Genesis 37:5-36 — The True and Better Joseph

As we continue our series on Joseph, we should recognize that he is unlike almost any
other character in the Old Testament who we get to know. This is because he is presented
as almost without flaw. Abraham repeatedly lies about his wife to keep himself safe, Isaac
shows the same poor judgement, and favouritism, Jacob is seen continuing this family sin,
as well as constantly conniving to get his way. But the worst we can say about Joseph is
that when he was young, he was a bit spoiled, and a tattletale. After the beginning of his
story, there isn’t even a hint of wrongdoing. The only other person to be described like
Joseph in the Old Testament is Daniel, and his story is told with many intentional
correlations to Joseph’s.

Itis thus not without reason that for almost all of Christian history Joseph has been seen as
a precursor to Christ, as a foreshadowing of what God would eventually do. In Joseph’s
story, God is preparing our imaginations, giving us mental categories, so that we can
understand what our ultimate redemption will mean when the ultimate redeemer comes.
Christ the true and better Joseph.

With this in mind, let’s hear the beginning of Joseph’s story with Genesis 37:5-36:

Joseph had a dream, and when he told it to his brothers, they hated him all the more. ¢He
said to them, “Listen to this dream | had: ?We were binding sheaves of grain out in the field
when suddenly my sheaf rose and stood upright, while your sheaves gathered around mine
and bowed down to it.”

8His brothers said to him, “Do you intend to reign over us? Will you actually rule us?” And
they hated him all the more because of his dream and what he had said.

9Then he had another dream, and he told it to his brothers. “Listen,” he said, “l had another
dream, and this time the sun and moon and eleven stars were bowing down to me.”

1°When he told his father as well as his brothers, his father rebuked him and said, “What is
this dream you had? Will your mother and | and your brothers actually come and bow down
to the ground before you?” " His brothers were jealous of him, but his father kept the
matter in mind.

2Now his brothers had gone to graze their father’s flocks near Shechem, *and Israel said
to Joseph, “As you know, your brothers are grazing the flocks near Shechem. Come, | am
going to send you to them.”

“Very well,” he replied.



4So he said to him, “Go and see if all is well with your brothers and with the flocks, and
bring word back to me.” Then he sent him off from the Valley of Hebron.

When Joseph arrived at Shechem, '*a man found him wandering around in the fields and
asked him, “What are you looking for?”

8He replied, “I’m looking for my brothers. Can you tell me where they are grazing their
flocks?”

17“They have moved on from here,” the man answered. “| heard them say, ‘Let’s go to
Dothan.”

So Joseph went after his brothers and found them near Dothan. '® But they saw him in the
distance, and before he reached them, they plotted to kill him.

9“Here comes that dreamer!” they said to each other. 22 “Come now, let’s kill him and
throw him into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious animal devoured him. Then
we’ll see what comes of his dreams.”

2'When Reuben heard this, he tried to rescue him from their hands. “Let’s not take his life,”
he said. 2“Don’t shed any blood. Throw him into this cistern here in the wilderness, but
don’t lay a hand on him.” Reuben said this to rescue him from them and take him back to
his father.

230 when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe—the ornate robe he
was wearing— 2*and they took him and threw him into the cistern. The cistern was empty;
there was no water in it.

2 As they sat down to eat their meal, they looked up and saw a caravan of
Ishmaelites coming from Gilead. Their camels were loaded with spices, balm and
myrrh, and they were on their way to take them down to Egypt.

26 Judah said to his brothers, “What will we gain if we kill our brother and cover up his
blood? 2 Come, let’s sell him to the Ishmaelites and not lay our hands on him; after all, he
is our brother, our own flesh and blood.” His brothers agreed.

22350 when the Midianite merchants came by, his brothers pulled Joseph up out of the
cistern and sold him for twenty shekels of silver to the Ishmaelites, who took him to Egypt.

2When Reuben returned to the cistern and saw that Joseph was not there, he tore his
clothes. 3®He went back to his brothers and said, “The boy isn’t there! Where can | turn
now?”



3'Then they got Joseph’s robe, slaughtered a goat and dipped the robe in the blood. 3 They
took the ornate robe back to their father and said, “We found this. Examine it to see
whether itis your son’s robe.”

33He recognized it and said, “Itis my son’s robe! Some ferocious animal has devoured him.
Joseph has surely been torn to pieces.”

34Then Jacob tore his clothes, put on sackcloth and mourned for his son many days. **All
his sons and daughters came to comfort him, but he refused to be comforted. “No,” he
said, “l will continue to mourn until | join my son in the grave.” So his father wept for him.

3¢ Meanwhile, the Midianites sold Joseph in Egypt to Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s officials, the
captain of the guard.

This is the Word of the Lord.

Upon first glance, it appears that the main purpose of Joseph’s story is to tell us how the
Israelites end up in Egypt. But the story of Joseph does so much more than simply tell us
how God’s people ended up in Egypt, it tells us something essential about the nature of our
sin and our salvation.

Joseph, in many ways, begins to answer the question as to how God will redeem the world
from our sin. It shows his fingerprints for us to find later as the story goes on. In the
beginning God creates the world good, and us very good. But we, in our arrogance, choose
our own way rather than God’s. This begins with Adam, and has not stopped since. But God
is working through this to tell a better story. A story that ends with him weaving all our ill
intent into a beautiful tapestry, through his wonderful providential care. Each moment,
taken on their own, might seem insurmountable, or horrible even, but when woven
together, something wonderful emerges.

this way is the story of Joseph hints at how the story of all scripture will come together. This
is the story of all of our lives in one way or another. In When our eyes are simply focused
inwardly, fixating on our immediate circumstance, in can be easy to be pulled away from
God'’s great plan. But when we see his great story before us, we can learnto trustin himin
every circumstance, even if our brothers throw us into a pit and sell us into slavery. This is
why itis so important to keep God’s word before us, to remind us that our immediate
situation is not the whole story. He calls us to remember his Word, so that we can restin
his care.
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The story of Joseph being sent off to Egypt begins with Joseph relaying a couple dreams he
had to his family. While Joseph is certainly the victim in this story, it does seem that he here



has a bit of an inflated ego, or at the very least an immaturity. I’'m sure the 17-year-old boy,
who came from the favourite wife, who was wearing a princely robe, telling stories about
dreams where his brothers would bow down to him, is not exactly the most endearing
portrait. But at the same time, how else could he tell his family about these dreams that
almost certainly have a prophetic nature?

Dreams will be a big part of Joseph’s story. There are three pairs of dreams in the story, even
if these are the only ones dreamed by Joseph himself. The story isn’t clear as to whether
Joseph or his brothers are interpreting these dreams correctly, just that Joseph will play a
big partin the story of God’s people. They give a clear picture of what God’s will is for
Joseph in this time, as they are his direct action in the story.
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Dreams were also a big part of his father’s story, we might remember how Jacob had the
dream of the staircase to heaven, where he was given God’s promise to Abraham (Gen.28).
You might remember that Jacob had secured his father’s inheritance with some less than
salutatory means, scheming him into it with his mother. Despite this, God still blesses
Jacob, and he does so in his dream.
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As Joseph tells his stories to his family, he seems keen to place himself in the middle. He
tells of he and his brothers binding sheaves of wheat, and then they all arise, and his
brother’s sheaves are bowing to Joseph’s. The brothers interpret this as saying that Joseph
will rule over them, but that is simply one interpretation.

Second, Joseph dreams of the Sun and Moon, and eleven stars bowing down to him.
Everyone has an intuition that this is wrong, or at least there is something off in the way
Joseph was describing the dream. It is one thing for him to say that his brothers will bow to
him, it is another to say that the Sun and Moon, representing his Father, and his now-dead
mother, will bow to him in some heavenly display.
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Interestingly, while Jacob rebukes Joseph for saying this, Moses narrates that he “kept the
matter in mind.” The Greek for this is the exact same for how Mary responds to the angelic
announcement at Jesus’ birth and the story of Jesus being lost in the temple as a child. You
might remember it, it is a memorable line, Luke says, “she treasured these things in her
heart.”

At the moment of these things happening, neither Mary nor Jacob really knows what is
going on, but they trust that God’s will is good. This is how we are supposed to react to



God’s revelation of himself, to treasure it in our heart. To dwell on it, and let ourselves be
conformed to it. | can imagine Mary speaking to Luke, telling him about her experiences
and the wonder she had about Jesus as a child. It would be very hard for her not to see the
resemblances between the life of her son and the son of Jacob, as all other Christian
interpreters would from then on.
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Truly, as the song we sang earlier says, Jesus is the true and better Joseph. As we go
through Jospeh’s story we will see how God will connect parts of Jesus’ life to the life of
Joseph. Joseph here serves as a foreshadowing of what Jesus will do for us. That might
seem a bit odd to think at first, as, after all, Joseph was a bit of an arrogant and imprudent
child waving his future glory in the face of his brothers who already despised him. But itis
important to see how God gave us glimpses of what he was going to do perfectly in Christ.
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While Joseph will become prominent over his brothers, and they will bow to him, as his
dreams foretell, the only one to whom every knee will bow is our Lord. Even the stars, in a
sense, will bow to Christ, as the Psalmist says, “the heavens proclaim his righteousness”
(Ps.50:6), that is, the creator, Jesus, not the created, Joseph.’ The rightful rebuke from his
brothers and father is that Joseph is usurping God’s authority and place, fulfilled in Christ.
Maybe if Joseph had told his dreams maintaining God’s ultimate authority and glory, they
would not have reacted so harshly.

In Joseph’s story God was preparing for his ultimate coming in Christ. God is forming the
ability to imagine what his salvation will be like. In history, God predestined means for us to
learn about who he is, and why he has to come in the flesh and die for our sin. Along the
way he gives us pictures about what this might look like, allowing us to see his fingerprints.
He is, after all, the same person yesterday today and forever. The benefit of this, is that
when Jesus comes, we are able to both understand why he is doing what he is doing, and
look back and get a full picture at what God had done in the past, then even the story of
Joseph becomes a kind of prophecy. God is the ultimate author of Scripture, and we should
treat it as his book to us.
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As the chapter goes on, itis only clearer how Jesus fulfills Joseph’s story. Joseph, the
beloved son clothed in splendour, is sent by his father to his sinful brothers. While he does
not die here, the way he is cast into the pitis a reference to death. Think Psalm 30:3,

"R.R. Reno, Genesis, 263.



“You, Lord, brought me up from the realm of the dead; you spared me from going down to
the pit.” Not only is Josep left for dead, he is even sold for a bag of silver coins (Mt.26:15).
These kinds of things begin to create the categories necessary to understand what God will
do in the future, and show his fingerprints on what came before.

Even in Joseph’s life they would have already been able to do this to an extent. Yes, there is
no Scripture yet, but they would have knowledge of God’s history with his people, and at
the very least would be aware of his promise to Abraham, carried to their father, and the
dreams of Jacob, and then even the dreams of their brother. We already noted how while
recognizing the problems with Joseph’s dream of being almost worshipped, his father still
treasured these things in his heart, his brothers go on an all our offensive. The story means
to contrast these two receptions of God’s revelation, on showing faith, and the other hatred
of God’s way.
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After the dreams are told, his brothers begin to plot against him. In this way, Joseph’s story
is connected with the sibling rivalry that is seen right at the beginning of Genesis from Cain
and Abel, to Noah’s sons, to Ishmael and Isaac, to Jacob and Esau. Sibling rivalry is a clear
sign of sin corrupting God’s good creation. Cain was jealous of God’s favour on his brother
and kills him, the sons of Jacob, jealous of their father’s affection, seek to kill their brother.
Things in this story seem to be par for the course.

Sibling rivalry might seem like a small and petty thing today, but the Bible puts it right up
front as a cause of much evil. Sibling rivalry is a form of envy. Envy is truly a disastrous sin,
and leads many into a pit. It is often said that “comparison is the thief of joy,” but in the
Bible it is seen as a pit of death! Think about the Tenth Commandment, “thou shalt not
covet...” This is nowhere truer than in families. Family can be such a great gift of God, but
when the seed of envious comparison comes it can tear everything apart. I’m sure we can
all think of examples in our own lives.
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The brother’s envy and hatred are not merely an extended sibling rivalry. Remember, it
would have been expected that Joseph’s dreams had a divine origin, they then are not only
rejecting their brother, but God’s authority. They may have been rightly repulsed by the
interpretation that Joseph would be worthy of worship, but they more importantly should
have been humble before God’s revelation. It is because of their arrogance that they
thought they could outmaneuver God. They did not merely hate Joseph, but God’s plan for
Joseph, because they were not to be at the top. If God had given Joseph the dream, who are
they to try and thwart it? In this way, their envy is a child of their spiritual pride. Deep down



they felt that they were the ones who deserve what is being given to Joseph. Just how our
envy is kindled by our pride when we feel that we are not getting what we deserve. They
have a lack of faith, a lack of resting in God’s will for their lives.

As a Christian, we must recognize that all things are given as gifts by God to those who
recieve them. How much evil is done by envy? How much good would be maintained with
contentment? Would the ecological crisis we now see exist without our envy? What kind of
poverty in our society would we see with the demise of envy? How much depression begins
in comparison? The Bible, of course, is right on when it focuses on sibling rivalry, and
deeper problem of pride in our hearts, as a major cause of earthly problems.
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Truly, even though Jacob had “pondered these things in his heart” when he hears the news
of Joseph’s death he is stillunconsolable. It is understandable that he would feel this way,
but he should have remembered his son’s dreams and held out hope. If we compare him
with Mary, who when looking at her son on the cross, we do not see her unconsolable, but
with the other women, being consoled by Jesus, telling her to be taken into the home of
John (Jn.19:25-27). This can be a contrast of those with little faith, like Jacob, and those
with great faith, like Mary, who says “let it be done to me according to your word” in all
things (Lk.1:38).

Trials are sure in our lives. The amount of faith we have will greatly change the way we
experience them. If we have no faith, we will look at the work of God in our life with hatred,
like the brothers, who see God raising up Joseph and try and kill him. If we have a little faith,
when we go through tragedy, like Jacob hearing about his son’s death, you will be
unconsolable, forgetting about the greater promises of God, that tragedy is for a time and
we are all in God’s hands. But if you have great faith, like Mary, who truly believed that her
son was her Lord, while I’'m sure very difficult to witness, stood in faith when the
resurrection had not yet occurred.
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And this is the true purpose of a story like Josephs for us. That the same God who held
Joseph through his darkest moments, is the God who held Christ in his, is the same God
who helps you in yours. This God, who brought much good out of the suffering of Joseph,
who brought much good out of the suffering of Jesus, will bring much good out of your
suffering. His fingerprints are on your life. Will we have great faith, and accept his way, or
will we distress ourselves with little faith?



Either way, little or great, the faith given to us by our Lord is what saves us. Joseph may have
been able to save his family with his dreams, but our Lord saves all who believe in him. Give
up your pride, your envy, your anger at God’s will for your life, and rest in him. Amen.



