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Joseph’s Bones: Peshat, Derash, and in Between 
Rabbi Hayyim Angel 

Introduction 

At the conclusion of Genesis, Joseph adjures his brothers to bring his bones out of Egypt 
when God fulfills His promise to redeem the Israelites: 

Joseph said to his brothers, “I am about to die. God will surely take notice of you and bring 
you up from this land to the land that He promised on oath to Abraham, to Isaac, and to 
Jacob.” So Joseph made the sons of Israel swear, saying, “When God has taken notice of 
you, you shall carry up my bones from here.” Joseph died at the age of one hundred and ten 
years; and he was embalmed and placed in a coffin in Egypt. (Gen. 50:24-26)1

Joseph alludes to the family tradition that anticipates Israel’s slavery and eventual exodus (see 
Gen. 15:13-16; 48:21).  

 

During the commotion of the exodus several generations later, Moses locates Joseph’s bones. 
The Torah refers to Joseph’s oath, highlighting that Israel fulfilled that promise: 

And Moses took with him the bones of Joseph, who had exacted an oath from the children 
of Israel, saying, “God will be sure to take notice of you: then you shall carry up my bones 
from here with you.” (Exod. 13:19) 

The saga of Joseph’s bones reaches its conclusion at the end of the Book of Joshua, when the 
Israelites bury them in Shechem: 

After these events, Joshua son of Nun, the servant of the Lord, died at the age of one 
hundred and ten years…The bones of Joseph, which the Israelites had brought up from 
Egypt, were buried at Shechem, in the piece of ground which Jacob had bought for a 
hundred kesitahs from the children of Hamor, Shechem’s father, and which had become a 
heritage of the Josephites. (Josh. 24:29-32) 

That Tanakh devotes such attention to Joseph’s bones highlights their significance and invites 
readers to explore the meaning behind them.  

The strictest peshat reading of these verses points to Israel’s faithfulness in keeping Joseph’s 
oath and to God’s fulfillment of His covenantal promises to the Patriarchs regarding the exodus 
and the land. Additional layers of meaning may be ascertained by viewing Joseph as a non-
prophetic religious model and even as a symbol of the people of Israel whose fate is tied to 
theirs. These layers range from close text readings that have bearing on peshat, to derash 
readings that may be inspired by elements in the text but that go beyond the peshat. In this essay, 
we explore the various strands of meaning of Joseph’s bones. 

A Non-Prophet Who Feels God’s Constant Presence 

Though God speaks to many people in Genesis— including Hagar, Lot, Abimelech, and 
Laban—God never speaks directly to Joseph. The only time God speaks during the Joseph 
narrative is when He assures Jacob that he should go to Egypt: 

                                                           
1Translations of biblical passages are taken from the New Jewish Publication Society Tanakh (Philadelphia, 1985).  
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God called to Israel in a vision by night: “Jacob! Jacob!” He answered, “Here.” And He 
said, “I am God, the God of your father. Fear not to go down to Egypt, for I will make you 
there into a great nation. I Myself will go down with you to Egypt, and I Myself will also 
bring you back; and Joseph’s hand shall close your eyes.” (Gen. 46:2-4) 

God’s promise to Jacob is fulfilled immediately after Jacob’s death. In contrast, Joseph’s oath to 
his brothers is not fulfilled until the exodus many years after Joseph’s death. Mekhilta, followed 
by Rashi (on Exod. 13:19), suggests that Joseph believed it impossible that Pharaoh would grant 
permission to remove Joseph’s bones from Egypt, since Joseph’s brothers did not have the 
political clout that Joseph had when requesting permission to bring Jacob’s bones back to Israel. 
Alternatively, William Propp submits that Joseph personally chose to remain in Egypt to 
demonstrate his faith in Israel’s eventual redemption.2

Joseph models ideal behavior, as well. Though he never receives prophetic revelation, Joseph 
is constantly aware of God’s presence. He forgives his brothers by viewing their sale of him as 
divine intervention:  

 At any rate, the delayed burial of Joseph’s 
bones is symptomatic of Israel’s story. Joseph remains in Egypt with them, is redeemed with 
them, and enters the Promised Land with them.  

God has sent me ahead of you to ensure your survival on earth, and to save your lives in an 
extraordinary deliverance (45:7).  

Have no fear! Am I a substitute for God? Besides, although you intended me harm, God 
intended it for good, so as to bring about the present result—the survival of many people. 
And so, fear not. I will sustain you and your children” (50:19-21).  

Joseph similarly credits God for his dream interpretations: “Surely God can interpret! Tell 
me [your dreams]” (40:8) and “Not I! God will see to Pharaoh’s welfare” (41:15-16). Pharaoh 
also recognizes that Joseph has God with him: “And Pharaoh said to his courtiers, ‘Could we find 
another like him, a man in whom is the spirit of God?’” (41:38-39). These acknowledgements of 
God are particularly impressive given that there is no indication that Joseph received divine 
inspiration in the text.  

Jerome Segal3 notes that it is potentially dangerous to interpret personal events as divine 
signs, as this method of thinking does not always lead to higher morality or spirituality. It can 
instead lead to arrogance and the shirking of personal responsibility. Joseph is an ideal model of 
a non-prophet who brings God into his life. He humbly attributes his talents to God, and has the 
integrity to avoid Mrs. Potiphar and to break generations of family conflict by forgiving his 
brothers. Sirach 49:15 appears to take the biblical emphasis on Joseph’s bones as an affirmation 
of Joseph’s exemplary righteousness: “There has not been born another man like Joseph, yea, his 
remains were taken care of.”4

Joseph, Moses, and Joshua 

 

In addition to Joseph’s personal righteousness, a consideration of the interrelationship 
between Joseph, Moses, and Joshua further expands the significance of Joseph’s bones 
surrounding the narrative of Egypt and Israel’s possession of the land.  
                                                           
2 William H. C. Propp, Anchor Bible 2: Exodus 1-18 (New York: Doubleday, 1999), p. 489. 
3 Jerome M. Segal, Joseph’s Bones: Understanding the Struggle between God and Mankind in the Bible (New York: 
Riverhead Books, 2007), pp. 1-34. 
4 James L. Kugel, In Potiphar’s House: The Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts (San Francisco, CA: Harper Collins, 
1990), p. 129. 
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Joseph was the last noted leader of the nation prior to Moses. Moses was Israel’s greatest 
prophet, whereas Joseph was the nation’s first leader who never received prophecy. Joseph led 
his people from Israel to Egypt, whereas Moses led his people from Egypt to the doorstep of the 
Promised Land. Fittingly, Moses brought Joseph’s bones out of Egypt. Only Joseph’s bones 
crossed the Jordan, though, whereas Moses’ bones remained on the east bank of the river.5

Moses’ disciple Joshua then became the leader who, with Joseph, brackets Moses’ tenure. 
Hailing from the Tribe of Ephraim, Joshua was a direct descendant of Joseph. Additionally, 
Joseph and Joshua are the only people in all Tanakh who lived to the age of 110.

  

6

Midrashic Readings 

 The respective 
burials of Joshua and Joseph are mentioned together at the conclusion of the Book of Joshua 
(Josh. 24:29-32). Rashi, Kara, and other commentators find it unlikely that the nation waited 
until Joshua’s death to bury Joseph; rather, their burials were juxtaposed in the text to 
demonstrate the thematic link between the two figures. Once Israel possessed the land and 
Joshua completed his mission, the text could mention Joseph’s bones being laid to rest. 

Midrashim use the biblical text as a springboard to advance their educational goals, and often 
were not intended as literal.7

One midrashic tradition expounds on these questions as follows: 

 The Sages ask: (1) Where was Joseph’s coffin kept in Egypt? (2) 
How did Moses obtain it? (3) Where did the Israelites keep Joseph’s coffin in the wilderness? 
These questions belong primarily to the realm of derash, as Tanakh provides insufficient 
information to ascertain answers at the level of peshat. 

When God went down to Egypt and the time for the redemption of Israel had 
come…Moses was going round the city, and for three days and three nights was laboring to 
find Joseph’s coffin, for the Israelites could not leave Egypt without Joseph. Why? Because 
he so bound them by oath before his death, as it is said, And Joseph took an oath of the 
children of Israel saying, etc. (Gen. 50:25)...Moses placed himself by the bank of the river 
and called out: “Joseph, Joseph, you know how you have adjured Israel [with the words], 

                                                           
5 One midrash homiletically uses this contrast to teach the importance of publicly identifying oneself as a Jew: “R. 
Levi said: Moses said to God: ‘Master of the Universe, the bones of Joseph are entering the Land, and am I not to 
enter the Land?’ The Holy One, blessed be He, answered him: ‘He who acknowledged his native land is to be buried 
in that land but he who did not acknowledge his native land does not merit to be buried in his land.’ Whence do we 
know that Joseph acknowledged his native land? ‘His mistress exclaimed of him, See, he has brought in a Hebrew, 
etc.’ (Gen. 39:14); and he did not deny it, but in addition said, ‘For indeed I was stolen away out of the land of the 
Hebrews’ (Gen. 40:15); he is to be buried in his native land…But you who did not acknowledge your native land 
will not be buried in that land. When was this? When the daughters of Jethro said, ‘An Egyptian delivered us out of 
the hand of the shepherds’ (Exod. 2:9), and Moses heard and kept silence; therefore he is not to be buried in his 
land” (Deut. Rabbah 2:8). Translations of the Talmud and Midrash Rabbah are taken from Soncino. 
6 In ancient Egypt, 110 was considered the ideal life expectancy. See Shemuel Ahituv, Mikra LeYisrael: Joshua 
(Hebrew) (Tel Aviv, Am Oved, 1995), p. 373. 
7 See, in particular, R. Moshe Shamah, “On Interpreting Midrash,” in Recalling the Covenant: A Contemporary 
Commentary on the Five Books of the Torah (Hoboken, NJ: Ktav, 2011), pp. 336–358; reprinted in Where the 
Yeshiva Meets the University: Traditional and Academic Approaches to Tanakh Study, ed. Hayyim Angel. 
Conversations 15 (Winter 2013), pp. 27-39. R. Shamah cites earlier rabbinic opinions expressing this view, and then 
illustrates its application with several concrete examples. For further discussion and sources, see R. Marc D. Angel, 
“Authority and Dissent: A Discussion of Boundaries,” Tradition 25:2 (Winter 1990), pp. 18-27; R. Hayyim David 
Halevi, Aseh Lekha Rav, vol. 5, resp. #49 (pp. 304-307); R. Michael Rosensweig, “Elu va-Elu Divre Elokim 
Hayyim: Halakhic Pluralism and Theories of Controversy,” Tradition 26:3 (Spring 1992), pp. 4-23; Marc Saperstein, 
Decoding the Rabbis: A Thirteenth-Century Commentary on the Aggadah (Cambridge MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1980), pp. 1-20. 
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God will surely remember you; give honor to the God of Israel and do not hold up the 
redemption of Israel; you have good deeds to your credit. Intercede then with your Creator 
and come up from the depths.” Whereupon immediately Joseph’s coffin began to break 
through the waters and to rise from the depths like a stick. (Deut. Rabbah 11:7) 

This midrash is consistent with related sources that the Egyptians had deposited Joseph’s coffin 
into the Nile so that the Israelites would not be able to bring him back to Israel.8 Joseph 
Heinemann suggests that the midrashic traditions about the Nile drew their cue from the Torah’s 
formulation that the Egyptians “put him in a casket in Egypt,” and not that they “buried” him.9

This midrash also portrays Moses as encouraging Joseph to rise from the depths since Israel 
could not be redeemed unless he came with them. A related tradition appears in Tractate Sotah, 
but with a different slant: 

  

Moses went and stood on the bank of the Nile and exclaimed: “Joseph, Joseph! The time 
has arrived which the Holy One, blessed be He, swore, ‘I will deliver you,’ and the oath 
you imposed upon the Israelites has reached [the time of fulfillment]; if you come, well and 
good; otherwise, behold, we are free of your oath.” Immediately Joseph’s coffin floated [on 
the surface of the water]. (Sotah 13a) 

In this version, Moses threatened Joseph. If Joseph refused to rise, then Israel would leave Egypt 
without him and Joseph would remain unredeemed. Understanding these sources conceptually, 
Deuteronomy Rabbah teaches that Israel requires a deep connection to its ancestors to attain 
redemption—Israel needs Joseph. In contrast, Sotah teaches that the legacy of Israel’s ancestors 
depends on whether later generations faithfully preserve their traditions—Joseph needs Israel. 
These lessons complement one another, teaching Israel’s intergenerational dependence on one 
another to carry out the vision of the Torah.10

A different midrash discusses the location of Joseph’s bones in the wilderness: 
  

All the years that the Israelites were in the wilderness, those two chests, one of the dead 
and the other of the Shechinah, proceeded side by side, and passersby used to ask: “What is 
in those two chests?” They received the reply: “One is of the dead and the other of the 
Shechinah.” “But is it, then, the way of the dead to proceed with the Shechinah?” They 
were told, “This one [Joseph] fulfilled all that was written in the other.” (Sotah 13a-b; cf. 
Mekhilta) 

This teaching is remarkable, given the status of ritual impurity the Torah attributes to human 
corpses. Although the text does not mention the precise location of Joseph’s bones in the 
wilderness, one might have surmised that they would have been kept at the fringes of the camp.  

There are textual cues—while not the peshat—that generate the midrashic reading. The 
Hebrew word aron meaning coffin appears only regarding Joseph in all Tanakh. Aron generally 
refers to the Ark of the Covenant. It also is possible that the midrash derives in part from the 
                                                           
8 E.g., Mekhilta Beshallah 1; Tosefta Sotah 4:7; Sotah 13a. These midrashim also suggest the possibility that Joseph 
was buried among the royal Egyptian tombs.  
9 Quoted in Kugel, In Potiphar’s House, p. 138. Hizkuni and Sforno (on Gen. 50:26) make the same observation, 
and conclude that Joseph’s brothers chose not to bury Joseph properly so that one day their descendants would be 
able to readily access his bones during the exodus. 
10 The earlier version in Mekhilta combines these two elements: “[Moses] cried out: Joseph! Joseph! [The time of 
the] oath has come…Give honor to the Lord, the God of Israel, and do not hold up your redemption, for on your 
account we are now held up, and if not, then we are hereby free from your oath” (translation from Kugel, In 
Potiphar’s House, p. 131). 
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formulation that Moses took Joseph’s bones “with him” (Exod. 13:19). If Moses literally 
continued to keep the coffin with him in the wilderness then it would have been located toward 
the center of the camp among the Levites or alongside the Ark at the precise center.11

On its most basic level, this midrashic tradition highlights Joseph’s exemplary righteousness. 
Jerome Segal

  

12

Another element in the biblical text sheds further light on the relationship between Joseph 
and the Ark. When Moses located Joseph’s bones, whose oath was he honoring? Mekhilta, 
followed by Rashi and Ibn Ezra, assumes that Joseph made his brothers swear that they would 
adjure their children until a future generation would redeem Joseph’s bones. These interpreters 
understand Joseph’s adjuring benei Yisrael (Gen. 50:25) to refer to the sons of Israel, namely, 
Joseph’s brothers. In this reading, Moses in fact honored the oath of Amram, who had honored 
the oath of Kehath, and so on.  

 further suggests that Joseph epitomized forgiveness after his reconciliation with 
his brothers. The Ark represents God’s ideal standard, whereas the placement of Joseph’s bones 
next to the Ark represents the people’s longing for a restored relationship with God whenever 
they would fall short of God’s standard.  

R. Bahya (on Gen. 50:25) disagrees. The Torah could have referred to Joseph’s brothers as 
ehav as it does in the previous verse. By using the term benei Yisrael regarding the oath, the 
Torah refers to the entire nation of Israel.13 Moses therefore was included along with all 
Israelites in Joseph’s initial oath. Additionally, Exodus 13:19 indicates that Moses fulfilled 
Joseph’s oath to the children of Israel. In his Torah Temimah commentary, R. Barukh Epstein 
connects this discussion to the midrashim that refer to Moses’ pleading with Joseph to rise from 
the Nile. Those formulations similarly indicate that Joseph’s swear was binding on all future 
generations.14

This concept of a binding intergenerational covenant is epitomized by God’s giving the 
Torah for all generations. Perhaps this layer of meaning also underlies the Talmudic notion of the 
placement of Joseph’s bones next to the Ark. The Ark represents God’s eternal covenant with 
Israel and Joseph’s bones represent Israel’s eternal covenant with one another. God fulfills His 
oath to the Patriarchs to give their descendants the land in the Book of Joshua. The placement of 
the burial of Joseph’s bones at the book’s end brings full closure to the Torah narratives.  

  

In addition to the deep connections between Joseph and the nation, the Talmud (Sotah 13b; 
cf. Mekhilta) also senses personal closure for Joseph. When Joseph was seventeen years old, his 
father sent him to Shechem to check on his brothers but instead he was sold into slavery (Gen. 
37:12-14). Fittingly, Joseph was buried in Shechem, closing that circle.15

                                                           
11 Cf. Pesahim 67a; Nazir 45a; Sotah 20b. 
12 Segal, Joseph’s Bones, p. 121. 
13 The first time the term benei Yisrael appears in the Torah likewise refers to the nation: “That is why the children 
of Israel (benei Yisrael) to this day do not eat the thigh muscle that is on the socket of the hip, since Jacob’s hip 
socket was wrenched at the thigh muscle” (Gen. 32:33). 
14 Torah Temimah and R. Menahem Kasher, Torah Shelemah, Exodus 13:273 cite sources that invoke this verse in a 
halakhic debate over whether vows can have intergenerational force. 
15 While Jacob did send Joseph to Shechem, the brothers had moved to Dothan and Joseph actually was sold from 
Dothan (Gen. 37:17). Rashi (on Sanhedrin 102a) suggests that Dothan was a nearby suburb of Shechem so it would 
still be accurate to refer to Joseph’s having been sold from Shechem. 
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first land acquisition and it was located in Ephraim’s tribal inheritance. This interpretation 
connects Joseph’s story with that of the nation.

 Alternatively, Radak 
(on Josh. 24:32) suggests that the Israelites buried Joseph in Shechem since that city was Jacob’s 

16

Conclusion 

 

The story of Joseph’s bones envelops the account of Israel’s developing into a nation, being 
redeemed, accepting God’s covenant, and possessing the land. The attention given to Joseph’s 
bones by Tanakh indicates their significance. The peshat highlights Israel’s loyalty to Joseph’s 
oath and God’s faithfulness in keeping His promises to the Patriarchs for the exodus and land. 
Derash layers of interpretation teach Israel’s dependence on its ancestors, and the dependence of 
the ancestors’ legacy on the behavior of their descendants. They also teach how an exemplary 
figure who lives to the Torah’s standards can serve as a complement to the Torah itself. In 
between these two realms of interpretation, there are parallel binding intergenerational 
covenants: one between Israelites and the other between God and Israel. Joseph also serves as a 
symbol of the nation of Israel and his fate is tied to theirs.  

Where precisely one draws the lines between peshat and derash always will be subject to 
debate. By carefully outlining what is explicit in the text, what can be inferred from the text, and 
what lies beyond the text, readers can engage with these issues and appreciate the remarkable 
wealth of interpretation that ties together the different strands of the text in an ongoing effort to 
derive the religious messages underlying biblical narrative. 
 

                                                           
16 Yehudah Kiel (Da’at Mikra: Joshua [Hebrew] [Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1970], p. 227) and Shemuel 
Ahituv (Mikra LeYisrael: Joshua, p. 374) connect Joseph’s burial in Shechem to Jacob’s possible gift of the city to 
Joseph: “And now, I assign to you one portion (shechem) more than to your brothers, which I wrested from the 
Amorites with my sword and bow” (Gen. 48:22). If the term “shechem” in this verse refers to the city, then this 
interpretation is possible. 
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