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20 By faith Isaac invoked future blessings on Jacob and Esau.  21 By faith Jacob, when dying, blessed each of 
the sons of Joseph, bowing in worship over the head of his staff.  22 By faith Joseph, at the end of his life, 
made mention of the exodus of the Israelites and gave directions concerning his bones. 

Introduction  
 Today, in Hebrews 11.20-22, we have three examples before us of saints in the hour of 
death: Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. These are immediate descendents of Abraham, representing his 
son, grandson, and great-grandson. Our text gives us no information about their lives even 
though much is recorded about them in the book of Genesis in chapters 22-50. The general 
subject as earlier (11.13-16) is death, but not death per se. The subject is meeting death, meeting 
death with hope. So our title is "Isaac, Jacob, Joseph: Meeting Death with Hope." 
 This is part of the ten-fold, twelve-fold, multi-fold encouragement to persevering faith in 
Jesus Christ our risen and exalted great high priest. 
 By implication of the flow of thought and parallel structure, each person that the writer 
cites lays hold of future blessings by faith and hope. The thought moves from invoking future 
blessing, to blessing grandsons, and then, without using the word blessing, to laying hold of 
future blessing directly. In each case, trust in God reaches through the portals of death to eternal 
life in Jesus Christ the son of Abraham. In each case, we find something more than mere custom.  
Therefore, the outline has the following shape: Isaac, a custom and more than mere custom, 
Jacob, crossing his arms in more than mere custom, and Joseph, seeking a place for his bones in 
a way beyond mere custom.  
 
1A. Isaac, a custom and more than mere custom  
 Hebrews 11.20: By faith Isaac invoked future blessings on Jacob and Esau. 
 From ancient times and in most cultures (if not all), one way that people would find hope 
for the future was in the preservation of their name in and through their children. Often a view of 
immortality came to expression in this way. A man's future beyond the grave, his hope at the end 
of his days, was in his posterity. That is how he lived on beyond his own death. He had the 
"insubstantial hope" (Hughes) that his name would be kept alive through his children and in a 
sense his very physical life would be kept alive in the reality that he imparted his physical life to 
his children. Other than the preservation of his name in his children, he had no hope of life after 
death. This is the dominant view of the surrounding cultures of both OT and NT saints. The 
resurrection of the body that went into the ground as a corpse is a clear and unique teaching of 
Scripture.  
 For Isaac, there is much more than what first meets the eye about the blessings that he 
pronounced for the future on his sons Jacob and Esau. To be sure, he opposed God's will that the 
elder would serve the younger. He preferred Esau above Jacob. So, despite the word of God 
about the election of Jacob, he tried to give the chief blessing to Esau. However, God used the 
joint deception of Isaac's wife and Jacob to make Isaac bless Jacob. In the process, Isaac learned 
the lesson of the Psalmist: 10 The LORD brings the counsel of the nations to nothing; he frustrates the plans of the 
peoples.  11 The counsel of the LORD stands forever, the plans of his heart to all generations (Ps. 33.10-11). 
Therefore, when the dust settled and Esau pleaded for the chief blessing, Isaac gave up his fight 
against the sovereign will of God. Accordingly, without being deceived, he pronounced the 
secondary blessing on Esau.  
 Isaac's walk with God is hardly stellar, but he knew the promise and will of God, and in 
the end of his life, He stopped the folly of seeking his own will. Therefore, the writer to the 
Hebrews can say that Isaac invoked these blessings with hope for the future "by faith."  
 Notably, he had faith in the God of his father Abraham with respect to his posterity. In 
other words, he believed the promise that a descendent of Eve would come to bring restoration 
from the effects of man's fall into sin (Gen 3.15 in the context of the fall and its consequences). 
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That descendent is going to come through him (Isaac) as the promised seed of Eve through 
Abraham; that descendent is coming through his posterity. Therefore, his children were the 
guarantee of his own future as a human being subject to dying and death because of sin. Instead 
of being the final and dark end for him, death was "but a milestone along the way to that 'better 
country' on which his hope was fixed" (Hughes 487). 
 What shall we say about Esau receiving a blessing, even though the line of blessing was 
promised to come through the younger Jacob instead of the older Esau? The point must be the 
same as we have in the circumcision of Ishmael (Gen. 17), even though the blessing was to come 
through Isaac and not Ishmael. That point is that through the coming descendent of Abraham all 
families of the earth would be blessed and that includes the descendents of Ishmael and Esau.  
 Therefore, by faith in Jesus Christ we (people of all nations) become Abraham’s spiritual 
offspring; thus we become heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ.  
 
2A. Jacob, crossing his arms in more than mere custom 
 Hebrews 11.21: By faith Jacob, when dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, bowing in worship over 
the head of his staff. 
 Genesis 48 records the blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh, the sons of Joseph, by Jacob. 
While Jacob was lying on his death bed, Joseph brought the two grandsons to him to receive the 
patriarchal blessing. According to custom, the older grandson, Manasseh, was at Jacob's right 
hand and the younger, Ephraim was at his left. The right side was the position of preeminence; 
the placement of the right hand on the head of a child indicated the bestowal of the chief blessing 
on him. However, when the time came, Jacob crossed his hands (Gen. 48.14) and blessed the 
younger with the chief blessing. Joseph protested thinking Jacob acted in confusion (being aged, 
bed ridden, and blind, 48.2, 10) but Jacob persisted casting his blessing in terms of God's 
covenant to Abraham (Gen. 12, 15, 17) and reiterated to him (Gen. 28): 18 And Joseph said to his 
father, "Not this way, my father; since this one is the firstborn, put your right hand on his head."  19 But his father 
refused and said, "I know, my son, I know. He also shall become a people, and he also shall be great. Nevertheless, his 
younger brother shall be greater than he, and his offspring shall become a multitude of nations" (Gen. 48.18-19). 
 His worship and blessing the grandsons are two different incidents that our author 
collates in Hebrews 11.21. Bowing in worship over the head of his staff refers to an earlier 
occasion in which Jacob asked Joseph to bury him in the land of promise and not in Egypt 
(Genesis 47:29-31  29 And when the time drew near that Israel must die, he called his son Joseph and said to him, "If 
now I have found favor in your sight, put your hand under my thigh and promise to deal kindly and truly with me. Do not 
bury me in Egypt,  30 but let me lie with my fathers. Carry me out of Egypt and bury me in their burying place." He 
answered, "I will do as you have said."  31 And he said, "Swear to me"; and he swore to him. Then Israel bowed himself 
upon the head of his bed). The writer to the Hebrews makes the point that both his desire to be buried 
in the land of promise and his blessing of his grandsons were acts of faith beyond the mere 
custom of passing on an inheritance and wishing for immortality merely in the continued life of 
his descendents.  
 His posture in death is evident in the collated incidents. The land was itself a promise of 
the heavenly home that the faithful sought as their true and better home (Hebrews 11:13-16   13 These 
all died in faith, not having received the things promised, but having seen them and greeted them from afar, and having 
acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on the earth.  14 For people who speak thus make it clear that they 
are seeking a homeland.  15 If they had been thinking of that land from which they had gone out, they would have had 
opportunity to return.  16 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 for them a city). Descendents were promised but they also made 
promise of the coming Savior, the seed of Abraham though which all families of the earth would 
be blessed. Close at hand for Jacob is the event of his father Isaac on the altar. There is where we 
have the picture of the death and resurrection of the coming one as the way that He would bring 
saving blessings to the fallen world. The resurrection theme goes with our author's emphasis on 
our Lord's exaltation and ascension to the heavens to be our great high priest who invites us to 
the throne of grace to receive grace and help in time of need (Heb. 4.14-16). As our exalted 
Sabbath king, He saves the world by saving people of all nations.  
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 Hughes has some helpful summary comments. By faith in worship facing the prospect 
of death, Jacob indicated that he trusted God "who had blessed him in life and would continue to 
bless him in and beyond death" (488). "Jacob, triumphant in faith even at the approach of death, 
bowed over his own staff … in submission to the divine will and acknowledgment of the divine 
goodness, and showed his confidence in the reality of all that God had promised by placing his 
hands on the heads of his grandchildren and affirming the certainty of a future of boundless 
blessing" (491). 
 
3A. Joseph, seeking a place for his bones in a way beyond mere custom 
 The author moves to consider Joseph at the end of his life. He also showed unshakable 
faith in the hour of death; he also met death with hope. The way he specifically demonstrated his 
faith was by mentioning the Exodus of Israel from Egypt. As he lay dying, he looked ahead to an 
event that would not take place for some one hundred and fifty years when Moses would lead 
God's people out from Egypt and to the Promised Land. By faith, he anticipated the entry of his 
descendents into the land of promise in both senses as the land that was promised and that looked 
ahead as a promise of the city that has foundations whose builder and maker is God: By faith 
Joseph, at the end of his life, made mention of the exodus of the Israelites and gave directions concerning his bones 
(Heb. 11.22). 
 Can we understand and appreciate these directions concerning his bones? 
 It was a statement by him and it had an abiding character to it. This man had been in exile 
in Egypt from his teenage years until his death because, you will recall, his brothers envied him, 
hated him, and sold him into Egyptian slavery. Although he rose to a place of power and 
prosperity in this foreign land, he never forgot the promises (prosperity did not dim the flame of 
his faith, Hughes, 491). Thus, when death knocked on his door (when death was imminent), he 
said: 24 "I am about to die, but God will visit you and bring you up out of this land to the land that he swore to 
Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob."  25 Then Joseph made the sons of Israel swear, saying, "God will surely visit you, and 
you shall carry up my bones from here."  26 So Joseph died, being 110 years old. They embalmed him, and he was put in 
a coffin in Egypt (Gen. 50.24-26). 
 Many years later, Moses took the bones of Joseph with him in the exodus (Ex. 13.19) and 
the book of Joshua records the final resting place of his bones: 32 As for the bones of Joseph, which the 
people of Israel brought up from Egypt, they buried them at Shechem, in the piece of land that Jacob bought from the 
sons of Hamor the father of Shechem for a hundred pieces of money. It became an inheritance of the descendants of 
Joseph (24.32). That is a wonder is it not? What good does it do to have your bones lying around 
for more than a century? What is the value of having your bones travel through the wilderness to 
finally come to rest in the land of your birth?  
 For Joseph, this request was a statement of faith and for his descendents then and now 
(them and us) this request and its fulfillment through Moses and Joshua is an encouragement to 
trust in the promises of God. At first glance, we may think that the point has nothing to do with a 
man's bones that remain after his flesh returns to dust. We may conclude that it has nothing to do 
with his bones except in the sense that they become a symbol of his hope. This is half of the 
truth. The bones are a symbol; they symbolize the promise of God of the land and a final resting 
place. But there is more to it than that because the bones represent the person. The symbol is that 
as Joseph's bones will one day find return and rest in the Promised Land, likewise, Joseph in the 
wholeness of his person (bones, flesh, and soul) will arrive safely in the heavenly Canaan that the 
promise of the land symbolized. Joseph was saying something similar to what Job said: 25 For I 
know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth.  26 And after my skin has been thus 
destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God (Job 19.25-26).  He met death with hope.  
 
Conclusion 
 A few weeks ago we talked about dying in faith as the overflow of living by faith. Thus, 
the patriarchs died having lived by hope-filled faith (Hebrews 11:13-14  13 These all died in faith, not having 
received the things promised, but having seen them and greeted them from afar, and having acknowledged that they 
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were strangers and exiles on the earth.  14 For people who speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a homeland). 
They were prepared to die and one lesson here is that we ought to prepare ourselves for death. 
We should live in light of the fact of death, of our death, of my death and prepare to die. We do 
not know what a day may bring forth. It is appointed unto man once to die and after that to face 
the judgment. Change can come suddenly and radically. So, we come to the question about life 
as it moves steadily toward death that you each need to ask: how can I find the strength and 
comfort of the Scriptures to confidently face each changing scene that goes with the passing of 
time, aging, sickness, dying and death? You can find the needed strength and comfort by 
absorbing the lessons that come from Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph, meeting death with hope. The 
lessons are in their perspectives: in your perspective; it's all in your outlook.  
 1) First, like these patriarchs, focus realistically on the promises of God 
 You have His promises in His word. Note that the promises are His promises to you. 
Trust the one who promised. In this way, you focus your hope on Him and His goodwill to you 
in the true seed of Abraham, the risen Lord Jesus Christ. Find the promises and absorb them with 
your eye on the fact that one day, most likely sooner than you think, the Grim Reaper will come 
for you. With sickle in hand, he will intrude, relentlessly, to make you part of the huge harvest of 
death that he gathers in with neither forgiveness nor delay.  
 These examples challenge you to brace yourself for death, to prepare to die, but not in a 
morbid or sullen way. No. These examples call you to meet death with hope. They invite you to 
meet death on the way before you meet him at the end. Death should not be a stranger to you. Of 
course, he is not a close friend, but you need to get to know him now. This means that you 
ponder the fact of death as unnatural among men as the consequence of sin and the effect of the 
fall. You must acquaint yourself with death as the enemy that destroys human dignity putting the 
lord of the earth, man the image of God, beneath the earth to return to the dust from which he 
came.  Thus, with your eye on God and His promises of a great and good future forever, keep 
death in your peripheral vision. Trust Him and His word to find the comfort of the Scriptures.  
 2) Second, learn from the patriarchs to focus submissively on the promises of God 
 Do not fight with God's plan of election as Isaac did. Instead, submit to His will that He 
is working out in history with sovereign power, perfect wisdom, and covenant faithfulness.  
 You need the constant reminder that God's ways are not your ways; His thoughts are 
above yours as the heavens are above the earth (Isa. 55.8). The working of the Spirit is free and 
sovereign coming and going as He wills like the wind (Jn. 3.8). "The will of God cannot be 
forced into conformity with human patterns and preconceptions (487) or into conformity with 
our desires and expectations as to benefits and timing. He shows His power in human weakness 
(our little flock can rest in the fact that tomorrow we will be the world). It is not by power or 
might or numbers but by the sovereign working of the Spirit that God accomplishes His will 
generation in and generation out from the beginning and to the end of history. 
 3) Third, learning from the patriarchs, focus faithfully on the promises of God 
 Set your mind on the things above: If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, 
where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.  2 Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.  3 For you 
have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God.  4 When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in 
glory.  5 Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is 
idolatry.  6 On account of these the wrath of God is coming.  7 In these you too once walked, when you were living in them.  8 But now 
you must put them all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth.  9 Do not lie to one another, seeing 
that you have put off the old self with its practices 10 and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the 
image of its creator (Col. 3.1-10). Therefore, work hard in the battle with sin because His resurrection 
is the promise of your resurrection and in turn it is the promise that your labor is not in vain in 
the Lord (1 Cor. 15.58). Number your days in the face of death and redeem the time for the glory 
of God in Christ by the Spirit.  

May we fall down before the majesty of our God in humble submission to His purposes and will. May 
the Holy Spirit enable us to focus on the covenant keeping faithfulness of our risen Lord so that we 
may meet death on the way, get acquainted, and live by faith and hope in Christ, amen.  


