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Genesis 42 
 
Genesis 41 ended with the following Scriptures: 
 

Genesis 41:53-57 NKJV  Then the seven years of plenty which were in the land of Egypt 
ended,  (54)  and the seven years of famine began to come, as Joseph had said. The famine 
was in all lands, but in all the land of Egypt there was bread.  (55)  So when all the land of 
Egypt was famished, the people cried to Pharaoh for bread. Then Pharaoh said to all the 
Egyptians, "Go to Joseph; whatever he says to you, do."  (56)  The famine was over all the 
face of the earth, and Joseph opened all the storehouses and sold to the Egyptians. And the 
famine became severe in the land of Egypt.  (57)  So all countries came to Joseph in Egypt to 
buy grain, because the famine was severe in all lands. 

 
Let me comment on this some more before going on to chapter 42.  
 
This famine might be a good picture of our fleshly dilemma – when our hunger is severe, we cry out 
to God to do something, to fix it and sometimes blame Him for it. When we are full, we forget about 
Him. This is how the flesh operates. Yes, Joseph became the bread-giver. He sold grain to the 
hungry and their flesh would be satisfied for the moment. During that time, they most likely did not 
give Joseph another thought until they were hungry again.  
 
Christ came to feed us as well. He fed many with bread. Remember the 4000+ or the 5000+ He fed? 
He was not unaware of their motivations: 
 

John 6:26-27 NKJV  Jesus answered them and said, "Most assuredly, I say to you, you seek 
Me, not because you saw the signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were filled.  
(27)  Do not labor for the food which perishes, but for the food which endures to everlasting 
life, which the Son of Man will give you, because God the Father has set His seal on Him." 

 
Joseph’s brothers are coming to Egypt. When they get there, they are not welcomed with open arms 
by the governor who just so happened to be their long-lost brother. They are not received with open 
arms. On the contrary, they are accused of being spies. Joseph will treat them with apparent disdain 
but it’s not vengeance. His treatment of them will serve several purposes. Unfortunately, we need to 
be very patient because it will take three more chapters to see the climax of what’s being started here 
today.  But, along the way, we will, once again, see Jesus in Joseph. 
 
 
(Genesis 42:1 NKJV)  When Jacob saw that there was grain in Egypt, Jacob said to his sons, "Why 
do you look at one another?" (Genesis 42:2 NKJV)  And he said, "Indeed I have heard that there is 
grain in Egypt; go down to that place and buy for us there, that we may live and not die." (Genesis 
42:3 NKJV)  So Joseph's ten brothers went down to buy grain in Egypt. 
 

In modern parlance, Jacob would have said, “Hey, quit standing around with your fingers up 
your noses and go get us some grain. You want that we should starve? 
 
So, the ten oldest brothers got on their donkeys and headed south.  
 

(Genesis 42:4 NKJV)  But Jacob did not send Joseph’s brother Benjamin with his brothers, for he 
said, “Lest some calamity befall him.” 
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Benjamin stayed behind because he was the only remaining son of Jacob’s beloved Rachel. 
Jacob was simply afraid that something would happen to him on the long journey. As we shall 
see, that decision will create even more problems for the family. 
 

(Genesis 42:5 NKJV)  And the sons of Israel went to buy grain among those who journeyed, for the 
famine was in the land of Canaan. 

 
Jacob most likely heard from his Canaanite neighbors about the available grain in Egypt. So, it 
is very likely that the brothers joined others from Canaan who were making the trip. 
 

(Genesis 42:6 NKJV)  Now Joseph was governor over the land; and it was he who sold to all the 
people of the land. And Joseph's brothers came and bowed down before him with their faces to the 
earth. 
 

I suspect that the foreigners had to first deal with Joseph where as the Egyptians just had to 
see those in charge of the granaries. 
 
So, coming to the governor, the sons of Israel bowed to the earth. Yes, they fulfilled the first 
dream of Joseph: 

 
Genesis 37:6-8 NKJV  So he said to them, "Please hear this dream which I have 
dreamed:  (7)  There we were, binding sheaves in the field. Then behold, my sheaf 
arose and also stood upright; and indeed your sheaves stood all around and bowed 
down to my sheaf."  (8)  And his brothers said to him, "Shall you indeed reign over us? 
Or shall you indeed have dominion over us?" So they hated him even more for his 
dreams and for his words. 

 
The dream was certainly specific, grains and all!  And here they are, prostrate before the 
brother they sold into slavery. You gotta love the irony! 
 

(Genesis 42:7 NKJV)  Joseph saw his brothers and recognized them, but he acted as a stranger to 
them and spoke roughly to them. Then he said to them, “Where do you come from?” And they said, 
“From the land of Canaan to buy food.” (Genesis 42:8 NKJV)  So Joseph recognized his brothers, 
but they did not recognize him. 

 
Seventeen years is a long time for a young man to change. Plus, I’m assuming that he looks 
more Egyptian than a Hebrew shepherd! 
 

(Genesis 42:9 NKJV)  Then Joseph remembered the dreams which he had dreamed about them, and 
said to them, "You are spies! You have come to see the nakedness of the land!" (Genesis 42:10 
NKJV)  And they said to him, "No, my lord, but your servants have come to buy food. (Genesis 42:11 
NKJV)  We are all one man's sons; we are honest men; your servants are not spies." (Genesis 
42:12 NKJV)  But he said to them, "No, but you have come to see the nakedness of the land." 
 

Is Joseph angry? No, I don’t think so. Is Joseph playing some game of revenge? No, I don’t 
think so. Joseph is in a position of authority and must maintain that position. As the Governor, 
Joseph would question all foreigners. He might not accuse them of being spies but that 
question is not inappropriate because with a famine comes greed and with greed comes war. 
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(See James 4:2).  Perhaps even today or very soon the lack of “bread” (any sustenance) or 
perhaps the lack of “firewood to cook upon” (fuel) will be the incentive for one or more 
countries to come against another… 
 
 
So, he accuses them of being spies. And the first lie comes out: “we are honest men”.  Really?  

 
(Genesis 42:13 NKJV)  And they said, "Your servants are twelve brothers, the sons of one man in the 
land of Canaan; and in fact, the youngest is with our father today, and one is no more." 
 

Then comes the second lie: “and one is no more”, meaning that one of their brothers is dead. 
Did they really believe that Joseph was dead? Afterall, they sold him as a slave and there’s no 
reason to believe that he is dead. 
 

(Genesis 42:14 NKJV)  But Joseph said to them, "It is as I spoke to you, saying, 'You are spies!' 
(Genesis 42:15 NKJV)  In this manner you shall be tested: By the life of Pharaoh, you shall not leave 
this place unless your youngest brother comes here. (Genesis 42:16 NKJV)  Send one of you, and let 
him bring your brother; and you shall be kept in prison, that your words may be tested to see whether 
there is any truth in you; or else, by the life of Pharaoh, surely you are spies!" (Genesis 42:17 NKJV)  
So he put them all together in prison three days. 
 

Joseph decides that a test of the veracity of their claims. “bring the youngest brother to me”.  
He puts them all in jail to let them think about what they will do. 
 

(Genesis 42:18 NKJV)  Then Joseph said to them the third day, "Do this and live, for I fear God: 
(Genesis 42:19 NKJV)  If you are honest men, let one of your brothers be confined to your prison 
house; but you, go and carry grain for the famine of your houses. (Genesis 42:20 NKJV)  And bring 
your youngest brother to me; so your words will be verified, and you shall not die." And they did so. 
 

After three days Joseph reiterates the “deal”. One brother will stay behind while the other go 
back home to get Benjamin.  Why all this focus on Benjamin? While they all are brothers of 
one father, Benjamin is Joseph’s true blood brother of Jacob and Rachel. I think he also wants 
to see how well he has faired all these years without a “big brother” watching over him. Did his 
other brothers treat him the same way as Joseph was treated? 
 

(Genesis 42:21 NKJV)  Then they said to one another, "We are truly guilty concerning our brother, for 
we saw the anguish of his soul when he pleaded with us, and we would not hear; therefore this 
distress has come upon us." (Genesis 42:22 NKJV)  And Reuben answered them, saying, "Did I not 
speak to you, saying, 'Do not sin against the boy'; and you would not listen? Therefore behold, his 
blood is now required of us." (Genesis 42:23 NKJV)  But they did not know that Joseph understood 
them, for he spoke to them through an interpreter. 
 

A couple days in prison thinking about their current circumstances leads them to conclude that 
it is because of how they treated Joseph. God is punishing them now. Reuben pipes up with a 
classic “I told you so” response.  
 
Meanwhile, although Joseph has been speaking to them in Egyptian and an interpreter has 
been speaking Hebrew, he still understands everything they are saying.  
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(Genesis 42:24 NKJV)  And he turned himself away from them and wept. Then he returned to them 
again, and talked with them. And he took Simeon from them and bound him before their eyes. 
(Genesis 42:25 NKJV)  Then Joseph gave a command to fill their sacks with grain, to restore every 
man’s money to his sack, and to give them provisions for the journey. Thus he did for them. (Genesis 
42:26 NKJV)  So they loaded their donkeys with the grain and departed from there. 

 
Their conversation affects Joseph. He sees that they do understand the consequences of what 
they did to him. But are they truly sorry or just sorry about their current situation? 
 
Perhaps that’s why Joseph put their money back into the sacks of grain. Here come’s the 
second major test:  “are you as honest as you claim to be?”. 
 

(Genesis 42:27 NKJV)  But as one of them opened his sack to give his donkey feed at the 
encampment, he saw his money; and there it was, in the mouth of his sack. (Genesis 42:28 NKJV)  
So he said to his brothers, "My money has been restored, and there it is, in my sack!" Then their 
hearts failed them and they were afraid, saying to one another, "What is this that God has done to 
us?" 
 

This is definitely an “OMG” moment. They know that they will be accused of stealing it. And, of 
course, they think it’s God’s displeasure that caused all of this.  
 

(Genesis 42:29 NKJV)  Then they went to Jacob their father in the land of Canaan and told him all 
that had happened to them, saying: (Genesis 42:30 NKJV)  "The man who is lord of the land spoke 
roughly to us, and took us for spies of the country. (Genesis 42:31 NKJV)  But we said to him, 'We 
are honest men; we are not spies. (Genesis 42:32 NKJV)  We are twelve brothers, sons of our 
father; one is no more, and the youngest is with our father this day in the land of Canaan.' (Genesis 
42:33 NKJV)  Then the man, the lord of the country, said to us, 'By this I will know that you are honest 
men: Leave one of your brothers here with me, take food for the famine of your households, and be 
gone. (Genesis 42:34 NKJV)  And bring your youngest brother to me; so I shall know that you are not 
spies, but that you are honest men. I will grant your brother to you, and you may trade in the land.' " 
(Genesis 42:35 NKJV)  Then it happened as they emptied their sacks, that surprisingly each man's 
bundle of money was in his sack; and when they and their father saw the bundles of money, they 
were afraid. 
 

They get home and tell their father about their trip. Then there’s a second but bigger “OMG” 
moment when they discover all their monies are in the bags of grain.  And with an understated 
assessment, Moses writes “they were afraid”.   
 
Remember, they don’t know if Joseph, whom they sold into slavery, is dead or alive. But they 
told their father that he was killed. So, the “we are honest men” rings hollow in the ears of the 
reader…(sorry about the mixed metaphor). 
 

(Genesis 42:36 NKJV)  And Jacob their father said to them, “You have bereaved me: Joseph is no 
more, Simeon is no more, and you want to take Benjamin. All these things are against me.” 

 
Jacob also assumes that Simeon is dead like Joseph. And he fears that the same fate awaits 
Benjamin. “Oh woe is me. For all these things are really against me”.  Jacob makes it about 
himself! 
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(Genesis 42:37 NKJV)  Then Reuben spoke to his father, saying, "Kill my two sons if I do not bring 
him back to you; put him in my hands, and I will bring him back to you." 

 
Rueben offers up his two sons as collateral.  Was he being serious?  And if he didn’t return, 
did he actually expect his father to kill two of his grandsons?  Big gestures like this need to be 
examined carefully. Notice that he didn’t offer himself as the collateral… 
 

(Genesis 42:38 NKJV)  But he said, "My son shall not go down with you, for his brother is dead, and 
he is left alone. If any calamity should befall him along the way in which you go, then you would bring 
down my gray hair with sorrow to the grave." 
 

Evidently the offer does not impress Jacob. He doesn’t want to take the risk of losing his 
youngest son! 
 
 

At first glance, it appears that here is the age-old paradox of man’s free will vs God’s sovereign will. 
God clearly wants them all in Egypt, yet Jacob doesn’t want them to return. But that discussion is for 
either another time or left with those who have big brains and love to argue.  
 
There was one verse that seems more fitting for discussion: 
 

Genesis 42:8 NKJV  So Joseph recognized his brothers, but they did not recognize him. 
 

This is certainly a picture of Messiah. For Jesus, it happened twice. The first time was when the 
Jewish leadership and many others did not recognize Him as their Messiah; The second time was 
when His disciples didn’t seem to recognize Him as their risen LORD without  Him opening their eyes. 
For the first group, their hearts were hard. For the disciples, it was because of “little faith”.  
 
For us, before we believed, it was both. We heard about Him but refused to come to Him. Then many 
of us came but we lacked the faith to fully understand Him, fully accept Him and fully obey Him.  
 
Perhaps from the time of we were saved, we, like Joseph’s brothers, went through a period of testing.  
This testing isn’t to prove our worth (for while we were yet sinners, He died for us), but to reveal 
something just as the refiner’s fire burns away the black dross of pride that hides our true selves from 
ourselves.   
 
For Joseph’s brother’s it was to reveal that they were not the honest men they thought they were. 
They kept protesting the accusations of Joseph with “but we’re honest men just trying to buy some 
bread”.  There wasn’t just deceit, but a hefty dose of pride. How could they declare such a thing when 
they knew what their past was like – especially with Joseph who they thought was dead.  
 
It is the same for us. The deeper need of seeing ourselves as complete wretches who need a True 
Savior could not come to the fore front of our understanding without the dross being burned away. I 
know that I needed to get past the self-deception and pride of thinking that I was a nice guy who 
didn’t sin in any major way.  Besides, I really needed Jesus to fix me, to make me a better person.  
 
The brothers did bow low to the ground towards Joseph. But it was only a gesture towards the one 
who had the grain they needed.  
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We too must learn to bow low to the one who gives True Bread, not just to fill our bellies, but to satisfy 
our very souls. That satisfaction comes with the knowledge that Jesus is our ONLY source of the 
True Bread. It comes with the full understanding that today’s Bread isn’t enough. We must seek His 
Bread each day. For the day we do not seek it is the day we turn back to ourselves and start believing 
the lie that we’re good enough, strong enough and wise enough to go it alone so that we receive the 
glory for a life well lived.  O God forgive me! 
 
The brothers still have much refining to do. But notice that Joseph gave them what they needed for 
the journey. When we come to Jesus, He too gives us what we need for our journey as well.  
 
Our journey, like theirs, will require God’s sovereign will.  They don’t understand and perhaps never 
truly understand that God wants them in Egypt. Guess what, we too need to be in Egypt for a while. 
How can we appreciate such a great salvation if we don’t come to acknowledge our Egyptian hearts.  
He knows that we too will forget Him if we become to “fat” with His exceedingly great and precious 
promises. So, along the way we too experience times of Egyptian famine to remind us to always 
receive our daily bread, for yesterday’s bread is already too stale to sustain us. 
 
The next three chapters will be a hard journey for the Sons of Jacob and Jacob as well. We will see 
many of the things presented here. The climax will come in chapter 45 when Joseph reveals himself. 
But we must patiently wait on the LORD. Our waiting will bring, I hope, more understanding about 
ourselves as we grow in the grace and knowledge of Christ Jesus.  
 


