 
Where we last read in Genesis, Joseph has been elevated to the leader of Egypt.  We know that it is God that has placed him there.  From 
Pharaoh’s perspective, Joseph has the ability to interpret dreams, which he did for Pharaoh himself.  Under Joseph’s leadership and direction, 
Egypt has taken advantage of the 7 years of abundance and filled it’s storehouses to the brim.  And now we find ourselves somewhere in 
the 7 years of the extreme famine facing the region.  Here’s the situation:

Genesis 41:53-57 (NLT) - At last the seven years of bumper crops throughout the land of Egypt came to an end. 54 Then the seven 
years of famine began, just as Joseph had predicted. The famine also struck all the surrounding countries, but throughout Egypt 
there was plenty of food. 55 Eventually, however, the famine spread throughout the land of Egypt as well. And when the people 
cried out to Pharaoh for food, he told them, "Go to Joseph, and do whatever he tells you." 56 So with severe famine everywhere, 
Joseph opened up the storehouses and distributed grain to the Egyptians, for the famine was severe throughout the land of Egypt. 
57 And people from all around came to Egypt to buy grain from Joseph because the famine was severe throughout the world.

Genesis 42:1-5 - Meanwhile In Canaan...

As we know the famine reaches Canaan.  Jacob hears there is grain in Egypt and gets his boys stirred to make the trip to save 
their family.  This is such a “dad moment” when Jacob says, “why are you staring at one another…” (v. 1)

Jacob sends 10 of Joseph’s brothers to Egypt but he keeps his youngest son, Benjamin home.  Benjamin is Joseph’s full brother, 
through Jacob’s favorite wife, Rachel.  Benjamin was special to Jacob for a few reasons: he’s Rachel’s son, he’s the youngest, and 
he’s Joseph’s brother, who was Jacob’s favorite son.  Remember that Jacob believes Joseph is dead.  Benjamin represents to Jacob so 
much of what throughout his life he has tragically lost.

We’ve been walking with Joseph the last few chapters and have arrived at the place of his great success, perhaps we have 
forgotten how things were going back in the promised land.

Genesis 42:6-17 - The Brothers Bow Before Joseph

Joseph’s brothers arrive in Egypt and must appeal to him personally for grain for their family’s survival.  They bow before what 
they believe is the ruler of Egypt only under Pharaoh.  The brothers have no idea what is going on - they are standing before 
“Zaphenath-paneah” (Gen. 41:45), to whom the world is coming to buy grain.  They bow in homage to their superior, and the one 
whose hands hold their fate.

And yet Joseph “recognize(d) them”.  Can you even imagine.  On the fly Joseph begins to treat them harshly and accuses them of 
being spies.  He beings grilling them as one would alleged spies, but for Joseph, these questions reveal to him the fate of his 
father and brother.  Remember, there’s no Facebook that Joseph can use to creep on his family back home.  He has no idea if his 
father is dead, what has become of his family.  It has been at least 20 years since was home.  And they even confess “one of 
(their brothers) is no longer alive (42:13).”

And in this dramatic moment Joseph “remembered the dreams which he had about them” (42:9)

What.  A.  Moment.
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Joseph continues to accuse them of being spies and demands that they prove whether or not their story is true by sending one 
brother back to get their youngest brother!  Then he throws them all in prison for 3 days.

Genesis 42:18-25 - Joseph Sends 9 Brothers Home

After 3 days Joseph releases his brothers.  He proposes a new arrangement, instead of all of them but one but one staying in jail, 
he says all but one can go home to get their youngest brother and bring him back.  His apparent change of heart comes because he 
says “I fear God” (42:18).  Joseph detains Simeon (putting him in shackles right in front of them) and sends them back.  He gives 
them the grain they purchasds, but also returns the money that they paid for the grain, secretly, into their sacks as well.

But those details of the story are not what grabs our attention and pricks our hearts.  In this moment of chaos, the brothers 
begin to spill out what is in their souls.  They are interpreting the trouble that they are having (Simeon being sent to jail, the 
seemingly impossible odds that they are going to let Jacob send back precious Benjamin, and the fear they have before the prince 
of Egypt) - as punishment for their sin of selling off Joseph.  Notice the language of the text:

“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." (Genesis 42:21)

They begin having this conversation with each other.  As a group they remember and recount how their young brother, from the 
bottom of a well, again as they pulled him out of the well and finally as he was grabbed and carried off by the Midianite 
traders, was begging them to “show mercy” (which is what the Hebrew word translated “pleaded” really means”).  This heart 
wrenching.

Reuben, the oldest brother, the one brother who, though in a cowardly way, wanted to eventually rescue Joseph.  Flashback to 
Joseph’s brothers talking about killing him:

Genesis 37:21-22 - But Reuben heard this and rescued him out of their hands and said, "Let us not take his life."  22 
Reuben further said to them, "Shed no blood. Throw him into this pit that is in the wilderness, but do not lay hands on hi

And now with his brothers before Joseph in Egypt Reuben (probably angrily) blurts out “I told you guys not to do this, and now we 
have to pay for it!” (my paraphrase).

And Joseph, standing in their presence, hears it all.  Overwhelmed, he rushes out to weep alone.

It’s good for us to pause here for a moment and reflect.  We are witnessing the reunion of Joseph and his brothers after their shocking and 
cruel separation.  While we have followed with Joseph these last decades, we are just now getting a peek at what has been going on back 
home in Canaan.  

Can you even imagine the emotional climate in Jacob’s house these past years. Jacob was heart broken. The brothers guilt ridden. We see the 
brothers talking together about what they did to Joseph now, but perhaps they have avoided the subject up until now.  How many 
nightmares did they have, haunted by Joseph’s screams.  How many times were they tempted to tell Jacob the truth?  How often did they 
wonder what happened to Joseph?  Was he alive? Was he dead?

In His mercy God will often lay his hand upon our souls while we habitually practice sin or live in deceit.  I have experienced nights of 
sleeplessness thinking about a lie I told or a sin I had committed.  I have had anxiety weigh down my heart knowing I should repent, 
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knowing I should confess.  In my younger years, I tuned out those convictions from God.  Many people commit more sin to escape their 
consciences troubling and eventually become numb to wrongdoing.  What a frightening place to end up.

But the sons of Jacob inform us that their sins are not too far below the surface.  You have to wonder, as they immediately connect their sin 
against Joseph to their current troubles in Egypt, how long had they been living in fear and anxiety for the “other shoe to drop”?  Did they 
interpret every bad thing that had happened as punishment from God?  Everytime they got sick, every time the crops didn’t grow, every time a 
lamb got lost or stolen by a wolf  we have looked as Abrahamic family as dysfunctional up to this point, but the emotional brokenness and 
ongoing heart-devastation that must have existed since Joseph left is unimaginable.  And now here it is all unfolding in the Egyptian throne 
room, with Joseph himself there to witness.

Genesis 42:26-28 - A Surprise In Their Sacks

In one sense, there is no other way to explain Joseph’s actions here other than this: he is messing with his brothers. The brothers’ 
hearts “sank” and again confess they feel God is punishing them.

Genesis 42:29-38 - The Brothers Return Home, Report To Jacob

Can you imagine having to give this report to Jacob?  Jacob probably had an initial moment of joy seeing his sons returning from 
Egypt with food for the family.  And then he counted only 9 men riding home.  They reported how things unfolded with the Egyptian 
official (aka Joseph) and what became of Simeon.

Jacob responds almost as if Simeon is now dead too.  42:36 quotes him as saying “Joseph is no more and Simeon is no more.”  
Hearing Benjamin must now leave to is a nonstarter.  

Reuben tries to appeal to Jacob to let Benjamin come to Egypt so that Simeon might be free, even offering Jacob to kill his own 
sons if they don’t return safely.  But Jacob emphatically declares “my son shall not go down with you.”  If something happened to 
Benjamin, it would kill Jacob.

Genesis 43:1-10 - The Famine Continues

This is a difficult moment. The thing truly hanging in the balance of these decisions is their own lives. Remember this famine was 
prophesied to be tremendously severe. Had Joseph not prepared Egypt, they were going to perish (see Genesis 41:36). Certainly the 
threat of starvation and death would be true of the regions outside of Egypt like Canaan.

These have to be tremendously difficult days. Each meal they share they are grateful for food but also know their supply is 
running low. And with each check of their storehouse or pantry, they know their hope of getting more food lies in Egypt. And if 
Egypt is their hope, Benjamin must be brought.

Jacob decides to send the brothers back to Egypt. Judah reminds Jacob that Benjamin must go if they are to buy grain again.  It’s 
unlikely Jacob had forgotten this.  Jacob (aka Israel) expresses frustration that the brothers had even let the Egyptian ruler know 
they had a brother!  But frustration aside, their lives are all at risk.  Judah declare he will guard Benjamin with his own life.

Are they praying for God to end the famine? Are they wrestling with their faith thinking that God isn’t being true to His 
covenant to their father’s? Their faith is being tested, family relationships are surely strained and they are probably hungry all 
the while. What a perfect storm for hostility, frustration and despair. 
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Oh and Simeon is still in an Egyptian jail. 

Genesis 43:11-15 - Jacob Sends The Brothers Back To Egypt

Jacob is resigned but humble. He allows his sons to go back to Egypt, taking Benjamin with them. At this point they are all going 
to die if something doesn’t happen so Jacob allows them to return. He sends them with gifts, gestures of kindness and a double 
portion of money, hoping that all of this is just a big misunderstanding. 

Genesis 43:16-25 -  Back In Egypt

The brothers return and Joseph immediately sees his brother Benjamin. It appears that Joseph leaves the room and orders his 
servants to prepare a meal for him and his brothers at noon, and in his own house. This freaks the brothers out. They have no idea 
what is going on, while Joseph continues his game with them.

The brothers are trying to stay “professional” thought, and certainly have their father’s words in their head. They pull Joseph’s 
steward to the side hoping to explain what had happened (regarding the money in their grain sacks) the last time they were here. 
This would have been a hard conversation to have. How would the steward respond to this quasi-confession of stealing?!

““Relax. Don’t be afraid,” the household manager told them. “Your God, the God of your father, must have put this 
treasure into your sacks. I know I received your payment.” Then he released Simeon and brought him out to them.” (Genesis 
43:23 NLT)

A mix of “whew” and “what the heck is going on” instantly filled the brother’s hearts. And now they head to lunch, with Simeon 
at last restored to their company.

Genesis 43:26-34 - Dinner With Joseph

Joseph meets his brothers in his own personal dining room.  Instantly the brothers bow again and present their gifts.  Joseph asks 
about their “old father”.  The brothers reply that their father is alive and well.  And then they bow again. (Cue dream 
flashbacks).

Then Joseph’s eyes find Benjamin, his brother and surely an embodied representation of the memory of his mother.  At this, Joseph 
rushes out of their presence to weep privately.  I am sure the brothers have no clue what is going on.

Joseph returns composed and tear-free and begins the meal.  The NLT paints the picture:

Genesis 43:32-34 - The waiters served Joseph at his own table, and his brothers were served at a separate table. The 
Egyptians who ate with Joseph sat at their own table, because Egyptians despise Hebrews and refuse to eat with them. 33 
Joseph told each of his brothers where to sit, and to their amazement, he seated them according to age, from oldest to 
youngest. 34 And Joseph filled their plates with food from his own table, giving Benjamin five times as much as he gave 
the others. So they feasted and drank freely with him.

Joseph is seated a different table with the Egyptians who have a practice of not eating with foreigners.  Meanwhile the 11 
brothers of Joseph are seated in birth order and the brothers are astonished.  What.  A.  Moment.

And with that, let’s leave our story at the table for now.
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A final observation:  The primary focus of these last two chapters is on Joseph's brothers and his father sorting out their famine 
predicament, navigating Joseph’s antics and of course processing their emotions.  However, we actually learn a great deal about Joseph in 
this chapter, perhaps without initially realizing it.  We have come to know Joseph as a man who was devoted to God and who, with His 
focus on God, faithfully endure trials. With multiple opportunities, Joseph is honoring God: when pressed by Potiphar’s wife, when asked to 
interpret dreams for Pharaoh or his servants - we know Joseph has a relationship with and a love for the LORD.

But, we really don’t see a breakdown of how Joseph was able to hold on to hope until now.  Consider this:

Genesis 42:6, 8-9a - “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. 8 But Joseph had recognized his brothers, although they did 
not recognize him. 9 Joseph remembered the dreams which he had about them...”” 

You know what Joseph had in his heart this whole time?  His dreams.  And maybe not even so much the content of his dreams (that his 
brothers and parents would bow to him) - but the fact that God had spoken to him that there was a plan of some sort for his life.  It was 
God’s word that gave Joseph hope.

Joseph is in a hole in the ground.  God’s word gave him hope.  Joseph is a slave.  God’s word gave him hope. Joseph is in prison. God’s word 
gave him hope.  Joseph is before Pharaoh.  God’s word gave him hope.  Joseph is ruling Egypt. God’s word gave him hope.  Joseph is told there 
will be 7 good years and 7 devastating years. God’s word gave him hope.

And now, 20+ years later, Joseph’s faith in God’s word becomes sight as his brothers bow before his throne.

When things were looking bad, Joseph stayed faithful because he was trusting in God’s promise.  When things were looking good, he 
practiced the same.  Joseph wasn’t just a good guy who was able to put up with a lot of stuff...he was a child of God who trusted in God’s  
word, by faith.

Hebrews 11:1-2 (CSB) - Now faith is the reality of what is hoped for, the proof of what is not seen. 2 For our ancestors won God's 
approval by it.

Yeah, amen to that.

I’m sure Joseph was blown away when he saw his brothers before him.  I’m sure Joseph’s heart was healed when he heard his father was 
alive.  I’m sure Joseph was impacted when he saw Benjamin.  But I am also sure that Joseph’s need to weep was not just because his family 
was together again - it was because, in real time, he was seeing the fulfillment of what His God had promised him.

Hold fast to God’s word, dear saint.  There will be times in your life when you are alone.  Hold fast to His word. There will be times in 
your life when nothing is going right.  Hold fast to His word.  There will be times when it seems like things are getting worse, not 
better.  Hold fast to His word.  There will be times when your plans will fall apart.  Hold fast to His word.

It may seem like what God has promised us is a long way off, but fear not, His word will come to pass.  Hold fast to His word.
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