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We come this evening to the end of the book of Genesis.  It may seem like a long 
book, but it isn’t really when you consider that it covers about 2300 to 2400 years of 
history.  Now certainly there are other history books that cover that many years with many 
more pages.  But we need to remember that this is a special kind of history.  It is the 
history of the working out of God’s salvation, of the working out of His promise to send 
the Messiah.  It begins with the creation of the world, with the first man and with the fall.  
Things could have ended there.  God could have, if He wanted to, destroyed His world.  
But instead, He graciously gave the promise of a Savior.  This book traces that promise 
from it’s first revelation to Adam and Eve, through the covenant made with Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob, and finally to the twelve sons who would make up the nation of Israel.  
The book ends with Israel in Egypt.  But it also ends with the death of two very special 
patriarchs, who both died looking ahead to the fulfillment of that promise.   

This evening, I want us to look at these two men who died in faith.  But I also want 
us to look at the contrasting example of unbelief sandwiched in the middle.  Through this I 
want us to be encouraged to lift our eyes up to God, to look to Him for the fulfillment of 
the promises that He has made us in Christ.  Our Lord has promised us eternal life through 
faith in Christ.  He has promised us the blessing of a heavenly home, not because we 
deserve it, but because Jesus does.  Jesus came down from heaven to earth some two 
thousand years to guarantee this promise for us through His life and atoning death.  And 
because He did, we too can live the same life of faith, and die the same death of faith, 
looking to the promise of a heavenly city.  All we need to do is trust and obey.  And we 
know as Reformed Christians, that even this is a gift of His grace.   

Now the first thing we see here is the death that Jacob dies in faith.  As he was 
about to die, just after he had finished his blessings and prophesies concerning his sons, 
Jacob charged his sons to bury him, not in the land of Egypt, but in the land of Promise.  
He wanted them to bury him in the cave that was in the field of Machpelah.  This was the 
place Abraham and his wife Sarah had been buried, Isaac and his wife Rebekah, and the 
place where Jacob had buried his wife Leah.  This was all the land that Abraham actually 
possessed during his lifetime in the land of Canaan, even though the Lord had promised to 
give him and his posterity all of it.  It was all the land that Isaac had.  And excepting the 
land that Jacob had purchased from the sons of Hamor (Gen. 33:19), it was all he had as 
well.  But even though these men never had any more of the Promised Land than that, they 
still trusted in the promise of God.  They still believed that God was going to give them all 
the land.  And so as Jacob was dying, he commanded his sons to bury him there.  He 
wanted his grave to be in the land of the Lord’s inheritance.   

Now after Jacob finished his charge to his sons, his time came to an end.  He drew 
his feet into the bed, took his last breath, and died.  His life in this world was over.  He 
resigned his soul to God.  We know from the rest of Scripture that his soul was at that 
moment made perfect in the presence of God.  He entered into rest from his unpleasant 
pilgrimage (Gen. 47:9), and he has been rejoicing in the presence of God, and of His Son, 
and of the holy angels and saints ever since.  This, the Bible assures us, is what happens to 
every saint who dies in the Lord (Phil. 1:23; Heb. 12:23).  His body, of course, was still on 
earth, and needed to be prepared for burial.  But even this would be in the hope of the 
resurrection.  They didn’t know much about the resurrection, but they did know something.  
Job, who was thought to be a contemporary of Abraham, wrote during his trials, “And as 
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for me, I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last He will take His stand on the earth.  
Even after my skin is destroyed, yet from my flesh I shall see God; whom I myself shall 
behold, and whom my eyes shall see and not another” (Job 19:25-27).  This is the hope that 
we have as well, in Christ, that even though we will one day die and our bodies will return 
to the dust, yet they will be raised when Christ returns and be reunited with our souls.  And 
so we should remain steadfast in our faith, “immovable, always abounding in the work of 
the Lord, knowing that [our work] is not in vain in the Lord” (1 Cor. 15:58).   

Now when Jacob died, Joseph wept, not because he didn’t believe the promises of 
God, but because he loved his father and would miss him.  He repeatedly kissed his face, 
knowing that it would be only a short time before he also would join him, but knowing that 
that short time was still very long.  We know what this is like.  Even though we believe our 
loved ones in Christ go to be with Him in heaven, yet we still miss them while we are here 
on earth.  It’s only normal.  But again, we don’t grieve, as do the others who have no hope, 
because we know that they are in a far better place and situation than we have ever been (1 
Thes. 4:13; Phil. 1:23).  Then Joseph commanded his servants to embalm Jacob.  The 
process took forty days, during which time he and the Egyptians mourned.  However, we 
read that they continued to mourn for thirty more days, making a total of seventy days.  
Apparently, the Egyptians had come to respect Joseph and his father Jacob greatly.  But 
when the time of mourning was over, Joseph went to Pharaoh to carry out the promise he 
had made to his father.  He told Pharaoh that he had made an oath and asked him for the 
freedom to carry it out.  Pharaoh agreed and sent him to Canaan, not only with his whole 
household, but also with all the servants of Pharaoh, the elders of his household, all the 
elders of the land of Egypt, and many chariots and horsemen.  It was a great show of honor 
to Jacob.  When they came to the threshing floor of Atad, which was in Canaan, they 
observed another seven days of mourning for Jacob.  Their mourning was so great that the 
Canaanites who saw it named that place Abel-mizraim, which means “the mourning of 
Egypt.”  And when they had finished their mourning, his sons buried him, as they had 
promised, and they returned to Egypt.   

Jacob died in faith.  On the basis of God’s promise, he looked ahead to it’s 
fulfillment, and he gave orders to his sons accordingly.  Having seen now his death in 
faith, let’s consider for a moment the lack of faith on the part of his sons.   

When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they immediately began to 
fear.  What if Joseph decided to take revenge for what they had done to him?  There was 
only one thing to do:  they needed to go to Joseph, while his heart was still soft after the 
death of their father, and plead for his mercy.  They sent a message to Joseph that said that 
their father had asked him to forgive them before he died.  Whether that message was true 
or not, we don’t know.  But it certainly highlights the fear the brothers were feeling.  They 
apparently had forgotten what their father had said to them in his final words.  If what he 
said was truly a prophecy from God, they would have known that not only were they going 
to live, but also to inherit the Land of Promise.  How could Israel become a great nation, if 
his sons were all killed by Joseph.  When Joseph heard their message, he wept.  His heart 
was still hurting over the loss of his father, but this arrow only served to deepen his pain.  
Joseph told them not to be afraid.  He wasn’t God.  They shouldn’t fear him, but God 
alone.  Their lives were in His hands.  Didn’t they know that God had allowed all of this to 
come about so that they would be saved?  Would He now desire their death after all He had 
done?  No.  Even though they had meant it for evil, God had meant it for good.  This didn’t 
mean that they hadn’t sinned against Joseph.  It didn’t mean that they didn’t have to repent 
– which they had already done by this time.  But it did mean that it was God’s will for 
them to live and grow and multiply.  Joseph didn’t have any animosity towards them.  He 
loved them, and promised to care for them.  And “so he comforted them and spoke kindly 
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to them” (v. 21).  Faith can be a great comfort to those who have it.  But when it is weak, 
fear can creep in and take all of your peace away.   

Finally, let’s consider the death of Joseph in faith.  After the death of his father, 
Joseph continued to live until he reached the age of one hundred and ten.  God blessed 
him, and he saw the third generation of Ephraim’s sons and had, what appears to be, the 
second generation of Manasseh’s sons born on his knees.  It’s a blessing from the Lord to 
live long enough to see your children’s children, or your grandchildren (Ps. 128:6).  How 
much more to see your great-great-grandchildren from one son and your great-
grandchildren from another (see Keil 1:412-13)?  Joseph had been faithful to the Lord – by 
His grace alone, since no one can be faithful without it – and so the Lord was faithful to 
him by blessing him with a long and fruitful life, just as He had promised him (Gen. 49:22, 
25).  But now came his time to die.  And as he was about to die, he spoke about the future, 
just as his father Jacob had done.  He said to his brothers, “I am about to die, but God will 
surely take care of you, and bring you up from this land to the land which He promised on 
oath to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob” (50:24).  Joseph believed God.  He knew that the 
Lord would fulfill His promise.  He would bring them up from Egypt and give them the 
land, and because he was sure of this, he wanted them to take his bones with them when 
they went.  He made them swear before he died that they would.  He looked ahead, and 
even though he didn’t see the fulfillment of the promise with his physical eyes, he did 
through the eyes of faith.  Then Joseph died (Heb. 11:22), and he was embalmed and 
placed in a coffin in Egypt.   

Both Jacob and Joseph died with an eye to the promise.  They both looked ahead to 
what the Lord said He was going to do.  And because of this, the author to the Hebrews 
points us to them as examples of how we are to live by faith.  He writes, “By faith Jacob, 
as he was dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, and worshiped, leaning on the top of 
his staff.  By faith Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the exodus of the sons of 
Israel, and gave orders concerning his bones” (Heb. 11:22-23).  Earlier, in this same 
chapter, he wrote, “All these died in faith, without receiving the promises, but having seen 
them and having welcomed them from a distance, and having confessed that they were 
strangers and exiles on the earth.  For those who say such things make it clear that they are 
seeking a country of their own.  And indeed if they had been thinking of that country from 
which they went out, they would have had opportunity to return.  But as it is, they desire a 
better country, that is a heavenly one.  Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their 
God; for He has prepared a city for them” (Heb. 11:13-16).  They didn’t see the fulfillment 
of the promise, just as we haven’t yet seen the fulfillment of His promise to us of a new 
heavens and a new earth in which righteousness reigns.  But they knew it was going to 
happen.  They knew that they were going to receive that land, because they believed God 
was faithful.  What He had promised, He was going to give them, and they were sure of it.  
What should we do then?  We should also trust God who has made His promises to us yes 
in Christ (2 Cor. 1:20).  The author to the Hebrews exhorted his readers, “Therefore, since 
we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every 
encumbrance, and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the 
race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for 
the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the 
right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 12:1-2).  Jesus went before us and has won the race.  
And because He has won, we also will win, if we place our trust in Him.  So let’s fix our 
eyes on Jesus and run the race faithfully to the end.  There is a place for us in the new 
heavens and the new earth and a victor’s crown because of what Jesus has done.  All we 
need do is trust Him and obey.  May our Lord grant us the grace to do so.  Amen.   


