
Story Number 38

DOWN TO EGYPT

Joseph had just told his brothers ‘I am Joseph, your brother that you

sold to Egypt.’ The brothers were shocked, and terrified. ‘Is this true? If

so he is now going to take his revenge!’ They could not speak.

But Joseph reassured them. ‘Is my father still alive? Never mind what

you did, God decided it, and it turned out for the best, so that I could keep

so many people alive. This is the second year of the famine, there are five

more to come.’

He then turned and said ‘Is this my brother Benjamin?’ They fell on

each others necks and embraced, he then kissed his other brothers, and at

last they calmed down and spoke.

Although he had sent out all the Egyptians, the interpreter had kept his

ear to the keyhole, heard what was said, and spread the news. The whole

of Pharaoh’s court soon knew that Joseph’s brothers had arrived from

Canaan. This pleased them all. They had not been too happy that Pharaoh

had taken a foreign slave out of prison and made him ruler of the country,

but now they discovered that Joseph came from a respectable family, and

they could respect him. Also he was liked; suffering in prison taught him

how to handle servants, which as Potiphar’s slave he had not understood.

Joseph told his brothers to tell his father all about him, and to fetch

him with the entire family, so that he could feed them all in the years of

famine. Pharaoh, who liked Joseph and appreciated all he had done for

Egypt, confirmed this, and told him to give his brothers wagons to take

with them, to bring back the family, who could have whatever they

wanted in Egypt. Wagons were not usually allowed to leave the country,

but this was on Pharaoh’s orders!
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Joseph sent them with twenty extra donkeys loaded with food and

presents, in particular food for the journey and for his father on the return.

Arriving home they told Jacob that Joseph was still alive and ruler of

Egypt. He did not believe them, until he saw the wagons, when he

suddenly felt that he had come back to life after years of mourning.

‘Let me see Joseph once more before I die!’ he said. He realised that

as ruler of Egypt Joseph would not be allowed to leave the country to visit

him. As to what had happened to Joseph and how it all came about, he

either asked no questions or asked but got no answers. He never knew the

whole story even till he died.

The whole family – there were seventy males so we may assume that

with women and children altogether there were about a hundred and fifty

– moved off with all their livestock and all their possessions. Wheb they

reached Beersheba Jacob offered sacrifices to God, and then suddenly

stopped. He was afraid to go to Egypt, would God approve? But God

appeared to him in a dream and reassured him. ‘Do not be afraid to go to

Egypt, I will go with you, I will make you there into a great nation, I will

bring you back here, and you will see Joseph.’

Jacob sent Judah ahead to inform Joseph that he was on the way, so

that there should be no trouble at the frontier. Joseph hitched his chariot

and immediately went to the frontier in the district of Goshen to meet his

father, where they embraced each other and cried.

Joseph introduced five of his brothers to Pharaoh, who asked them what

they did. They told him, on Joseph’s previous instructions, that they and

their ancestors were shepherds, and asked to be allowed to stay in Goshen,

since in the rest of the country the Egyptians did not like shepherds. This

was the best part of the country and also near to Joseph. Pharaoh agreed.

Joseph also brought Jacob to Pharaoh, who was amazed at Jacob’s old

age, a hundred and thirty years! Egyptians seldom lived to more than

about fifty, often far less, because of all the diseases there. Jacob blessed

Pharaoh before leaving.

2



Meanwhile the famine in Egypt became very severe. Joseph fed his

family well, but the Egyptians were starving and wanted food, so Joseph

sold them food, putting all the money into Pharaoh’s royal treasury. That

year they spent all their money on food and there was no money left in

the country. So Joseph sold them food in return for their livestock. But at

the end of the year he had acquired all the livestock and they had nothing

left except themselves and their land, both of which they offered to

Pharaoh in return for food and seed.

Joseph accepted, they would become servants of Pharaoh, and their

land would all belong to Pharaoh. He then moved all the people to

different parts of the country, and allocated them new parcels of land

which they could work, for Pharaoh, giving him twenty per cent (one

fifth) of the yield and keeping the other four-fifths for themselves. This

way he broke down the power of the great landowners, and by moving the

people they could not take back the land they formerly owned. An

enforced social reform, which today we call ‘nationalization’, since

Pharaoh was the government, representing the State. On this basis Joseph

supplied the people with food, and also with seed to plant for future food.

After the years of famine were over, the law remained: one fifth of all the

produce of the land was paid as a tax to Pharaoh.

However, there was one group of large landowners that he could not

displace, and that was the priests. Pharaoh ordered a free allocation of

food to all the priests, so they had no need to sell their land.

Meanwhile Jacob lived another seventeen years in Egypt. Before he

died he reminded Joseph that when his mother Rachel died on the way

home from Paddan before they reached Bethlehem he had buried her on

the spot. He gave no explanation, but made Joseph swear that he would

not bury his father in Egypt, but in the ancestral tomb in Hebron. Joseph

promised, but this was not enough, Jacob made him swear, to make it

easier for him to get permission from Pharaoh to leave the country. He

could not go against an oath sworn to his father.
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Jacob blessed Joseph’s two sons, then called all his other eleven sons,

and first told off Reuben for what he had done. (He did not know that

Reuben had saved Joseph’s life.) Next he told off Simeon and Levi over

the incident at Shechem which he had not forgotten, but then told each of

the others something of what would happen to them. Finally he blessed

each one, and told them to bury him in the cave in the Machpelah field at

Hebron, where Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah were buried and

where he had buried Leah. Then he died.

Joseph had the body embalmed and put into a coffin, and the Egyptians

had seventy days of national mourning, in Egyptian style. He then

approached Pharaoh and explained that his father had made him swear that

he would bury him in the tomb he had prepared for himself in Canaan. He

asked permission to go there to bury his father, and then return, and

Pharaoh gave permission.

Joseph went with all the family, who left only their children and

livestock behind, and accompanied by the elders of Egypt. He also took

with him chariots and drivers, an enormous camp. They could not all go

to Hebron, because the Canaanites would think it was an invasion and

attack them, so they went instead to Transjordan, near Canaan, and there

held another period of mourning in local style. At last the twelve brothers

alone took the coffin, crossed the Jordan and buried Jacob in the cave in

the Machpelah field at Hebron.

On their return, the ten oldest brothers were afraid that with Jacob dead

Joseph would take his revenge for what they did to him, but he reassured

them that all had worked out for the best and he would look after them.

Before he died fifty-four years later Joseph promised the family ‘God

will one day remeber you and take you out of Egypt back to the country

he has sworn to give to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.’ And he made them

swear that they would take his remains with them and bury them there.

When he died his body was embalmed, put in a coffin, and carefully

looked after by the family of Israel.
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