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The Favorite Son (Gen. 37:2-11)
The story about Joseph opens ominously: “Now Israel loved Joseph more than
any other of his children, because he was the son of his old age” (37:3). It portends
trouble. The father supplies the son with a ‘coat of many colors’ or a ‘long robe with sleeves’ according to 37:3. The brothers’
reactions are envy and anger.

A Young Man with a Dream
To make matters worse, at least from the brothers’ perspective, Joseph tells them about two of his dreams. In one the sheaves
of his brothers bowed before his (37:5-7). In the second the luminaries bowed before him (37:9). How should we gauge
Joseph’s motives here? Does he dream grandiose dreams and freely flaunt them and their obvious significance to all members
of the family?
Some have said ‘Joseph’s dreams and his sharing of them as somewhere on a scale that ranges from the psychological bravado of a
spoiled seventeen-year-old teen to God-given signs of his family’s future’?
Joseph behavior is not unlike that of the youthful David, who is willing to take on Goliath (1 Sam. 17:26,31) over the
protestations of his older brothers and Saul. The dreams are from God. To the teenager Joseph, the revelation means at least
one thing: God has a plan for his life, and that plan includes some type of leadership. Here then is a teenager with a sense of
destiny, divine destiny. He shares this fact out of enthusiasm, not out of brashness. “Here am I, Lord, send me.” But the brothers
cannot tolerate this.
This certainly is not the first time that Genesis draws attention to somebody’s dream. Earlier dreams include Abraham’s
(15:12-16), Abimelech’s (20:3), Jacob’s (28:10-16), and Laban’s (31:24). What distinguishes Joseph’s dreams from these is that in
all the other recorded dreams in Genesis God speaks clearly to the dreamer. In Joseph’s two dreams, by contrast, God says
nothing to Joseph. Joseph’s two dreams, followed by his journey to Egypt, a trip that eventually results in the salvation of Israel
(Gen. 45:5; 50:20), surely has a parallel in the dreams of the New Testament Joseph. He too heads to Egypt after two dreams
(Matt. 1:20-21; 2:13) in less than ideal circumstances (Matt. 1:19-20), talking with him, Mary and the child who “will save his
people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21).

Unsavory Experiences (ch. 37:9-36; 39-41)
Joseph has not yet seen everything in God’s plan for his life. Some of it is about to appear:

The Sinful Sons (37:18-36)
Genesis 37. For the brothers, to dismiss Joseph as a fraud and ignore him is insuﬃcient. He must be eliminated. After having
second thoughts about killing their brother outright, they sell him to some traders going to Egypt. These latter are called
within one verse (v. 28) both “Midianites” and “Ishmaelites.” Along with other facts in the narrative, this phenomenon often is
interpreted as an indication of two originally independent stories about Joseph.
What, we may ask as we return to the narrative, are Joseph’s thoughts through all this nightmare? Intended for a leadership
role, he finds himself sold as a slave by his own brothers to total strangers traveling to a land about which he knows nothing!
What about God’s plan? How does this fit in?

Joseph and Judah (ch. 38)
Perhaps the most confusing aspect of the story of Joseph is the seemingly out-of-place excursions into Judah’s wanderings. It
is confusing because of the abrupt change from the intriguing fast-paced narrative of Joseph.
The story leaves him as a slave in Egypt with no resolution to his dilemma, and jumps to Judah marrying and having children
with a Canaanite woman.
Moses is showing us just how far Judah had fallen. Furthermore, this is a clear example of the sovereign grace of God.
Remember, God chose Judah’s line to bear the seed of the Messiah, not Joseph’s.
Here we are reminded that Joseph’s story is not essentially about Joseph. God is doing much more than just preserving,
sustaining, and promoting the patriarch’s favorite son. The insertion of the story of Judah and Tamar reminds us that.
When we view ch. 38 and the rest of narrative, through the lenses of seed, land, and covenant, a more accurate picture begins
to take shape.
Now let’s get back to Joseph.

Divine Providence
Genesis 39. The story line couldn’t be more intentional. Four times in four verses Moses reminds us of God’s hand in Joseph’s
circumstances: “His master saw the Lord was with him” (v. 3a); “the Lord caused all that he did to succeed in his hands” (v. 3b); “the
Lord blessed the Egyptians house for Joseph’s sake” (v. 5a); and “the blessing of the Lord was on all that he had, in house and field”
(v. 5b). But the providence is mixed with irony.
All goes well for a while. Joseph has security, a good job, and a respectable employer. But only for a while! In her husband’s
absence, the wife of Potiphar propositions Joseph. It may be that this woman is simply a victim of boredom and her own
unbridled lust. There may be another contributing factor, however. Potiphar is called Pharaoh’s oﬃcial/oﬃcer. This is a
perfectly good translation of the Hebrew word, but that world also is the word for ‘eunuch’. Some ancient kings, for obvious
reasons, insisted that their more powerful courtiers be eunuchs. Previously a victim of jealously an anger, Joseph is about to
become a victim of a vicious lie. For a crime which he is totally innocent, Joseph will go to prison. But what about the dreams,
and what about God’s plan for his life?
The focus of attention is on Joseph’s reaction. It may even be that Potiphar is suspicious of his wife’s story, which could explain
why Potiphar imprisons rather than executes Joseph.
Little does Joseph yet comprehend that even Potiphar’s wife’s malicious lie and his own subsequent imprisonment will be the
means by which he will come to the attention of Pharaoh and eventually emerge as the savior of the nation and of his own
family. Had he remained in Potiphar’s house for the rest of his adult life, Joseph would never have caught Pharaoh’s interest,
and he would never have become a person of such influence in Egypt. Here is another instance in the Joseph narrative of a
God working good from evil perpetrated by humans.
Genesis 40. In prison Joseph befriends two of Pharaoh’s employees who have fallen out of favor with the king, the chief butler
and the baker. He also interprets their dreams for them. His one request for assistance is directed to the butler; please tell
Pharaoh that I am here unjustly and want my release (vv. 14-15). However, “The chief butler did not remember Joseph, but forgot
him” (v. 23). And for two years (41:1) Joseph remained incarcerated. Where is God in all of this?

The prison and salvation
Believe it or not, Joseph’s stint in prison has more to do with you and your salvation than you know. It’s ultimately a picture of
redemption and what Christ went through for us.

