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Part 75 – “The Grace of a Guilty Conscience” 
 
Genesis 42:1-38     
It is not surprising that the account of Joseph has been, for 
generations, considered one of the greatest stories in all of ancient 
literature (Of course, it has the advantage of being true!). With its 
masterful plotting and moral genius, the story of Joseph still captivates 
and moves those who read it.  
 

Chapters 42 through 46 are the heart of the account. After Joseph is exalted to the governorship of Egypt 
the focus shifts back to Canaan. Jacob’s remaining sons (except the favored Benjamin) must go to Egypt 
to buy grain if they are to survive the famine. The dreams of Joseph’s youth will soon be fulfilled. His family 
will indeed bow down to him. But this will not be for the exaltation of Joseph so much as it will be for the 
family’s reconciliation which is desperately needed for their own good. “The family cannot find salvation in 
Egypt until the brothers are first reconciled to Joseph…Threatened with starvation and now imprisonment, 
the brothers begin the process of reconciliation by owning up to their crime against Joseph: ‘Surely we are 
being punished because of our brother’ (42:21).”1 
 
Joseph’s actions reveal the heart of a man wholly committed to the good of the very ones who treated him 
so cruelly. As he goes to work on his brothers, we see Joseph apply God’s wisdom and grace in helping 
them recognize and repent of their sin. God will use Joseph’s strategy to bring the family back to covenantal 
integrity, particularly Judah. So Joseph rather ingeniously engineers a series of circumstances which will 
work toward his brothers’ reconciliation not only to one another but to God. And through it all we see in 
particular the redemption of Judah who will carry on the righteous seed and become the father of the kingly 
line leading to the birth of David and David’s greater Son, Jesus.  
 
Famine comes to Jacob’s household (vv. 1-5) 
Vs. 1 – Jacob chides his sons for their indecisiveness.  
Vs. 3 – It is not insignificant that Jacob’s sons are referred to as Joseph’s brothers. The narrator is telling 
us in a subtle way what this history is all about: the relationship between Joseph and his brothers. Ten 
brothers travelled to Egypt because the grain was likely sold on a per capita basis. 
Vs. 4 – The dynamics of Jacob’s household seem not to have changed. Benjamin was now the favored son 
just as Joseph had been. Remember that Benjamin was the only remaining son from beloved Rachel while 
the sons of Leah still occupy a less favored status. 
Vs. 5 – “Sons of Israel” reminds us that God has made covenant with a people; a nation. 
 
The first encounter with Joseph (vv. 6-17)   
Vs. 6 – Joseph would have been unrecognizable to his brothers who would never have imagined that the 
regal Egyptian governor who stood before them was the brother they had sold into slavery. The dreams of 
Joseph’s youth are beginning to come to fruition as ten of his brothers bow before him.  
Vv. 7-10 – Joseph recognized the ten brothers from Canaan who bowed before him. He spoke to them in 
a way befitting his high status. Joseph accuses them of spying for Egypt’s enemies (Hittites or Assyrians) 
in order to find weakness in their defenses. Keep in mind that these were hard men. They had slaughtered 
the men of Shechem. So Joseph’s roughness with them was entirely appropriate. The brothers plead their 
innocence.  
Vs. 11 – How ironic that the brothers number themselves as 12 having not forgotten the very brother they 
betrayed; the man before whom they now bow unaware.  
Vv. 12-14 – A good interrogator accuses the suspect repeatedly as a means to awaken his conscience. 
Vv. 15-17 – Benjamin must appear together with his brothers if there is to be a full reconciliation. Through 
this process, Joseph is forcing the brothers to deal with their own duplicity.  
 
Simeon left behind as hostage (vv. 18-28)   
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Vs. 18 – “…for I fear God.” The name Elohim is used to identify God (the same name used in the creation 
account). Perhaps Joseph is challenging them to consider whether they have a similar heart toward God. 
Vv. 19-20 – Joseph is not motivated by revenge. He is willing to lessen his demands in order to reduce their 
fears.  
Vv. 21-22 – For the first time we see the brothers acknowledge their guilt and their present circumstances 
as retributive justice. Their consciences are beginning to awaken. Repentance typically begins with a strong 
sense of one’s guilt before the Lord.  
Vv. 23-24 – Joseph, of course, understood their every word. “With their confession of guilt, implicitly giving 
God glory, reconciliation is possible.”2  
Vv. 25-28 – Joseph was almost certainly testing his brothers by secretly returning their money. Would they 
betray Simeon for money has they had Joseph? The money would also have served to guarantee their 
return to Egypt lest they be accused of stealing from Pharaoh. Their cry, “What is this that God has done 
to us?” indicates their awakening consciences. It is their first reference to God. They rightly deduce that 
God is at work in these painful and frightening circumstances.  
 
The brothers return home to Jacob (vv. 29-38)  
Vv. 29-34 – The brothers sought to cast Reuben’s captivity in the best possible light. They also failed to 
mention that they had been imprisoned for three days. They also did not mention that the Egyptian governor 
promised to execute them if they didn’t return with Benjamin. 
Vs. 35 – The brother’s fear is well placed. The consequences of stealing from Pharaoh were severe. And 
now they had no choice but to return and face the Egyptian governor once again.  
Vs. 36 – Jacob holds his sons accountable for Simeon’s predicament. He even reveals that he has 
suspected all along that they were responsible for Joseph’s (supposed) death. Perhaps Jacob suspected 
that the brothers had sold Simeon to Egypt and were now feigning shock at finding the bundles of money. 
Vs. 37 – The foolishness of Reuben’s offer notwithstanding, it reveals his desperation for his father to 
believe that he could be trusted with Benjamin’s wellbeing.  
Vs. 38 – “He is the only one left.” Jacob does not even give consideration to his sons by Leah. He will not 
agree to send Benjamin with them to Egypt because he is the only son which remains from Rachel. No 
doubt this had to sting the brothers greatly. By now of course they had been long acquainted with their 
father’s favoritism of Rachel and her sons.  
 
Theology Applied:  
1. Reconciliation requires repentance and forgiveness.    

 For reconciliation to take place in a fractured relationship there must be both repentance from the one 
whose sin caused the fracture and forgiveness granted by the one offended. Joseph’s actions throughout 
the episode demonstrate his desire to see his brothers repent so that reconciliation is possible. Had 
Joseph simply waved away the grievous sins of his brothers he would have robbed them of the grace of 
repentance. Indeed, God requires that sinners repent in order to be rightly related to Him.  

 
2. Reconciliation with God typically goes hand-in-hand with being reconciled to others.  

 The family’s salvation through the famine depends upon their being reconciled to their brother. Joseph 
knows this, but they do not. Joseph stands ready and able to give them everything they need to live. But 
he also insists that they be reconciled to him which shows his concern for their spiritual welfare. “The 
family cannot find salvation in Egypt until the brothers are first reconciled with Joseph.”3 

 
3. Mercy must often be applied in ways that cause pain initially. 

 The famine was a severe mercy God used to save his people. The harsh way in which Joseph spoke to 
his brothers was yet another severe mercy God used to discipline and teach the broken family. Likewise 
Simeon’s detention was meant to cause the brothers to consider their own treatment of Joseph years 
earlier. “God, through the famine, initiates the saving process by forcing the family to confront their past 
and each other. Joseph’s harshness also helps to heal the fracture and to restore the family to God.”4 
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