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Genesis 49 

Chapter 49 is one of the most fascinating chapters in Genesis.  Jacob is speaking to his 12 sons after 

the blessings he spoke over Ephraim and Manasseh. Recall the scene set in chapter 48 – Jacob is 

on his death bed. He desires to bless his sons before his eyes close and he is gathered to his people. 

It must have been a somber time seeing their father, who spent his life as a shepherd, so weak, so 

frail, and nearly blind. But the LORD was with him and he was able to sit up to address his sons. The 

writer of Hebrews summed up Jacob’s life with this scene.  

Hebrews 11:21 NKJV  By faith Jacob, when he was dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, 
and worshiped, leaning on the top of his staff. 

 

Whatever else Jacob did, the Holy Spirit wanted us to know about the   faith of Jacob when he was 

dying and blessing his sons. As Jacob sat up and leaned on his staff, he listened to and 

communicated what the Holy Spirit spoke into his heart and mind regarding his sons. The truth of 

what he spoke was evidenced by the history of tribes and nation that God called His own. It was also 

proven when Messiah came from a long line of one of Jacob’s sons.   

This chapter is in poetry form. It is full of figurative language and is, at times, difficult to decipher. 

Much has been written about the contents … our job is to discern whether the interpretations are 

consistent with what we know from history and from what we know about the character of God.  

This chapter gives a fuller understanding of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. You might expect 

blessings, but God the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Truth, so what you get are blessings, cursings, 

judgments and promises all rolled into one chapter. 

The prophesies are directed at the twelve tribes of the Nation of Israel – that don’t even exist yet!  At 

the time of Jacob’s death, there was just a large family of sons, and daughter, wives, and 

grandchildren. The prophesies are designed to help the nation of Israel bear up under the weight of 

slavery, barrenness, cruelty and even warfare required to claim the Promised Land.  They will also 

help Israel to maintain their grip on the greatest blessing and promise ever made by God: the 

Promised Seed, the Messiah that would come from one of their descendants! 

 

(Genesis 49:1 NKJV)  And Jacob called his sons and said, "Gather together, that I may tell you 
what shall befall you in the last days:  (Genesis 49:2 NKJV)  "Gather together and hear, you sons 
of Jacob, And listen to Israel your father. 

 
What did the sons expect?  Did they think of only sweet blessings? Did the firstborn, Reuben, 

expect the blessing and double portion of the firstborn?  It appears that they did not know 

about Ephraim and Manasseh, either what they received or that they were adopted as sons by 

Jacob a short while before.    

One thing is sure:  the air was thick with sadness and expectancy.  

Many say that the sons of Jacob formed a semi-circle around their father’s bed in birth order. 
Perhaps they did but the order of the “blessings” are not in birth sequence.  The sequence 
does seem deliberate: 

A Jacob’s sons gather to hear his words  
                         B Prologue to the prophetic oracle  
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                            C Leah’s sons are blessed (3-15)  
                                             [Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Zebulun, Issachar]  

          D Bilhah’s first son is blessed (16-18) [Dan]  
             X ZIPHAH’S SONS ARE BLESSED (19-20)  
                     [Gad, Asher]  
          D’ Bilhah’s second son is blessed (21) [Naphtali]  
      C’ Rachel’s sons are blessed (22-27) [Joseph, Benjamin]  
   B’ Epilogue to the prophetic oracle (28)  
A’ Israel is gathered to his people (29-33)   

 
The Hebrew mindset is not always chronological but rather thematic.  
 
The phrase “in the last days” speaks of the (second) coming of Messiah. For example, one 
such prophesy was given to the Children of Israel by Moses: 
 

Deuteronomy 31:29 NKJV  For I know that after my death you will become utterly corrupt, 
and turn aside from the way which I have commanded you. And evil will befall you in the 
latter days, because you will do evil in the sight of the LORD, to provoke Him to anger 
through the work of your hands." 

 

Or how about this, from Isaiah: 
 

Isaiah 2:2 NKJV  Now it shall come to pass in the latter days That the mountain of the 
LORD's house Shall be established on the top of the mountains, And shall be exalted 
above the hills; And all nations shall flow to it.    
 

Latter Day Prophesies and Blessings for Israel contain both spiritual blessings (Messiah being 
the greatest blessing) and many material blessings (the land, in particular but power and 
wealth as well) 

 
Don’t miss the “you sons of Jacob” and “listen to Israel your father”. I taught before that 
there’s no apparent reason when each of these names is used. However, I get the sense here 
that Jacob understands that the Jacob of the past years before is not the same man; he 
considers Himself to be Israel – the name given to him by the LORD.  

 

I can relate:  I often see the “Stu” that was “before Christ”;  I have to remind myself that I am a 
new creation in Christ Jesus  (2 Corinthians 5:17) who will one day be given  "… a white stone, 
and on the stone a new name written which no one knows except” me who receives it. 
Revelation 2:17 NKJV 

 
Now onto the “blessings”.  
 

(Genesis 49:3 NKJV)  "Reuben, you are my firstborn, My might and the beginning of my strength, The 
excellency of dignity and the excellency of power. (Genesis 49:4 NKJV)  Unstable as water, you shall 
not excel, Because you went up to your father's bed; Then you defiled it— He went up to my couch. 
 

Reuben, as the firstborn, was entitled to be the leader of the family and a double portion of 
inheritance. He was considered as the one who would lead the family in strength and dignity.  
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Deuteronomy 21:17 NKJV  But he shall acknowledge the son of the unloved wife as the 
firstborn by giving him a double portion of all that he has, for he is the beginning of his 
strength; the right of the firstborn is his. 

 

Psalms 78:50-51 NKJV  He made a path for His anger; He did not spare their soul from 
death, But gave their life over to the plague,  (51)  And destroyed all the firstborn in Egypt, 
The first of their strength in the tents of Ham. 

 

But Reuben was as “boiling water”, that is, hot-headed, impulsive and unstable. We remember 
from Genesis 35:22 that , “Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his father's concubine; and Israel 
heard about it”. Jacob seemed to just keep it hidden away in a corner of his heart. 

 

1 Chronicles 5:1 NKJV  Now the sons of Reuben the firstborn of Israel—he was indeed the 
firstborn, but because he defiled his father's bed, his birthright was given to the sons of 
Joseph, the son of Israel, so that the genealogy is not listed according to the birthright; 

 

Now the truth comes to light; it must be told and the consequences of giving into lustful feelings 
must be taught.  His moment of weakness was a source of great disrespect to his father.  The 
word “bed” is a euphemism for sexual intercourse. The word for “defile”  carries with it an 
expression of wounding. Jacob’s heart was certainly wounded that day. And Reuben was 
disinherited from the first-born blessings. 

 

Jacob pronounced that Reuben would not excel, that is, would not succeed. The meaning is, you 
will not contribute anything to the benefit of your descendants. It was borne out in the history of his 
tribe: 

 The tribe of Reuben never provided a leader for the nation of Israel as a whole 

 In Numbers 32, Reubenites were satisfied to stay on the wrong side of the Jordan rather than, 
in faith, cross over. They were the first to ask for a place to settle… 

 In Joshua 22, the tribe of Reuben participated in building an unauthorized altar.  

 In Judges 5:15-16 the tribe of Reuben could not decide whether to assist Deborah and Barak 
to come against the Canaanites in war. They spent their time just arguing for or against such 
an endeavor until it was too late to help at all. (sounds very familiar to me) 

 One commentator summed it up nicely, “Surely, no Reubenite excelled in anything!” 

 
It might be important to note that we do not know how the sons of Jacob reacted to the truths 
that Jacob spoke to them all. I can imagine many side glances and rolling eyes as well as 
blushes and shame-filled frowns.   
 
(Genesis 49:5 NKJV)  "Simeon and Levi are brothers; Instruments of cruelty are in their dwelling 
place.  (Genesis 49:6 NKJV)  Let not my soul enter their council; Let not my honor be united to their 
assembly; For in their anger they slew a man, And in their self-will they hamstrung an ox. (Genesis 
49:7 NKJV)  Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce; And their wrath, for it is cruel! I will divide them in 
Jacob And scatter them in Israel. 
 

First, Jacob binds Simeon and Levi together because of the rape of Dinah in Genesis 34 
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Genesis 34:30-31 KJV  And Jacob said to Simeon and Levi, Ye have troubled me to make 
me to stink among the inhabitants of the land, among the Canaanites and the Perizzites: 
and I being few in number, they shall gather themselves together against me, and slay me; 
and I shall be destroyed, I and my house.  (31)  And they said, Should he deal with our 
sister as with an harlot? 

 

The brothers overreacted in a cruel and vicious way. Instead of seeking revenge on the 
perpetrator of the rape, they went into town, deceived the men into circumcising themselves and 
then at the height of their pain, they slaughtered every one of them. Part of verse 6 says “…And in 
their self-will they hamstrung an ox.”. The KJV says, “…in their selfwill they digged down a wall. “ 

 

The words led to confusion in translation. The words “digged down” mean “hamstrung” or 
“pluck up by the roots”; but the word translated “ox” means a “wall”. Like I said, confusion.  
However, given that the brothers had the men in town circumcise themselves, I favor the 
translation of “hamstrung an ox” because the result of their ploy was to incapacitate the 
men of Shechem.  

 

The word for “self-willed” means  pleasure. Does not the “self” always seek pleasure and 
immediate gratification – normally at the expense of others? 

 

Jacob doesn’t want to be linked with their fierce anger, cruelty or their wrath.  He doesn’t want his 
name associated with their posterity…that’s how much Jacob abhorred what they had done. So 
much so that he pronounced a curse on their anger and wrath.  

 

Their justification as to why they destroyed Shechem seems reasonable ("Should he treat our 
sister like a harlot?")  (Genesis 34:31 NKJV)  BUT it seems self-serving.  

 

The consequences are that neither of them will be declared the “first born” after Reuben’s failure 
AND they will be divided in Jacob and scattered in Israel”.  

 

Simeon’s inheritance was scattered about in the land of Judah (Joshua 19:1); Some of the 
descendants of Simeon were captured and dwelt in Edom and the land of the Amalekites (1 
Chronicles 4:39-43). When the kingdoms divided, many Simeonites left Israel and joined Judah. 
They “assimilated” into Judah and lost their tribal identity inside Judah.  

 

Levi was scattered as well. But Levi, was also received grace from God and became the father of 
the Levitical Priesthood. The tribe had no land inheritance but were scattered into 48 cities across 
the tribal lands (Joshua 21). One might see their stance against idolatry as a kind of redemption 
(Exodus 32:26-28).  

 

Exodus 32:26-28 NKJV  then Moses stood in the entrance of the camp, and said, "Whoever is 
on the LORD's side—come to me!" And all the sons of Levi gathered themselves together to 
him.  (27)  And he said to them, "Thus says the LORD God of Israel: 'Let every man put his 
sword on his side, and go in and out from entrance to entrance throughout the camp, and let 
every man kill his brother, every man his companion, and every man his neighbor.' "  (28)  So 
the sons of Levi did according to the word of Moses. And about three thousand men of the 
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people fell that day. 

 

So, two brothers – one grave sin -  two endings.  Grace for one and not the other. 

 

Isaiah 40:13-14 NKJV  Who has directed the Spirit of the LORD, Or as His counselor has 
taught Him?  (14)  With whom did He take counsel, and who instructed Him, And taught Him in 
the path of justice? Who taught Him knowledge, And showed Him the way of understanding? 

 
(Genesis 49:8 NKJV)  "Judah, you are he whom your brothers shall praise; Your hand shall be on the 
neck of your enemies; Your father's children shall bow down before you. (Genesis 49:9 NKJV)  Judah 
is a lion's whelp; From the prey, my son, you have gone up. He bows down, he lies down as a lion; 
And as a lion, who shall rouse him? (Genesis 49:10 NKJV)  The scepter shall not depart from Judah, 
Nor a lawgiver from between his feet, Until Shiloh comes; And to Him shall be the obedience of the 
people.  
 

With the messianic line taken away from Rueben, Simeon, and Levi, it falls on Judah (of course, 
by God’s design).  

 

Ephraim and Manasseh will receive a material blessing and the blessing of adoption. But 
not the spiritual blessing of being in the line to the Promised Seed.  

 

Judah certainly had his share of troubles. There was that whole business with Tamar.  And, of 
course, it was Judah’s idea to sale Joseph to the Ishmaelites to be taken to Egypt. However, He, 
as we have seen, became the de-facto leader of the family during the time of testing by Joseph.   

 

Let’s see what Jacob says to Judah, the 4th oldest son.  

 

Verse 8 is a play on words and prophetic. Judah’s name means “praise”.  Yehuda is his Hebrew 
name from which we get “Yehudi” or Jews.  

 

He was mighty in warfare and kings were born out of him, most notably, King David!  That is hand 
would be on the neck of his enemies was fulfilled by David:  

 

Psalms 18:37-40 NKJV  I have pursued my enemies and overtaken them; Neither did I turn 
back again till they were destroyed.  (38)  I have wounded them, So that they could not rise; 
They have fallen under my feet.  (39)  For You have armed me with strength for the battle; You 
have subdued under me those who rose up against me.  (40)  You have also given me the 
necks of my enemies, So that I destroyed those who hated me. 

 

The history of Judah is long and not often a picture of those from whom Messiah would come.  
Given the kings that led the kingdom until the Babylonian Exile, it certainly could be said that there 
was a strong need for King Messiah. 

 

Most, if not all, of the blessing of Jacob were prophetic.  Jacob describes a Man that in the latter 
days:  
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 His brothers will praise Him and bow down to Him  

 He will be the one “who will transform our lowly body that it may be conformed to His 
glorious body, according to the working by which He is able even to subdue all things to 
Himself”  (Philippians 3:21 NKJV) 

 The imagery of a lion is Messiah’s.  

Numbers 24:8-9 NKJV  "God brings him out of Egypt; He has strength like a wild ox; He 
shall consume the nations, his enemies; He shall break their bones And pierce them 
with his arrows.  (9)  'He bows down, he lies down as a lion; And as a lion, who shall 
rouse him?' "Blessed is he who blesses you, And cursed is he who curses you." 

((See also Hosea 5:14-15)) 

 

Revelation 5:5-7 NKJV  But one of the elders said to me, "Do not weep. Behold, the 
Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has prevailed to open the scroll and to 
loose its seven seals."  (6)  And I looked, and behold, in the midst of the throne and of 
the four living creatures, and in the midst of the elders, stood a Lamb as though it had 
been slain, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God 
sent out into all the earth.  (7)  Then He came and took the scroll out of the right hand of 
Him who sat on the throne. 

 

Don’t you love the imagery of the Lion who is able AND the Lamb who was strong 
enough to save mankind by His sacrifice? 

 

Verse 10 is the key - Genesis 49:10 NKJV  The scepter shall not depart from Judah, Nor a 
lawgiver from between his feet, Until Shiloh comes; And to Him shall be the obedience of 
the people. 

A scepter is a rod or branch; it symbolizes kingship. The lawgiver is a scribe or one 
(like a king) enacts laws. The lawgiver is an authority and therefore is linked with the 
Scepter.  This person would come from the seed of Judah. Both Scepter and 
Lawgiver are used for the 1st time in the Bible in this verse.  

For about 650 years since Jacob’s prophesy there were many leaders (a.k.a., 
judges) in Israel from many different tribes. But then came David from Bethlehem in 
Judah. And from him, down thru the ages, came King Messiah.  

 

However, was there always a king from Judah until Messiah came?  First, the 
Scripture implies a King but doesn’t say a king – a leader or ruling class perhaps 
could also be considered.  The last king in the Davidic line was Jeconiah or 
Zedekiah depending on who you read and what criteria they use. However, the seat 
of power after the Babylonian exile was certainly in Judah and Jerusalem and 
whatever trace of self-government remained belonged to Judah until the birth of 
Jesus, who was the lineal descendant of the royal line of David and of Judah, and 
was the Messiah. He was the True Scepter and True Lawgiver: 

 

(Romans 7:6 NKJV)  But now we have been delivered from the law, having died 
to what we were held by, so that we should serve in the newness of the Spirit 
and not in the oldness of the letter. 
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Until Shiloh comes:  it might be better translated as “the scepter shall not pass from 
Judah until He comes to whom the scepter belongs. The word “Shiloh” is not as 
much a name  or a place as it is a title – a messianic title that even the Rabbis 
acknowledged in their writings. 

 

When He comes as King Messiah He will reign forevermore – not just for 1000 years 
but forevermore! And His reign will be glorious. “And to Him shall be the obedience 
of the people.” 

 

Genesis 49:11-12 NKJV  Binding his donkey to the vine, And his donkey's colt to the choice vine, He 
washed his garments in wine, And his clothes in the blood of grapes.  (12)  His eyes are darker than 
wine, And his teeth whiter than milk. 

 

We need not spiritualize these because their poetic meanings are enough: 

 

The world of Messiah is a world where the grapevines are so large and abundant that men 
might use them for hitching posts; the wine from these vines will nearly overflow the vats that it 
would looked like those crushing the grapes have washed their clothes in the vats. People’s 
eyes will be bright from the wine and their teeth white from the abundance of milk. (this does 
NOT presume that the people are drunk from wine…but they drank the grape juice to the full).   
All of this is a picture of the abundance provided by the Messiah at His Second Coming.    

 

Since is only part 1 of Chapter 49, I would like to reserve a fuller application of this chapter when we 

complete it.  

For today, the take-away is this:  The proof of the truth, accuracy, reliability, genuineness, and 

authenticity of the Bible is the prophetic utterances that were spoken and written thousands of years 

before they were fulfilled.  Think on Genesis 3:15 and know that our God is a promise making and a 

promise keeping God.   

Someone once remarked that the proof for God is a tiny, dysfunctional family birthed by God from 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to whom great and exceedingly precious promises were made.  

The proof of the timing of God is the Nation of Israel. Watching Israel is like watching a clock.  

The proof of God’s grace and mercy is Israel, through whom the expression of His grace and mercy 

and love for the world He created is His only Begotten Son, Jesus, who was born of a virgin and lived 

and died so that whosoever would believe in Him should not perish but have eternal life (John 3:15). 

We serve at the pleasure of an Awesome God! 


