
Chapter Seven 

 

Genesis 42  

 

A Stirred Conscience 

 

 

 

 Everyone has a conscience. And our conscience is that part of our 

psuche that causes us anguish when we have done something wrong and 

provides a feeling of happiness when we’ve done something good. And 

depending on how we have trained our conscience we are told in the New 

Testament letter to the Romans that it can also excuses or minimize or justify the 

wrong that we do.1 

 

 Then once you have trained your conscience to excuse wrong behavior 

you can develop a seared conscience. When this happens the heat of our evil 

has killed our conscience—it feels no pain when doing what is wrong. Most 

people don’t have a dead conscience, but some merely put it into a deep 

sleep. 

 

 In genesis 42 we have come to the matter of conscience. Joseph’s 

brothers will have their dull, sleepy consciences pin-pricked. The famine that has 

swallowed Egypt and the surrounding countries allows God to awaken the 

hearts of Joseph’s brothers to the pain they have caused him. This awakening 

will be emotionally difficult, but it will eventually lead to the forgiveness of sins 

and the reconciliation of a broken family.  

 

When Jacob saw that there was  

grain in Egypt, Jacob said to his sons,  

“Why do you look at one another?”  
2 And he said, “Indeed I have heard  

that there is grain in Egypt; go down  

to that place and buy for us there,  

that we may live and not die.”3 So  

Joseph’s ten brothers went down to  

buy grain in Egypt. 4 But Jacob did  

not send Joseph’s brother Benjamin  

with his brothers, for he said, “Lest  

some calamity befall him.”  

(Genesis 42:1-4) 

 

                                                           
1 Romans 2:15 



 The famine in Egypt had spread to the land of Canaan. And Jacob’s sons 

seem not to know what to do about the lack of food. But Jacob heard that 

there was food in Egypt, so he commands his sons to get ready for a road trip. 

The brothers leave for Egypt, but Jacob did not send Benjamin. He would be a 

young man by now and perhaps married with children. He could help bring 

back more food. But Jacob feared for his safety. Perhaps during all these years 

Jacob feared that his sons had much to do with Joseph’s disappearance.  

 

And the sons of Israel went to buy  

grain among those who journeyed,  

for the famine was in the land of  

Canaan.6 Now Joseph was governor  

over the land; and it was he who sold  

to all the people of the land. And  

Joseph’s brothers came and bowed  

down before him with their faces to  

the earth. 7 Joseph saw his brothers  

and recognized them, but he acted  

as a stranger to them and spoke  

roughly to them. Then he said to them,  

“Where do you come from?” And they  

said, “From the land of Canaan to buy  

food.” 

 
8 So Joseph recognized his brothers, but  

they did not recognize him. 9 Then Joseph  

remembered the dreams which he had  

dreamed about them, and said to them,  

“You are spies! You have come to see the  

nakedness of the land!” 

(Genesis 42:5-9) 

 

 Did you catch it? Joseph’s brothers bowed down to him. How powerful 

perhaps was the urge for Joseph to reveals himself and remind his brothers of his 

dream. After two decades Joseph recognizes his brothers, but they do not 

recognize him. And now begins the stirring and awakening of the consciences 

of Joseph’s brothers as he interrogates them.  

 

 Some Bible teachers are critical of Joseph here. They say that he was 

wrong to conceal his identity here and that his harsh accusations was wrong 

and unmerciful. After all, they were in Egypt for food and not to hurt anyone. But 

after Joseph recognized his brothers he remembered his dream that they would 

one day bow before him. And they had done just that unknowingly. But the 

second dream was that of the whole family bowing down before Joseph. 



Therefore he had to discover if his brother Benjamin was still alive. Had these 

brothers hurt Benjamin? And what about Jacob his father, was he alive? We 

must remember that these brothers were hardened men.  

 

 They had been unmerciful to Joseph Had they changed after all of these 

years? They had to be tested. It would take a violent shaking of their hearts to 

warm their cold and sleeping consciences. God was at work in Joseph for the 

salvation of his brothers. And so the awakening begins with a small confession. 

 

Then Joseph remembered the dreams  

which he had dreamed about them,  

and said to them, “You are spies! You  

have come to see the nakedness of  

the land!”10 And they said to him, “No,  

my lord, but your servants have come  

to buy food. 11 We are all one man’s sons;  

we are honest men; your servants are not  

spies.” 

 
12 But he said to them, “No, but you have 

 come to see the nakedness2 of the land.” 
13 And they said, “Your servants are twelve  

brothers, the sons of one man in the land  

of Canaan; and in fact, the youngest is  

with our father today, and one is no more.” 

(Genesis 42:9-13) 

 

 Put yourself in Joseph’s sandals. What did he think and feel when he 

heard his brothers’ words? These men think Joseph is dead. And now they call 

the one they hated brother. A guilty memory has been aroused in them. 

 

 Now guilt can be a good thing or a bad thing. It can be bad if it makes 

you  muddle along through life. But if it stirs you to act and to do what is right it is 

a good thing. For example, when the apostle Paul wrote his first letter to the 

Corinthians his reproof of their sins was very harsh. But his reproof led to their guilt 

and sorrow. Therefore in his second letter he wrote “Now I rejoice not that you 

were made sorry, but that your sorrow led to repentance.”3 

 

 This was God’s goal in bringing a guilty memory back to these men. 

Joseph is “no more” they said. And when they mention the youngest brother 

they open themselves up for further testing.  

                                                           
2 Undefended areas of the land 
3 2 Corinthians 7:9 



 And they said, “Your servants are  

twelve brothers, the sons of one  

man in the land of Canaan; and  

in fact, the youngest is with our  

father today, and one is no more.” 

 
14 But Joseph said to them, “It is as I  

spoke to you, saying, ‘You are spies!’  
15 In this manner you shall be tested:  

By the life of Pharaoh, you shall not  

leave this place unless your youngest  

brother comes here. 16 Send one of you,  

and let him bring your brother; and you  

shall be kept in prison, that your words  

may be tested to see whether there is  

any truth in you; or else, by the life of  

Pharaoh, surely you are spies!” 17 So he  

put them all together in prison three days. 

(Genesis 42:13-17) 

 

 One of the brothers must return to Canaan and bring back Benjamin. No 

one volunteered and so Joseph puts them all in prison for three days. What did 

the brothers think while they were in Prison? Did they fear remaining there for the 

rest of their lives? Did they fear that their families and their father would starve to 

death without food? 

 

 They obviously began to think about what they had done to Joseph as 

we will see. Prison had awakened their hearts to their sin. Sometimes solitude 

can be a good thing. It can bring us closer to God. All too often the frantic 

pace of life can make us rush right past God. This is when a merciful God hits the 

emergency brake of our lives so we have to stop and think about our priorities. 

And sometimes God does this through troubles. In Psalm 119:67 the psalmist 

sang, “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I keep Your word.” 

 

 Being thrown into prison, for God only knows how long, is certainly an 

affliction. But it is not only those who have a dull conscience who need solitude, 

we all do. So we have a choice: make time to read God’s Word and pray so we 

can grow in faith and love and hope. Or let God put on the brakes.  

 

Now, after three days Joseph decided that only one brother would 

remain behind while the rest go back to get Benjamin. Mercifully this would 

enable nine brothers to bring enough grain back to their families. 

 

Then Joseph said to them the third day,  



“Do this and live, for I fear God:  
19 If you are honest men, let one of  

your brothers be confined to your  

prison house; but you, go and carry  

grain for the famine of your houses.  
20 And bring your youngest brother  

to me; so your words will be verified,  

and you shall not die.” And they did so.  
 

21 Then they said to one another, “We  

are truly guilty concerning our brother,  

for we saw the anguish of his soul when  

he pleaded with us, and we would not  

hear; therefore this distress has come  

upon us.” 

 
22 And Reuben answered them, saying,  

“Did I not speak to you, saying, ‘Do not  

sin against the boy’; and you would not  

listen? Therefore behold, his blood is now  

required of us.” 23 But they did not know  

that Joseph understood them, for he spoke  

to them through an interpreter. 24 And he  

turned himself away from them and wept.  

Then he returned to them again, and talked  

with them. And he took Simeon from them  

and bound him before their eyes. 

(Genesis 42:18-24) 

 

 Time in prison triggered the consciences of these brothers. And they 

began to feel that they were in trouble because of what they had done to 

Joseph. And they confess their guilt to one another. In the Hebrew text the word 

“we” in their conversation is emphatic—we are truly guilty…we saw the anguish 

of his soul…we would not listen.” 

 

 Their confession is the first and only acknowledgement of sin in the book of 

Genesis. God was at work in the hearts of these men. And he was also at work in 

Joseph’s heart. He held no hatred or anger or bitterness towards his brothers. 

Underneath the tough exterior of an Egyptian ruler was a heart filled with 

compassion, mercy and grace. And he weeps.  

 

 But then Simeon is bound before their eyes and taken back to prison. This 

sight would have been emotional very painful for these guilt stricken men. It 

would have brought back the scene of Joseph being bound and dragged 



away to Egypt. But now an act of grace will shock them even more. Joseph will 

secretly give them their money back and also provide them with food for their 

journey home. 

 

Then Joseph gave a command to fill  

their sacks with grain, to restore every  

man’s money to his sack, and to give  

them provisions for the journey. Thus  

he did for them. 

(Genesis 42:25) 

 

 How would these men understand the money in their sacks? Was it a 

mistake, a gift or a set-up? 

 

Then Joseph gave a command to fill  

their sacks with grain, to restore every  

man’s money to his sack, and to give  

them provisions for the journey. Thus  

he did for them. 26 So they loaded their  

donkeys with the grain and departed  

from there. 27 But as one of them opened  

his sack to give his donkey feed at the  

encampment, he saw his money; and  

there it was, in the mouth of his sack.  
28 So he said to his brothers, “My money  

has been restored, and there it is, in my  

sack!” Then their hearts failed them and  

they were afraid, saying to one another,  

“What is this that God has done to us?” 

(Genesis 42:25-28) 

 

 What a heart stopping find! Their money to buy food was in this sack. But 

instead of being happily surprised they were frightened—their hearts sank. When 

it says “they were afraid” the Hebrew word used is also used in 1 Samuel 14:15 

for the great trembling of an earthquake. These men were terrified! And they 

cried out “What is this that God has done to us?” 

 

 These are the sons of Jacob, the grandsons of Isaac and the great 

grandsons of Abraham. But this is the first time in the story that these men 

mention God. And because of their guilt pounding in their hearts they are 

terrified of the judgment of God.  

 

 But their fear is a good thing. Godly fear is a grace from God. This is 

because it causes you to run to God who is the only one who can give you 



peace. John Newton once a slave trader and very ungodly man, turned from 

his evil ways to become a hymn writer and a devoted pastor, because as the 

lyrics to one of his songs tell, “‘Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, and 

grace my fears relieved.” 

 

 God is working on their hearts to feel the full force of their guilt concerning 

Joseph. What they did to him was horrible. Now they are afraid it is payback 

time—karma. But God was at work bringing them to the point where they see 

their guilt and repent. For when repentance has done its job the end result is joy. 

 

Then they went to Jacob their father  

in the land of Canaan and told him  

all that had happened to them, saying:  
30 “The man who is lord of the land spoke  

roughly to us, and took us for spies of the  

country. 31 But we said to him, ‘We are  

honest men; we are not spies. 32 We are  

twelve brothers, sons of our father; one 

 is no more, and the youngest is with our  

father this day in the land of Canaan.’  
 

33 Then the man, the lord of the country,  

said to us, ‘By this I will know that you are  

honest men: Leave one of your brothers  

here with me, take food for the famine of  

your households, and be gone. 34 And bring  

your youngest brother to me; so I shall know  

that you are not spies, but that you are  

honest men. I will grant your brother to you,  

and you may trade in the land.’ ” 

 
35 Then it happened as they emptied their  

sacks, that surprisingly each man’s bundle  

of money was in his sack; and when they  

and their father saw the bundles of money,  

they were afraid. 

(Genesis 42:29-35) 

 

 The problem of the money is now compounded nine more times. Was this 

a set-up to accuse them of a crime when they returned to Egypt? I don’t think 

so. Joseph had the money put into their sacks as an act of lovingkindness. So far 

as we can tell he had no ulterior motive. Unlike the situation that will come up in 

chapter 44 when Joseph’s cup is hidden in Benjamin’s sack, Joseph did not send 



soldiers to retrieve the money. In fact when the brothers return to Egypt Joseph’s 

steward tells them not to worry about the money.  

 

Then it happened as they emptied  

their sacks, that surprisingly each  

man’s bundle of money was in his  

sack; and when they and their father  

saw the bundles of money, they were  

afraid. 36 And Jacob their father said  

to them, “You have bereaved me:  

Joseph is no more, Simeon is no more,  

and you want to take Benjamin. All these  

things are against me.” 

 
37 Then Reuben spoke to his father, saying,  

“Kill my two sons if I do not bring him back  

to you; put him in my hands, and I will bring  

him back to you.”38 But he said, “My son shall  

not go down with you, for his brother is dead,  

and he is left alone. If any calamity should  

befall him along the way in which you go,  

then you would bring down my gray hair  

with sorrow to the grave.” 

(genesis 42:35-38) 

 

 Proverbs 23:24 declares “The father of the righteous will greatly rejoice, 

and he who begets a wise child will delight in him.” Is this proverbs applicable to 

Jacob? Has he beget righteous and wise sons? The answer is no.  

 

 You should notice back in verse 36 that Jacob blames his sons for the loss 

of Joseph. Over the years he may have come to think these sons were guilty 

somehow. But no matter how grieved and angry Jacob is with his sons he will 

have to let them take Benjamin back to Egypt. So one of the sons will have to 

step up and guarantee Benjamin’s safety. Reuben steps up and offers the lives 

of his two sons of he does not return with Benjamin. But Jacob refuses. But there 

is still hope. 

 

 Their first meeting with the unrecognized brother was a moment of grace. 

Their admission of guilt concerning Joseph put them on a path to forgiveness for 

their sin. Next came godly fear and then the realization that God was afflicting 

them. But their fears would be relieved. But as the chapter ends there is just 

sorrow. Psalm 30:5 says, “Weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the 

morning>” It is midnight in our story, but the morning will come. It always does. 

  



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


