DISCIPLESHIP SCHOOL « IN-DEPTH STUDY

The Story of Joseph as the Reversal of the Curse of Adam and Eve

A Biblical-Theological Study in the Hebrew Word |i2¥)V (itsavon), the Septuagint, and the Ancient Near Eastern World

l. Introduction: Reading Joseph Through Eden’s Shadow

The book of Genesis does not merely accumulate stories. It builds an architecture of meaning in which each successive narrative
is read against the shadow of the ones before it. The reader who has absorbed the expulsion from Eden in Genesis 3 cannot
encounter the Joseph cycle in chapters 37-50 without sensing that something profoundly familiar is happening — a world under

the curse of toil, barrenness, and broken relationships is being quietly, providentially, reversed.

That audience — Israelites in the ancient Near East — lived inside a world of gods and harvests, of drought and famine as divine
punishment, of fertility as divine blessing, and of the earth as either enemy or ally depending on one's standing before heaven.
Into that world the Joseph narrative arrives as a kind of counterpoint — not a simple reversal, but a dramatic, providential

demonstration that the God of Israel can undo what the Fall undid.

The connective tissue between these two narratives is the Hebrew word |iaxy (itsavon) — the specific word the text uses in
Genesis 3:16-17 for the “pain” and "toil” assigned to both Eve and Adam. It is a word that does not appear casually in the Hebrew
Bible. It carries the full freight of cursedness — of ground that resists, wombs that grieve, and labor that exhausts rather than

satisfies.

Il. The Hebrew Word Study: |iaxV (itsavon)

A. The Word in Its Immediate Context: Genesis 3:16-17

Genesis 3:16-17 (ESV with Hebrew)

“To the woman He said, ‘I will greatly multiply your pain (12iaxxv / itsvonek) and your conception; in pain (2yy / etsev) you
shall bring forth children..." Then to Adam He said, ‘Cursed is the ground because of you; in toil (jiayya / b'itsavon) you
shall eat of it all the days of your life; both thorns and thistles it shall grow for you..."”

The word |i2¥V (itsavon) appears only three times in the entire Hebrew Bible, and two of those occurrences are right here in
Genesis 3:16 and 3:17. The third appearance is in Genesis 5:29, where Lamech names his son Noah, saying the boy will bring

“relief (11N2) from our work and from the toil (]i2yV / itsavon) of our hands arising from the ground which the LORD has cursed.”

The root 2xV (atsav) carries the sense of pain that comes from grief, wounding, or crushing labor. The BDB Hebrew Lexicon
identifies the range as spanning “to hurt, pain, grieve.” Critically, it is used in contexts where the labor itself is alienated from its

fruit — the person toils but the ground resists.

What makes this theologically precise is that God uses the exact same root word for the woman'’s experience of childbearing and
the man's experience of ground-labor. They are not two separate punishments so much as two dimensions of a single disruption

— the world that was supposed to be fruitful and collaborative now resists and grieves.



There is also a third domain implied by the curse: the barrenness of the womb entirely. Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah all
participate in this dimension of cursedness. Rachel’s famous cry in Genesis 30:1 — “Give me children, or | will die” — is the cry of

a woman living in the full weight of what Genesis 3:16 inaugurated.

B. The Septuagint Rendering: Aumn (lypé€) and Its Theological Weight

When the Septuagint (LXX) translators rendered Genesis 3:16-17 into Greek, they chose the word AUmn (lypé) for the pain
assigned to the woman. This choice is significant. Lypé in Greek carries a meaning that encompasses not just physical pain but

grief, sorrow, and distress — the kind of suffering that comes from loss or from a fundamentally disordered relationship.

The Alexandrian Jewish community would have heard lypé and understood that the curse was not merely about discomfort but
about an existential grief woven into the very fabric of life in the post-Eden world. The LXX thus preserves and deepens the
Hebrew understanding: the itsavon-world is a world of lypé, of structured grief in both the generative and agricultural spheres of

human existence.

lll. The ANE Author-Audience Context: Thorns, Fertility, and the Gods of
Grain

In both Mesopotamian and Egyptian religious cosmology, the fertility of the land was not a natural given but a divine gift. The

Israelite author of Genesis wrote into and against this world.

In Mesopotamia, the great agricultural myths presented the fertility of the land as tied directly to the presence or absence of the
divine. When the god of vegetation died or descended to the underworld, the ground became barren. The itsavon of Genesis 3

would have resonated as the removal of divine favor.

Egypt, where Joseph's story unfolds, was the great counter-example. The Nile flood made Egypt the most reliably fertile land in
the known world, attributed to divine action. A seven-year famine was a cosmic crisis, a sign that the divine order had been

disrupted.

This is the world into which Joseph is inserted. An Israelite becomes the person through whom Egypt's divine fertility crisis is
resolved. The God who cursed the ground in Genesis 3 is demonstrating, through Joseph, that He alone has authority over the

itsavon-curse.

IV. The Joseph Narrative as the Reversal of the Curse

A. The Pit: The World of Thorns and Thistles

When Joseph's brothers strip him and throw him into the pit (12, bor, Gen 37:24), the narrative notes “the pit was empty, there

was no water in it." A pit without water is a place of death, a symbol of Sheol. Joseph descends into the symbolic itsavon-world.
The stripping of the coat is itself a reversal of clothing — Adam and Eve were clothed by God after the Fall (Gen 3:21) as an act of

grace. Joseph's brothers undo that grace by stripping him.

B. The Barrenness and Fruitfulness of the Womb

The Joseph narrative begins, theologically, with the barrenness of Rachel and the grief of Leah in Genesis 29-30. Rachel's lament

— "“Give me children or | will die" — is the raw voice of a woman under the weight of Genesis 3:16's curse.

When God finally opens Rachel's womb, she names him q0i* (Yosef), meaning “May the LORD add.” Joseph is named as a child
born out of the itsavon-world of Rachel’s grief into the space of divine opening. He is, from his birth, a sign that God can reverse

the itsavon-curse.

Genesis 41:51-52 (ESV)



“Joseph called the name of the firstborn Manasseh: ‘For God has made me forget all my toil (*7py, amali) and all my

father’s house.” And the name of the second he called Ephraim: ‘For God has made me fruitful (1392, hiphrani) in the land

m

of my affliction.

C. The Famine and the Granaries: Adam's Cursed Ground Overturned

Pharaoh dreams of seven fat cows and seven full heads of grain. None of Egypt's priests can interpret it. It is Joseph — the man
whose name means fruitfulness, born of a barren womb opened by the God who alone controls fertility — who interprets the

dream.

Joseph's solution is to store grain during the seven years of abundance against the coming years of the cursed ground. He
functions as the administrator of the reversal of the curse — working with God's sovereign provision in precisely the kind of

intelligent cooperation with divine providence that Adam and Eve failed to exercise.

Genesis 41:57 (ESV)

"All the earth came to Egypt to Joseph to buy grain, because the famine was severe over all the earth.”

The man thrown into a waterless pit is the one from whom the whole earth receives life.

D. Brothers, Reconciliation, and the Itsavon of Fractured Relationship

Genesis 3 also fractures the primary human relationship. The itsavon-world is a world of broken human community: blame, rivalry,

domination, and alienation. The Joseph narrative is a sustained exploration of what the itsavon-world does to a family.

The restoration in Genesis 45 is one of the most carefully constructed reversal narratives in the Bible. Joseph weeps so loudly that

“the Egyptians heard it" (Gen 45:2). And the theological interpretation he gives is unambiguous:

Genesis 45:5 (ESV)

“Do not be grieved (avy, atsav) or angry with yourselves... for God sent me before you to preserve life.”

The word “grieved” here is 23V (atsav) — the same root as itsavon. Joseph is explicitly telling his brothers not to live in the

itsavon-world any longer.

e R
Genesis 50:20 (ESV)

“As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring about that many

people should be kept alive, as they are today.”

V. Joseph as Typological Anticipation

Both the Jewish interpreter and the early Christian reader recognized that the Joseph narrative pointed beyond itself. Joseph is

not the final answer to itsavon; he is a preview of one. His reversal is partial, temporal, and geographically limited.

Joseph was descended into the pit and raised to glory; sold for silver by those closest to him; falsely accused and vindicated;
made the source of bread for the nations. The parallel to the one who would be sold for thirty pieces of silver, buried in a tomb,

and raised to distribute the bread of life to all the nations is not accidental.

But Joseph, in his own person and in his own moment, was a genuine, partial reversal of itsavon. He was born of a barren womb
opened by God — so the itsavon of Eve was addressed. He was made fruitful in the land of his affliction — so the itsavon of Adam

was addressed. He reconciled broken brotherhood — so the relational fracture of the Fall was addressed.



Psalm 105:16-22 (ESV)

“He sent a man before them, Joseph, who was sold as a slave. They dfflicted his feet with fetters; he himself was laid in
irons; until the time that his word came to pass, the word of the LORD tested him. The king sent and released him, the

ruler of peoples, and set him free. He made him lord of his house and ruler over all his possessions.”

VI. Conclusion: The Grain That Feeds a Cursed World

The Hebrew author who composed Genesis understood itsavon — the toil-grief-pain of the cursed ground and the laboring womb
— as the signature of the post-Eden world. The Septuagint translators honored that precision by rendering it with lypé, the deep

sorrow of estranged creatures.

The Joseph narrative is a carefully constructed theological argument that the God of Israel has never abdicated His authority over
the ground, the womb, or the human community. He opens barren wombs. He overturns the cursed ground through the
management of His sovereign timing. He reconciles broken brotherhood through the refining fires of suffering and the

transformative work of providence.

The thorns and thistles have not been permanently removed. But the harvest is coming. The grain is being stored.

Hebrew & Greek Word Summary

Word Transliteration Meaning

Toil-grief, pain of labor; the signature word of the curse in Gen 3:16-17. Only 3x in the

=820 ftsavon Hebrew Bible.

Ny etsev Pain, sorrow, hurt; root of itsavon.

npy akarah Barren (woman). The itsavon-condition of Rachel reversed at Joseph's birth.
')D;{ amal Toil, labor, trouble; used by Joseph of his suffering (Gen 41:51).

'-]Qi' Yosef "He adds/increases.” The counter-word to barrenness and itsavon.

DNON Ephraim "Doubly fruitful.” Named in the land of affliction (Gen 41:52).

AUTIN lypé Greek (LXX): grief, sorrow, distress. The Septuagint rendering of itsavon.

Key Scripture References

¢ Genesis 3:14-19 — The curse pronounced

e Genesis 5:29 — Lamech names Noah “relief from itsavon”

e Genesis 29:31-30:24 — Barrenness of Rachel and birth of Joseph

¢ Genesis 37:1-36 — Joseph sold into slavery

e Genesis 41:1-57 — Joseph interprets Pharaoh's dream and administers the granaries
¢ Genesis 45:1-15 — The reconciliation: "do not live in atsav”

e Genesis 50:19-21 — The theological summary: God meant it for good

¢ Psalm 105:16-22 — The Psalmist's theological retelling



This study draws on the Hebrew text (BHS/Masoretic tradition), the Septuagint (Rahlfs edition), Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew
and English Lexicon, and the Anchor Bible tradition. ANE context draws on John Walton, Victor Hamilton (NICOT), and Carmen
Imes.
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