
“Jacob’s Blessing to His Sons” 
(Genesis 49) 

 
 
 

Jacob had now reached the point in his life when it was time to go home.  And 
when Joseph heard that his father was sick – most likely with the illness that would take 
his life – he took his two sons with him to visit Jacob so that he might bless them before 
he died.  As we saw last time, this is what he did, giving to Joseph a double blessing, not 
only because he was the son of his beloved wife Rachel, but also because Joseph was the 
one the Lord had used to save him and his whole household from the famine.  But now it 
was time for Jacob, as the patriarch and leader of the Old Covenant Church, to gather all 
of his sons together, not only to give them a parting blessing (cf. 28) – which was his to 
give, since he was the one who possessed the promises of God – but also so that he might 
tell them what was going to happen to them in the days to come.  He wanted them to 
know what God was planning to do with them, so that when it came to pass, it would 
confirm their faith in God and serve as a witness against them.  But more importantly, he 
also wanted them to know what the Lord had revealed to him – that the Messiah was still 
coming, and that He was to come through the line of Judah.  At least it appears as though 
this was already revealed to Jacob.  It’s also possible that the Lord revealed it to him as 
well as he prophesied.   

Now this evening, what I would like for us to do is to look at these prophecies and 
blessings; first with those which Jacob pronounced on his sons that don’t directly have to 
do with the coming of Messiah, and then with the one that does.  First, let’s consider the 
prophecies and blessings which come through the Abrahamic Covenant, but don’t have 
directly to do with Messiah.   

When Jacob knew he was dying, he summoned all of his sons together.  The 
reason he did, as I said, was that he wanted to tell them what was going to happen to 
them in the coming days and because he wanted to bless them (Cf. v. 28).  Perhaps he 
also called them together so that they would hear what he had to say to each other.  Some 
of these sons had sinned terribly, and although the Lord had mercy on them, yet there 
were going to be consequences for their sins, consequences that they could all learn from.  
But there was also going to be the promise of blessing, as I said, the blessing of the 
coming Messiah, and he wanted them to hear this as well to strengthen their faith or to 
turn them from their sins that they might embrace the Messiah and in Him the promises 
of God.   

The first one he blessed was Reuben, because he was his first-born.  However, 
what we read here is not a blessing.  Reuben lost that blessing, because of his sin of 
incest.  Remember what we saw in Genesis 35:22, “And it came about while Israel was 
dwelling in that land, that Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his father's concubine; and 
Israel heard of it.”  Instead of a blessing, Jacob pronounces more of an indictment against 
him and an indication that his posterity will have difficult times ahead.  The first-born 
was the one who was to receive the best of the blessings.  He would not only receive the 
blessings of fruitfulness – of the womb of man and beast, and of the land – but also of 
mastery over his brothers.  Up to this point, the blessing of being the line through which 
the Messiah would come was also a part of it.  This was the blessing that Jacob received 
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from his father Isaac, the blessing meant for Esau, which Esau sold to him for a bowl of 
stew.  Esau lost the blessing because he sinned in despising his birthright.  Reuben lost it 
because of his sin of incest.  It would no longer be his, but be given to another.  Now it’s 
true that this was God’s plan all along – to bless Jacob and not Esau, and to give the 
blessings to another brother besides Reuben – but this doesn’t rule out the fact that there 
are means to the end of blessing or curse.  If God intends to bless one of His people, He 
will also bless them with the faithfulness they need to that end.  But if not, He withholds 
the grace by which they might have been faithful.  That’s exactly the same way it is in 
election.  If He intends to bless one person with salvation, He will give them the grace to 
embrace Jesus Christ and to persevere to the end in faithfulness to His commandments.  
But if not, then He withholds His grace and allows them to continue to walk down the 
path to destruction.  Now Jacob here reminds Reuben of what his blessings would have 
been if he had been faithful as first-born so he would be reminded what his sin cost him.  
And he does so in front of all his brothers, so that the rest of them would be afraid to sin 
as well.  Sin has a cost attached to it.  But I want you to notice that Jacob didn’t take 
everything away from Reuben for this.  He may have lost the greatest blessing, but he 
was still to be a part of the covenant.  This was only because of the grace of God that was 
given to him through the first-born Son of God.  This is the only reason why even though 
we sin, there is still blessing for us if we repent and turn back to Christ.  We may lose 
some things, some very precious things for our sins, but we can’t lose that which is most 
precious of all – our salvation.  But because of this blessing, the tribe of Reuben doesn’t 
play a very important role in the history of Israel.  As a matter of fact, the most notable 
names from that tribe are also among the most infamous:  Dathan and Abiram, two of the 
four men who rebelled against Moses in the wilderness and ended up being destroyed 
(Num. 16).  It’s also interesting that this is one of the tribes who settled outside the 
Promised Land to the East.  Reuben gave up more than he bargained for by his sin.  This 
should serve as a warning to us to stay far from it.   

Next, he speaks to Simeon and Levi.  They too would not have the preeminence.  
They were the two who took their vengeance on the Shechemites for the rape of their 
sister Dinah by killing every man in that city, after they convinced them to become 
circumcised (Gen. 34).  Jacob was still so offended by what they did, he said, “Let my 
soul not enter into their counsel.  Let not my glory be united with their assembly” (v. 6).   
Their main sin was their anger, which is often the cause of many sins.  Instead of being 
foremost, they would be dispersed throughout Israel.  Dispersion is very often the 
punishment of disobedience.  Adam and Eve were cast out of the garden for their sin 
(Gen. 3).  The human race was again dispersed for her sins at the tower of Babel (Gen. 
11).  Israel was also scattered among the nations for their sin against God by rejecting the 
Messiah.  But in Christ, He is bringing back His elect from every tribe and tongue and 
nation.  Simeon and Levi were to be dispersed for theirs.  The tribe of Simeon at first 
began to grow.  Their number at the first census was 59,300 (Num. 1:22).  But then it 
shrank to less than half at the second census, being numbered at only 22,200 (26:12-14).  
When Moses blessed the tribes before they entered into the Land of Promise, this tribe 
was passed over entirely (Deu. 33), and was eventually absorbed into the tribe of Judah.  
It had little influence on the history of Israel.  Levi, on the other hand, by God’s grace, 
did.  They were the tribe the Lord chose to minister to Him in the tabernacle and temple, 
the tribe from which Moses and Aaron came, and from which the priesthood was 
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established.  At Mount Sinai, when the people sinned against God with the golden calf, 
Moses stood and called out at the gate of the camp, “‘Whoever is for the Lord, come to 
me!’  And all the sons of Levi gathered to him” (Ex. 32:26).  They were then given the 
task to go through the camp and take vengeance for the Lord.  After this, the Lord 
appointed them as His servants, which required that they be scattered throughout the 
territories of Israel as His ministers.  In this case, it was more of blessing than curse, but 
such is the grace of the Lord – He often shows mercy when He wills, overruling the sins 
of His people through Christ and bringing blessing instead of curse.   

We’ll skip over Judah and return to this tribe in a few moments.  Next, he turns to 
Zebulun.  Zebulun will dwell at the seashore and be a haven of ships.  This can be 
translated more correctly, “Zebulun shall dwell toward the seashore, he shall be toward 
the shore of ships, and his flank shall be toward Sidon,” since Zebulun did not have its 
territory by the sea.   This simply tells us where he would be situated.  And so we 
shouldn’t be surprised when we read in Joshua, “Now the third lot came up for the sons 
of Zebulun according to their families.  And the territory of their inheritance was as far as 
Sarid.  Then their border went up to the west [or, toward the sea] and to Maralah, it then 
touched Dabbesheth, and reached to the brook that is before Jokneam” (Josh. 19:10-11).  
Issachar would be a strong tribe, but would lack the courage to resist his enemies.  He 
would eventually become a slave at forced labor.  He would bear two burdens.  Dr. 
Lightfoot believed that this referred to the two kingdoms it laid between, that of 
Phoenicia and Samaria.  Or it could have been referring to their subjecting themselves to 
the Canaanites in order to be at peace.  Next, “Dan shall judge his people” (v. 16).  This 
is a play on words for the name Dan is related to the word din which means to judge or 
administer justice.  The fact that Dan is likened to a serpent may have to do with the 
subtlety by which Dan would strike.  This may be an allusion to Samson, who was of the 
tribe of Dan, who judged Israel for 20 years (16:31).  Who would have thought that such 
power could be in any man?  Or it may refer to the viperish nature of the tribe as a whole, 
since they are the tribe that will eventually take Micah’s household idol and false priest 
(Judges 18).   

Now we’d have to admit that not all of these prophecies are encouraging.  And 
Jacob, seeing all the misery that his seed would fall into, suddenly prays, “For Thy 
salvation I wait O Lord,” asking that the Lord would quickly send His salvation by way 
of the Christ.   

But then he continues.  Gad would be exposed to raiders, but he would raid at 
their heels.  Gad was exposed to the marauding bands of Midianites, Ammonites and 
Arabians.  But he would fight back.  We read in 1 Chronicles 12:8, “And from the 
Gadites there came over to David in the stronghold in the wilderness, mighty men of 
valor, men trained for war, who could handle shield and spear, and whose faces were like 
the faces of lions, and  they were as swift as the gazelles on the mountains.”  Asher would 
have an abundance of goods.  Asher means happy, or the lucky or fortunate one.   He 
would live in one of the richest areas and most fruitful of the land.  Moses blessed the 
tribe of Asher in Deuteronomy 33:24 by saying, “More blessed than sons is Asher; may 
he be favored by his brothers, and may he dip his foot in oil.”  This isn’t referring to 
crude petroleum oil as one modern student of the Bible thought who went to find oil in 
the territory they occupied, but to the rich blessing of olive oil.  Naphtali would conquer 
more by words perhaps than by the sword.  His feet are swift like a doe’s let loose, a 
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figure which refers to strength in battle (2 Sam. 22:34).  Naphtali and Zebulun were the 
tribes who supplied the warriors to fight for Barak and Deborah (Jud. 4:6).   

Then he comes to Joseph.  Upon him, he lavishes blessings.  Joseph had been 
fruitful, even though he was bitterly attacked (perhaps referring to his mistreatment a the 
hands of his brother).  God had made Joseph fruitful in the land of his captivity.  This is 
why he named his second son Ephraim, which means fruitful (Gen 41:52).  The archers 
are probably an image of his brothers and others who persecuted him.  Or it could refer to 
future battle that he would endure as a tribe for the sake of Israel.  But the Lord, the 
Mighty One of Jacob, the Shepherd, the Stone or rock of Israel, was His help and so his 
arm remained strong.  He is the God of Joseph’s father, Jacob, the God of Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob.  He is the one who also blessed Ephraim for the sake of Jacob and Joseph.  
Ephraim was one of the strongest tribes of Israel and dominated the northern tribes of 
Israel.  Jacob clearly shows his favor of Joseph here.  God had blessed Jacob more than 
his fathers, and so now by the Lord’s blessing, he bestows these upon Joseph:  one of the 
richest blessings that is mentioned in the Bible.  Joseph here is a picture to us of Christ 
who receives the richest blessings of His Father for the work of saving His people.   

Finally, he speaks of Benjamin.  This shows us something of the terrible future 
that awaits Benjamin.  His tribe will eventually be almost entirely wiped out for their sin 
against a Levite and his concubine (Judges 19-20).  It was also through Benjamin that the 
first king of Israel would come, who would be the infamous Saul.  Eventually the whole 
tribe was swallowed up in Judah.   

But now let’s back up to Judah.  Clearly it was through Judah that the Messiah 
was to come.  He would have the preeminence.  But there were means here.  Just as some 
of the other brothers brought curse upon their seed because of their sins, Judah brought 
blessing.  Judah was the one who became surety for Benjamin, and who acted on that 
promise by offering himself in his place.  By doing this, he became a picture of Christ, 
and now it was shown that through his line the Christ would come.  In this prophecy, we 
see the blessing of the Coming Messiah.  Judah is given the preeminence (v. 8).  He will 
conquer his enemies, his brothers would bow down to him, since he would be the kingly 
tribe.  Christ is the king of all creation, to whom every knee shall bow.  He is pictured as 
a lion, which is a powerful and conquering animal (v. 9).  Christ is the lion of the tribe of 
Judah, who goes forth conquering and to conquer (Rev. 6:2).  The scepter would not 
depart from his tribe, or the right to rule, until Shiloh comes (v. 10).  Some believe the 
name Shiloh means “peace,” while others believe it means “he to whom it belongs,” that 
is, the kingdom.  This refers to Christ, the Son of David, the One who has the right to 
rule, the One whose kingdom will have no end.  To him shall be the obedience of the 
peoples.  David subjected all those nations around him.  The Father has promised to 
subject all the nations to Christ.  He says in the 110th Psalm, “The Lord says to my Lord: 
‘Sit at My right hand, until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.’  The Lord 
will stretch forth Your strong scepter from Zion, saying, ‘Rule in the midst of Your 
enemies’” (vv. 1-2).  How will the Christ rise to power and subject His enemies?  It will 
be through His obedience to the Father in laying down His life for His sheep (v. 11).  
Notice the reference to the donkey.  Christ came riding into Jerusalem on a donkey, the 
animal that was used in covenant ratification rituals, showing what He was coming to do.  
He would wash His robes in the blood of grapes, referring to how His garments would be 
soiled with our sins, but how he would cleanse them away by the shedding of His own 
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blood.  And verse 12, though it can be translated in different ways, most likely means that 
his eyes shall be dark from wine and his teeth white from milk, referring to the blessing 
of prosperity that He would bring in His reign.  Even though Joseph received the 
common blessings of the covenant, and was such a great picture of the coming work of 
Christ, yet Judah was the tribe that would have the preeminence.  It was through him that 
Shiloh would come, and with Him all the blessings of salvation.   

Now in closing, we obviously can’t pass these kinds of blessings on to our 
children, nor can we tell them what will happen to them in the future.  But we can tell 
them on the basis of what Christ has done from the Word of God what will happen to 
them if they believe in the Messiah and walk in His ways.  If they trust in Him, they too 
will have a glorious future, as glorious as any mentioned here.  They will have their sins 
removed.  They will have the promise of an eternity in heaven with the Lord.  They will 
have the promise that the Lord will work everything together even now for their good.  
We will have these things as well, if we trust in Christ.  So let’s look to Christ for the 
strength to be faithful, and for the grace to raise our children in His ways, for then we and 
our children, by His grace, will receive the blessings that were promised so long ago to 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the blessings of eternal life through Jesus Christ.  Amen.   
 
 
It should be noted here that children of the covenant, even when raised properly, can still 
go in wrong directions.  We can only instruct, the Lord must change the heart.   
 
It should also be noted that the sins of parents can affect their children, just as it did with 
Ham and Canaan.  The Lord will not punish the children for the sins of the father, but He 
will withhold blessing.   


