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Today we are looking at the snapshots of three men. They were not perfect, and they sometimes failed. But they were devoted to the God of Abraham, and in the end, they completely trusted His word.  The first is Isaac, who died at the age of 180 (Gen. 35:28). The second is Jacob, who died at the age of 147 (Gen. 49:28). The third is Joseph, who died at the age of 110 (Gen. 50:26). These are the three greatest descendants of Abraham, representing three generations of faith. 

What impresses our author the most about these men was that they had faith that looked beyond death. For example, when Isaac thought he was near death, he handed down God’s promises to Jacob, and then to Esau (Gen. 27). In the same way, when Jacob was dying, he passed down God’s promises to each of the two sons of Joseph (Gen. 48). 

Joseph also showed the same firm faith in the promises of God. He believed that God would one day deliver His people from Egypt, so he made them promise to carry his remains out of Egypt at the Exodus – which they did (Gen. 50:24-25; Ex. 13:19; Joshua 24:32). As Leon Morris has explained, “With all three the significant thing was their firm conviction that death cannot frustrate God’s purposes. Their faith, being stronger than death, in a way overcame death, for their words were fulfilled.” Our goal today is to look closely at these three snapshots. They are “additional examples of those whose faith was as strong at death as it was during their lives” (NIV Study Bible notes, 2020).

A. Isaac (11: 20): “By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau in regard to their future,” or, “even regarding things to come” (NASB). The story is told in Genesis 27:13-40, where Isaac first blessed Jacob (vv. 27-29) and then Esau (vv. 39-40). Initially Isaac was misled. His wife (Rebekah) and younger son (Jacob) devised a plan for him to give the younger son the blessing which he had designed for the older (Esau). Our author, however, is not concerned with those details. For when Isaac learned that Jacob had received the blessing intended for Esau, he made no attempt to undo it. Rather he confirmed it (Gen. 27:33); then he blessed Jacob, with the full knowledge of what he was doing (Gen. 28:1-4). 

1. Isaac Unwittingly Blessed Jacob (Gen. 27:27-29): “Ah, the smell of my son is like the smell of a field that the LORD has blessed. May God give you heavens dew and earth’s richness – an abundance of grain and new wine. May nations serve you and peoples bow down to you. Be lord over your brothers, and may the sons of your mother bow down to you. May those who curse you be cursed and those who bless you be blessed.” 

However, after he learned he had been misled, He confirmed his blessing. He said to Esau concerning Jacob, “and indeed he will be blessed!” (Gen. 27:33). Later, he did blessed Jacob with the full knowledge of what he was doing (Gen. 28:1-4): “So Isaac called for Jacob and blessed him . . . May God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful and increase your numbers until you become a community of peoples. May he give you and your descendants the blessing given to Abraham, so that you may take possession of the land where you now reside as a foreigner, the land God gave to Abraham.” Just as Isaac has received a reaffirmation from the Lord of the promised blessings after Abraham’s death (Gen. 26:2-6), so he determined to pass on those promised blessings to the following generation – through Jacob.

2. Isaac Blessed Esau (Gen. 27:39-40): “Your dwelling will be away from the earth’s richness, away from the dew of heaven above. You will live by the sword and you will serve your brother. But when you grow restless, you will throw his yoke from off your neck.” As it turned out, this was the fulfillment of God’s promise to Rebekah (Gen. 25:23): “The LORD said to her, ‘Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated; one people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger” (Cf. Rom. 9:10-12). This, too, was a blessing “even of things to come,” as Isaac believed that God’s purposes for both his sons could not fail. His faith was an “assurance of things hoped for, a conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1).

B. Jacob (11:21): “By faith Jacob, when he was dying, blessed each of Joseph’s sons, and worshipped as he leaned on the top of his staff.” This story is told in Genesis 48:8-20, where Jacob blessed his two grandsons, Ephraim and Manasseh. It’s the story of how Joseph, Rachel’s beloved older son, received the double inheritance of the firstborn son among his brothers.

Before Jacob blessed Ephraim and Manasseh, he recounted the promises that God had given to him: “God Almighty appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and there he blessed me and said to me, ‘I am going to make you fruitful and increase your numbers. I will make you a community of peoples, and I will give you this land as an everlasting possession to your descendants after you” (Gen. 48:3-4).

Then he adopted Ephraim and Manasseh. By doing so they both would have a share in the Land of Promise. Then, just as Isaac had blessed him, Jacob blessed Joseph and said, “May the God before whom my fathers walked faithfully, the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day, the Angel who has delivered me from all harm – may he bless these boys: May they be called by my name and the names of my fathers, Abraham and Isaac, and my they increase greatly on the earth” (Gen. 48:15-16). Thus, Joseph’s allotment in the promised land would be a double portion (first-son status). Jacob did this, of course, with the firm conviction that they would have something to inherit, meaning that their heirs (the tribes) would return to the Land of Promise.

C. Joseph (11:22): “By faith Joseph, when the end was near, spoke about the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt and gave instructions concerning the burial of his bones.” This account comes from two of the very last verses in the book of Genesis: “Then Joseph said to his brothers, ‘I am about to die. But God will surely come to your aid and take you up out of this land to the land he promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.’ And Joseph made the Israelites swear an oath and said, ‘God will surely come to your aid, and then you must carry my bones up from this place’” (Gen. 50:24-25).

Joseph died in Egypt. Apart from his first seventeen years, he spent all his life in Egypt. But like Jacob had done previously (Gen. 49: 29-33), he requested that his body be buried in the promised land of Canaan. When he said to his brothers, “God will surely come to your aid,” he is reaffirming his faith in one of the great promises of God. Centuries later, Moses led the nation out of Egypt. He took the body of Joseph with him as he crossed the Red Sea (Ex. 13:19). Joseph’s bones were eventually buried in the land of Shechem in the tract of land that Jacob previously had bought (Gen. 33:19; Joshua 24:32). Shechem would be at the center of the land the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh would inherit.

Q. When did God promise that He would deliver the Israelites from the land of Egypt? A. First, God gave this promise to Abraham, after reaffirming the Abrahamic covenant: “As the sun was setting, Abram fell into a deep sleep, and a thick and dreadful darkness came over him. Then the LORD said to him, ‘Know for certain that for four hundred years your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own and that they will be enslaved and mistreated there. But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterward they will come out with great possessions” (Gen. 15:12-14).

Second, God gave this promise to Jacob, when he was traveling to Egypt: “’I am God, the God of your father,’ he said, ‘Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation there. I will go down to Egypt with you, and I will surely bring you back again. And Joseph’s own hand will close your eyes’” (Gen. 46:3-4).

Third, God reaffirmed this promise to Joseph shortly before Jacob died: “Then Israel (Jacob) said to Joseph, ‘I am about to die, but God will be with you and take you back to the land of your fathers’” (Gen. 48:21).

Joseph never forgot God’s promises concerning the Exodus. He believed them to the day he died. His charge to carry his bones to Canaan testifies to his deep and abiding conviction that God would be true to His word and send His people back to that land.

Someone has once said, “Never doubt in the darkness what God has revealed in the light.” Despite our circumstances, the promises of God’s Word remain steadfast. Isaac did not have an easy life; nor did Jacob; nor did Joseph. Yet in the end, they endured their many trials nobly and triumphed over them. But the one incident that our author singles out to illustrate their faith belongs to the end of their lives. More than anything else, they believed in “the things to come.” Their faith was as strong at the end of their lives as it was during their lives. That’s what matters most to the author of Hebrews – it’s not so much how we begin the race as it is how we finish!

By faith our fathers roamed the earth,
With the power of His promise in their hearts
Of a holy city built by God’s own hand:
A place where peace and justice reign.
We will stand as children of the promise;
We will fix our eyes on Him,
Our soul’s reward.
Till the race is finished, and the work is done;
We’ll walk by faith and not by sight.
(Getty music)
