Heb 11:21



- is the instrumental of means from the feminine singular noun PISTIS, used in both its active and passive sense here, translated “By means of confidence in doctrine.”  (See verse 3 for the full explanation.)  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular proper noun IAKWB, transliterated as “Jacob.”  This is followed by the nominative masculine singular present active participle from the verb APOTHNEISKW, which means “to die.”


The present tense is a progressive present, which depicts the process of Jacob’s dying.


The active voice indicates that Jacob produced the action.


The participle is a temporal participle, emphasizing the time of the action of the main verb related to the action of his dying.  It is translated “while dying.”

Then we have the accusative direct object from the masculine singular adjective HEKASTOS, which means “each.”  With this we have the partitive genitive (which would be better called the wholative genitive) from the masculine plural article and noun HUIOS, meaning “of the sons.”  “The substantive in the genitive denotes the whole of which the head noun is a part.  This is a phenomenological use of the genitive that requires the head noun to have a lexical nuance indicating portion.  For example, ‘some of the Pharisees’, ‘one of you’, ‘a tenth of the city’, ‘the branch of the tree’, ‘a piece of pie.’.”
  Then we have the possessive genitive (or genitive of relationship) from the masculine singular proper noun IWSEPH, translated “of Joseph.”  This is followed by the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb EULOGEW, which means “to bless.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a past event.


The active voice indicates that Jacob produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for simple statement of fact.

“By means of confidence in doctrine, Jacob, while dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph,”

 - is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb PROSKUNEW, which means “to worship.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a past event.


The active voice indicates that Jacob produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for simple statement of fact.

Then we have the preposition EPI plus the accusative of place from the neuter singular article and noun AKRON, meaning “on or over the top.”  With this we also have the descriptive genitive from the feminine singular article and noun HRABDOS, meaning “staff” plus the possessive genitive from the third person masculine singular intensive pronoun AUTOS, used as a personal pronoun, meaning “his.”  There is no word for “leaning” here, which was inserted by the translators of the KJV, ASV, NIV and NASV.

“and worshiped over the top of his staff.”

Heb 11:21 corrected translation
“By means of confidence in doctrine, Jacob, while dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, and worshiped over the top of his staff.”
Explanation:
1.  “By means of confidence in doctrine, Jacob, while dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph,”

a.  The writer continues with the illustration of the confidence that Jacob had in doctrine as a mature believer.


b.  Jacob had a difficult time becoming a mature believer, because he sought to manipulate the plan of God.  He definitely was living life on his own agenda as a con man.


c.  However, by the end of his life, Jacob had recognized the will and plan of God for his life, which had been far greater than anything he could have imagined for himself.


d.  Therefore, when Jacob knew he was going to die soon, he blessed the two sons of Joseph that were born to Joseph in Egypt, Ephraim and Manasseh. The story is given in Gen 48:1-22.


e.  Jacob demonstrated his confidence in the plan and will of God by deliberately blessing the younger brother over the elder brother, just as he had stolen this blessing from his brother Esau.  Jacob recognized and demonstrated that his blessing had really come from God and not from the fact he had swindled his brother Esau out of it.  God’s will and God’s plan blessed Jacob rather than Jacob’s ability to con others.  By switching his hands on the heads of the two brothers, he testified to this fact.


f.  Jacob gave recognition to the will and plan of God rather than to the will and plan of his son Joseph.

2.  “and worshiped over the top of his staff.”

a.  The writer continues with a quote from the LXX of Gen 41:37, which occurred before the events of blessing Ephraim and Manasseh, and really has nothing to do with the blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh.  Note Gen 48:1, “Now it came about after these things that Joseph was told, ‘Behold, your father is sick.’  So he took his two sons Manasseh and Ephraim with him.”  At the end of Gen 47 Joseph is in the presence of Jacob.  At the beginning of Gen 48 Joseph is obviously not in the presence of Jacob, since he is told that Jacob is sick and has to take his two sons to Jacob to be blessed.


b.  Another problem here is the Greek translation of the Hebrew.  The Septuagint translation of the Hebrew is not inspired.  However, the New Testament is, and our passage seems to quote the LXX of Gen 47:31 word for word.  If the NT is inspired, then this statement has to be correct, even though it conflicts with the Hebrew text.  The problem with the Hebrew text is in the Hebrew word , which can be rendered by either:

, MATTEH, meaning: staff, rod, shaft; or the word

 MITAH, meaning: couch, bed.

The Hebrew text of Gen 47:31 says MITAH = bed, but the LXX translators of the Hebrew rendered it as referring to a MATTEH = staff, and the writer of the Epistle of Hebrews agrees that the meaning here is staff rather than bed.


c.  Bullinger gives an excellent explanation of this problem.


“We must give the whole of this verse, because of the controversies which have raged around it: “By faith, Jacob, when he was dying, blessed both the sons of Joseph; and worshipped, leaning upon the top of his staff.”  The marginal reference in the Authorized Version (King James) is Gen 47:31; but this, though followed by every one, is certainly not correct.  The circumstance in Heb 11:21 is Jacob’s blessing of the sons of Joseph, which is set in company with Isaac’s blessing of his own sons.  The two together giving the beautiful lesson that Isaac’s blessing was given contrary to his own will, while Jacob’s blessing was given contrary to Joseph’s will (Heb 11:20-21).  It is clear, therefore, that the whole emphasis of the reference is to the occasion of the blessing: of which there is not a word in Gen 47:31, and to which it does not refer.  In Gen 47:31, Jacob was causing Joseph to swear that he would bury him not in Egypt, but in the land of Canaan, and “Israel bowed himself upon the bed’s head.”  But it was “after these things” (Gen 48:1), that the blessing of Joseph and his sons took place.  And, then, we have, in chapter 48:12, the worship of Jacob [by Joseph] who [Joseph] “bowed himself with his face to the earth.”  Jacob must, therefore, have been in a sitting posture; for, in verse 2, we read that when they told him that Joseph was approaching, “Israel strengthened himself, and sat upon the bed”; and, from verse 12, when he embraced Ephraim and Manasseh, he took them “between his knees.”  It was then, we gather that, in the blessing of his own sons (for chapters 48 and 49 are continuous), that he ‘leaned on the top of his staff’.  And this inspired addition to the information is given us in Heb 11:21, to enhance and emphasize his faith, and to indicate Israel’s extreme infirmity, for it was his last dying act (Gen 49:33).  There is no necessity, therefore, for us to discuss the question of the various readings involved in the Hebrew MITTAH, the bed, and the LXX and Syriac rendering, MATTEH, the staff.  Had the word been used in the Hebrew of Gen 48, the true pointing would have been there decided.  But the point is decided for us in Heb 11:21; which clearly states that it was his ‘staff’ that Israel leaned upon while worshipping God and blessing ‘by faith’ the sons of Joseph.”


d.  Bullinger’s argument is this:



(1)  Jacob asked Joseph to not bury him Egypt, Joseph agrees, and Jacob bowed in thankfulness to God and in thankfulness to his son for agreeing in Gen 47:31.



(2)  At a later time, Joseph is told that Jacob is dying, and so takes his two sons to be blessed by Jacob before his death.  Jacob agrees and blesses the two boys.  Joseph bows in thankfulness to Jacob.



(3)  Then Jacob continues his blessing in Gen 49 by sitting on the edge of the bed and holding himself up with his staff while giving the blessing of all of his own sons.  Therefore, the quote in Heb 11:21 has nothing to do with the events of Gen 47:31, but is added information not found in the Hebrew text, which is given in order to explain Jacob’s worship of the will, plan, and purpose of God in the believer’s life.


e.  The significance of this act is that the last act of Jacob on earth was to declare the will and plan of God for his own sons as well as for his two grandsons through Joseph.  His final act on earth was recognition of and testimony to the will, plan, and purpose of God in the lives of his children and grandchildren.  He had absolute confidence in the doctrine of heritage blessing, just as his father Isaac had had.


f.  When the blessing was finished, “he drew his feet into the bed and breathed his last, and was gathered to his people,” Gen 49:33.
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