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Date:  February 8, 2015 
Title:  “Then Joseph Had a Dream” 
Text:  Genesis 37-50 (Read 37:5-8) 
Theme: God preserves His Word through Joseph’s captivity 
 
Introduction:  
 

His story connects the story of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in Canaan to the subsequent story of 
the liberation of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt.1  
 

Any study of Joseph forces the student to consider whether he is a type of Christ. Please consider 
the following statement: 
 
“It is evident from a careful study of the record that Joseph is one of the fullest types of the Lord 
Jesus. Yet significantly, there seems no explicit statement in the New Testament that Joseph did 
typify Jesus. This is interesting, seeing that Joseph must be one of the clearest and most detailed 
types of Christ. Surely this should inspire us to search for types in all Old Testament characters 
without being put off by the lack of direct reference to those types. It is sometimes argued that 
we can go too far in seeing types of Christ if we only rely on inferences rather than explicit New 
Testament indication that we are to see a type. Yet the type of Joseph rests solely on inferences 
put together, rather than on any explicit statement. We can therefore conclude that we may 
observe valid types of Christ from inferences, without explicit New Testament reference to it.”2 
 
“God is confoundingly hidden in this story. The Joseph story is longer and more complete than 
that of any other patriarch or matriarch. Less a collage of fragments, it is a whole work of art. 
Yet it is almost completely without God, who was the driving force in the lives of the men and 
women before and after Joseph. Abraham, Moses—even Jacob—would do nothing without 
God. The story of Joseph hardly mentions God. Is God hiding amidst the chaos? What is not 
hidden—what is on full display—is a family conflict of legendary proportions. Joseph, second 
youngest son of Jacob, was born to his beloved wife, Rachel. But Joseph has no mother—she has 
died in deep sorrow. Jacob, perhaps compensating for Rachel’s absence, lavishes Joseph with 
love and invests in him his hope. Jacob’s overt favoritism is embodied by the extravagant coat 
he has given young Joseph to wear, a coat with ‘sleeves that touch the ground,’ a coat that evokes 
royalty. Joseph wears his privilege too proudly.”3 
 
Joseph and God 
 
Joseph understood should he commit adultery his sin would be against God (Gen. 39:9).  
 

• “There is no one greater in this house than I, and he has withheld nothing from me except you, because 
you are his wife. How then could I do this great evil and sin against God?” (Gen. 39:9) 

 
Joseph understood only God can interpret dreams (Gen. 40:8; 41:16, 25, 28, 32, 39). 
 

• Then they said to him, “We have had a dream and there is no one to interpret it." Then Joseph said to them, 
"Do not interpretations belong to God? Tell it to me, please.” (Gen. 40:8) 
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• Joseph then answered Pharaoh, saying, "It is not in me; God will give Pharaoh a favorable answer.” (Gen. 
41:16) 
 

• Now Joseph said to Pharaoh, “Pharaoh's dreams are one and the same; God has told to Pharaoh what He 
is about to do.” (Gen. 41:25) 
 

• It is as I have spoken to Pharaoh: God has shown to Pharaoh what He is about to do. (Gen. 41:28) 
 

• Now as for the repeating of the dream to Pharaoh twice, it means that the matter is determined by God, 
and God will quickly bring it about. (Gen. 41:32) 
 

• So Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has informed you of all this, there is no one so discerning and wise 
as you are.” (Gen. 41:39) 

 

Joseph understood his children were from God (Gen. 41:51, 52; 48:9). 
 

• Joseph named the firstborn Manasseh, “For,” he said, “God has made me forget all my trouble and all my 
father's household.” (Gen. 41:51) 
 

• He named the second Ephraim, “For,” he said, “God has made me fruitful in the land of my affliction.” 
(Gen. 41:52) 
 

• Joseph said to his father, “They are my sons, whom God has given me here.” So he said, “Bring them to 
me, please, that I may bless them.” (Gen. 48:9) 

 
Joseph declares to his brothers his fear of God (Gen. 42:18). 
 

• Now Joseph said to them on the third day, “Do this and live, for I fear God” (Gen. 42:18) 

 
Joseph understood his coming to Egypt was to save life (Gen. 45:5, 7, 8, 9). 
 

• 5 Now do not be grieved or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here, for God sent me before you 
to preserve life . . . 7 God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant in the earth, and to keep you 
alive by a great deliverance. 8 Now, therefore, it was not you who sent me here, but God; and He has made 
me a father to Pharaoh and lord of all his household and ruler over all the land of Egypt. 9 Hurry and go 
up to my father, and say to him, “Thus says your son Joseph, ‘God has made me lord of all Egypt; come 
down to me, do not delay.’” (Gen. 45:5, 7-9) 

 

Joseph and his father speak openly of God (Gen. 48:3, 11, 15, 20, 21). 
 

• Then Jacob said to Joseph, “God Almighty appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan and blessed me” 
(Gen. 48:3) 
 

• Israel said to Joseph, “I never expected to see your face, and behold, God has let me see your children as 
well.” (Gen. 48:11) 
 

• He blessed Joseph, and said, “The God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, The God who 
has been my shepherd all my life to this day” (Gen. 48:15) 
 

• He blessed them that day, saying, “By you Israel will pronounce blessing, saying, ‘May God make you like 
Ephraim and Manasseh!’” Thus he put Ephraim before Manasseh. (Gen. 48:20) 
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• Then Israel said to Joseph, “Behold, I am about to die, but God will be with you, and bring you back to the 
land of your fathers.” (Gen. 48:21) 

 
Joseph forgave his brothers and saw the world from a theocentric perspective (Gen. 50:17-20). 
 

• 17 Thus you shall say to Joseph, “Please forgive, I beg you, the transgression of your brothers and their sin, 
for they did you wrong.  And now, please forgive the transgression of the servants of the God of your 
father.” And Joseph wept when they spoke to him . . . 19 But Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid, for am 
I in God's place? 20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about 
this present result, to preserve many people alive.” (Gen. 50:17, 19, 20) 

 
Joseph understood the place of Israel in the plan of God (Gen. 50:24, 25). 
 

• 24 Joseph said to his brothers, “I am about to die, but God will surely take care of you and bring you up 
from this land to the land which He promised on oath to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob.” 25 Then Joseph 
made the sons of Israel swear, saying, “God will surely take care of you, and you shall carry my bones up 
from here.” (Gen. 50:24, 25) 

 
Joseph was arrogant, pampered and protected. He became the second most powerful individual 
in Egypt. He had unlimited resources and yet never sought out his father or siblings in the seven 
plus years of reigning. When he did encounter his siblings, he did not test as much as he 
tormented. God saved Joseph from his bitterness and unforgiving spirit. This is what the gospel 
does. 
 
“Joseph was one of the clearest types of the Lord Jesus Christ in the Old Testament! He is not 
the only one - Isaac too, of course, was typical of Jesus, yet the similarities between Joseph and 
Jesus are almost astonishing at times.”4 
 
If everything is a type, then nothing is a type. Are there parallels between the life of Joseph and 
that of Jesus? Yes, but I could probably examine anyone’s life and make it a type of Christ, if I 
am not careful. With this said, let me also say that the life of Joseph does point us to Jesus just 
as all shadow points to Jesus. 
 
The Book of Genesis tells that Joseph was the 11th of Jacob's 12 sons and Rachel's firstborn,[3] 
and tells how Joseph came to be sold into slavery by his jealous brothers, and rose to become 
the second most powerful man in Egypt next to Pharaoh. When famine struck Canaan, Jacob 
(Joseph's father) and Joseph's brothers came to the Land of Goshen in Egypt.5 
 
Eugene Peterson said, 
“A friend showed me a series of pictures he had taken. The subject matter consisted exclusively 
of household items found in an ordinary kitchen: a matchstick, a pin, the edge of a knife. 
Household utensils are not ordinarily thought of as possessing much beauty, but all these 
photographs of very ordinary objects were quite astonishingly beautiful. The beauty was 
suddenly visible because the photographs had all been made through a magnifying lens. Small, 
ugly, insignificant items were blown up to great size, and we could see what we had overlooked 
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in our everyday routine. And it turned out that what we had overlooked was careful, planned 
details that produced exquisite beauty”6  
 
THE BIG PICTURE: 
 

• 9 The patriarchs became jealous of Joseph and sold him into Egypt. Yet God was with him, . . . 13 On the 
second visit Joseph made himself known to his brothers, and Joseph's family was disclosed to Pharaoh. 14 
Then Joseph sent word and invited Jacob his father and all his relatives to come to him, seventy-five persons 
in all. . . 18 until THERE AROSE ANOTHER KING OVER EGYPT WHO KNEW NOTHING ABOUT 
JOSEPH. (Acts 7:9, 13, 14, 18) 
 

• 21 By faith Jacob, as he was dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, and worshiped, leaning on the top of 
his staff. 22 By faith Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the exodus of the sons of Israel, and gave 
orders concerning his bones. (Heb. 11:21, 22) 
 

• from the tribe of Zebulun twelve thousand, from the tribe of Joseph twelve thousand, from the tribe of 
Benjamin, twelve thousand were sealed. (Rev. 7:8) 

 

Outline: 
 
“Unlike the rest of Genesis, which comprises short, episodic stories that can usually stand alone, 
Genesis 37-50 reads like a short story or novella. Sometimes referred to as the ‘Joseph cycle,’ this 
set of chapters relates the dramatic tale of Joseph, the favorite son of Jacob, from his betrayal at 
the hands of his brothers, through his descent into slavery and then rise to power in Egypt, and 
to his ultimate reunion and reconciliation with his family. The arc of the story stretches across 
all fourteen chapters, with rising action and falling action, or beginning, middle, and end, just 
like any complete narrative. When reading lectionary-sized excerpts from this portion of 
Genesis, it is best to think of them as scenes from a larger narrative rather than free-standing, 
complete units. The opening scene of the Joseph cycle is set in Canaan, which is, of course, the 
Promised Land. Ever since the first utterance of the promise of land and descendants to 
Abraham in Genesis 12, the book has told tales of obstacle after obstacle threatening to thwart 
the promise: dangerous foreign kings, barren women, and famine, just to name a few.1The 
Joseph cycle will present another obstacle to the realization of that promise by taking the people 
of Israel out of Canaan to live in Egypt, where they will eventually become enslaved. At this 
early point in the narrative, however, Genesis 37-50 looks like a family drama rather than a 
political one.”7 
 
I. Jacob’s indiscretion (Gen. 37:1-4) 

 
• 1 Now Jacob lived in the land where his father had sojourned, in the land of Canaan. 2 These are the records 

of the generations of Jacob. Joseph, when seventeen years of age, was pasturing the flock with his brothers 
while he was still a youth, along with the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his father's wives. And 
Joseph brought back a bad report about them to their father. 3 Now Israel loved Joseph more than all his 
sons, because he was the son of his old age; and he made him a varicolored tunic. 4 His brothers saw that 
their father loved him more than all his brothers; and so they hated him and could not speak to him on 
friendly terms. (Gen. 37:1-4) 
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“Joseph likely also has this status because he is the eldest child of Jacob's favorite (deceased) 
wife, Rachel. To demonstrate this preference, Jacob gifts Joseph with the famous kitonet passim, 
translated as both a garment with long sleeves, or a fine woolen tunic. (Commentators 
extrapolate that it had stripes of different colors.) This preferential treatment from their father 
elicits much jealousy from Joseph's 10 older brothers.”8 
 
“The material missing from the lectionary readings highlights Joseph’s culpability in the 
growing rift in his relationship with his brothers. The dysfunction in Joseph’s family stems not 
from any one source, but rather from the brokenness of all parties.”9 
 
In speaking with a friend, they pointed out how Joseph was the second most powerful man in 
Egypt with all economic resources and means at his disposal, yet he never sought out his father 
and family. Why? Perhaps Joseph had bitterness and anger in his heart. Some consider the 
treatment of his brothers as a test. But perhaps his intent is to taunt and terrorize.  
 
“With a family like this how could God possibly accomplish anything?  Take heart, o fellow 
member of the family dysfunctional.”10 
 
II. Joseph’s dreams 

 
• Then they said to him, “We have had a dream and there is no one to interpret it.” Then Joseph said to them, 

“Do not interpretations belong to God? Tell it to me, please.” (Gen. 40:8) 

 

• 15 Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I have had a dream, but no one can interpret it; and I have heard it said about 

you, that when you hear a dream you can interpret it.” 16 Joseph then answered Pharaoh, saying, “It is not 

in me; God will give Pharaoh a favorable answer. . .” 25 Now Joseph said to Pharaoh, “Pharaoh's dreams 

are one and the same; God has told to Pharaoh what He is about to do.” (Gen. 41:15, 16, 25) 

 

A. Joseph and his brothers (Gen. 37:5-19) 

 

B. Joseph and the baker (Gen. 40:1-19) 

 

C. Joseph and the cupbearer (Gen. 40:1-19) 

 

D. Joseph and Pharaoh (Gen. 41:1-46) 

 
“Surely, some who preach on this story will lift up the power of dreams. Dreams are romantic, 
efficacious, and holy in our culture. From the positive psychology anthem ‘Dream the 
Impossible Dream’ to the prophetic oracle of Martin Luther King’s ‘I Have a Dream,’ no one 
wants to refute the importance and power of dreams. 
But the dreams in this story are an earthquake that exposes tragic faults: 

• Jacob, who never felt his father Isaac’s genuine love, instead steals his father’s fortune 
and blessing from the hands of his own brother. 

• Joseph’s brothers are born into a family where love is never evenly apportioned, where 
every day’s dawn brings new expressions of resentment between parents; they grow up 
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in a home where the warmth of parental approval is rare and the chill of disdain breeds 
bitterness 

• Joseph, a little brother who is loved too much, who gets away with too much, spoiled, a 
tattler, a son who acts like the sun; a child with greatness inside, who never knows if his 
greatness comes from a blessed nature or an unhealthy nurture. 

• God, the Great Parent, whose blessing is conferred upon a family who seems unworthy 
of such a gift; God, whose face is nowhere to be seen, whose voice is nowhere to be heard, 
absent even when the child of the promise—and the promise itself—is given up for dead. 

At the end of this portion, Jacob, like Rachel before him, cannot be comforted. The loss of Joseph 
is hell, made worse by the truth that this hell is partially of his own making. No one I know 
comes from a perfect family. And while no family I know is like Joseph’s, every family is 
weakened by the things that weakened Joseph’s: generational dysfunction, parents working out 
their unresolved issues in the lives of their children, and by love unevenly—even unfairly—
apportioned. Here’s another thing true of most every family I know: in the midst of family 
struggles, it’s hard to tell if God is even paying attention.”11 
 
III. Joseph’s demise (Gen. 37:20-36) 

 
“Immediately after tossing Joseph into the pit, which specifically is described as having no water 
(verse 24), such that Joseph will not drown but will also not be able to drink, the brothers 
immediately sit down to enjoy their lunch (verse 25). The juxtaposition of these two actions is 
reminiscent of Esther 3:15, right after edicts have been issued for the destruction of the Jews: 
‘The king and Haman sat down to drink; but the city of Susa was thrown into confusion.’ They 
show neither compassion nor remorse. In keeping with the narrative art of the story, verses 19-
20 poignantly foreshadow the ending of the Joseph cycle: ‘They said to one another, ‘Here comes 
this dreamer. Come now, let us kill him and throw him into one of the pits; then we shall say 
that a wild animal has devoured him, and we shall see what will become of his dreams.’’”12 
 
“In the midrash, the selling of Joseph was part of God's divine plan for him to save his tribes. 
The favoritism Israel showed Joseph and the plot against him by his brothers were divine means 
of getting him into Egypt.13 Maimonides comments that even the villager in Shechem, whom 
Joseph inquired about his brother's whereabouts, was a ’divine messenger’ working behind the 
scene.14”15 
 

A. At the hands of his siblings (Gen. 37:20-36) 
 

B. At the hands of Potiphar’s wife (Gen. 39:6-23) 
 
IV. Joseph’s rise (Gen. 41:33-45) 

 
“Seven Crises in the Life of Joseph. He was . . . 
A. Hated by his brothers (Gen. 37:1-17): As Jacob’s favorite son, he made things worse by telling 
his brothers they would bow down to him one day. 
B. Thrown in a pit (Gen. 37:18-24): Although helpless, he remembered God’s promise for the 
future. That meant the Lord would not allow him to die. 
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C. Sold into slavery by his brothers (Gen. 37:25-36): Instead of rebelling against his captors, 
Joseph took advantage of the situation and learned about the Egyptian culture and language, 
trusting that God had a purpose for allowing hardship. 
D. Forced to work as a slave for Potiphar, Pharaoh’s chief bodyguard (Gen. 39:1-6): There he 
learned how an Egyptian family operated. Though as a Hebrew and a slave, Joseph was 
considered inferior, he gained knowledge about how to manage a large, prosperous household. 
E. Targeted for Seduction by Potiphar’s wife (Gen. 39:7-20): Despite the cost, Joseph remained 
faithful to God. Through this crisis, Joseph discovered his own strength to resist temptation and 
demonstrated the depth of his devotion to the Lord. 
F. Sent to prison unjustly for refusing the advances of Potiphar’s wife (Gen. 39:20-23): Even 
though Joseph was wronged, he was obedient to the authorities and treated others with 
kindness. 
G. Asked to interpret Pharaoh’s dream (Gen. 41:15-16): When Joseph explained that famine 
would come after seven years of abundance, he advised Pharaoh to prepare by storing food 
from the years of plenty. In response, the ruler promoted him to second-in-command over all of 
Egypt and placed Joseph in charge of administering food storage. Why was Joseph ready for 
such a responsibility? He had used each crisis in his life as an opportunity to develop himself 
into a wiser, godlier person.16 
 
V. “The scepter shall not depart from Judah” (Gen. 49:10) 

 
We will study the life of Judah in our next study. 
 
VI. God’s promise to preserve the woman’s Seed (Gen. 50:20, 21) 

 
• 5 “And now do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before 

you to preserve life. 6 For the famine has been in the land these two years; and there are five more years in 
which there will be neither plowing nor harvest. 7 God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, 
and to keep alive for you many survivors. 8 So it was not you who sent me here, but God; he has made me a father to 
Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt.” (Gen. 45:5-8) 
 

• Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous 
people, as he is doing today. (Gen. 50:20) 

 

“An interesting thing to note is how little God shows in this story. The reason (according to 
Brueggeman17) is that God is directing the action from the underground, unbeknownst to the 
actors above, God is present, but below all the time. The writer of this story knows this and 
surely intentionally leaves out God until way far into the action. In the passage next week, 
Joseph says God had been behind the scenes pushing the actors in all that they had done.”18 
 
“It’s always something of a balancing act between those who believe that God controls 
everything (predestination) and those who believe God does nothing (‘God has no hands but 
our hands’). Truth is, God is a little bit of both. I believe that God does not so much control us 
as to work out alternative plans for us. We have the free will to mess the plans up, but God will 
work out new ones right after that. God is in the events of the day working to draw the best, 
healthiest conclusion out of our (sometimes sloppy, chaotic, unwise, selfish) actions. But God 
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always gives us the free will to say yes or no to those plans. God does not cause the brokenness; 
God causes the healing after it happens. God is the power that draws all things together into one 
as healing, reconciling.”19 
 
“This disturbing episode of violence and betrayal becomes the means by which Israel’s 
descendants will survive a terrible famine. A sense of the Providence of God runs powerfully 
through the Joseph cycle, no more clearly than in Joseph’s words in the closing chapter: ‘Even 
though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a 
numerous people, as he is doing today’ (Genesis 50:20).Discussions of the providence of God go 
hand-in-hand with questions of theodicy, and preachers should navigate the topic with care.2 
Even so, the narrative deliberately links multiple incidents in the memory of the people of Israel; 
one can think of the story of Joseph and the pit as the smallest arc of a rainbow, or one circle 
nested among many rings of concentric circles. Examples of other, wider arcs in the rainbow 
include the Joseph cycle as whole, the ancestral narratives throughout Genesis, and the broader 
story of the promise to Abraham, the journeys into and out of Egypt, and the entry into the 
Promise Land. The sinewy connections between this week’s brief scenes from the Joseph cycle 
and the larger biblical story of promise and fulfillment inspire readers to contemplate the ways 
that the stories of suffering and triumph are interlinked and to consider the presence of God in 
the midst of good and bad alike.”20 
 
Shepherding the Sheep: (What is the NEXT STEP?) 
1. God is always working even when our circumstances say otherwise. 
2. We must trust God in our circumstances even when they appear to be falling apart. 
3. Dysfunctional families are normal but not excusable. Learn to forgive your past and live in 
the present with an eye to the future. 

 
“Sometimes it’s hard to admit, but if we honestly evaluate the emotional and psychological well-
being of our families, most of us would find patterns of dysfunction — some more apparent 
than others. Whether it’s an unethical parent or grandparent, an inappropriate uncle or aunt, a 
toxic sister or brother, our families often repeat destructive patterns for generations … draining 
the ‘fun’ out of ‘Dysfunctional’! 
 Over and over, I talk with people who grew up — as I did — in a dysfunctional family. While 
stories vary, the resulting trail of tears is tragically the same. 
 The first book of the Bible records the story of Joseph, a child who grows up in a family where 
jealousy, dishonesty, anger, vengefulness, and fearfulness are passed from one generation to the 
next. However, embedded in Joseph’s story is also a biblical portrait of what God can do in the 
midst of a dysfunctional family … if just one family member is yielded to Him.1 
Long before Joseph is born, his family is … a mess! Father Jacob is a liar and a cheat. Uncle Esau 
tries to kill Jacob for identity theft. When the time comes to marry, Jacob’s father-in-law, Laban, 
tricks him into marrying Leah, the older sister of Jacob’s true love, Rachel. 
 When Joseph is only 6-years-old, father Jacob moves the family to Canaan. But on the trip, 
mother Rachel steals the family idols and lies to her father, who seeks to find them. (Lies, lies, 
and more lies!) 
 Not long after they arrive at the outskirts of Canaan, Joseph’s half-sister Dinah is sexually 
assaulted by a man named Shechem. Joseph’s brothers convince Shechem and every male in the 
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city to be circumcised so that the offense will be forgiven. Instead of a reprieve, two of Joseph’s 
brothers attack the town three days later, murdering all the males, stealing all the livestock, and 
taking away all the women and children, along with their belongings. Imagine the huge 
hodgepodge of dysfunctional behavior Joseph witnesses firsthand? 
 The Bible describes more dysfunction with Jacob, who loves Joseph more than his other sons. 
This favoritism enrages the brothers, who vengefully sell Joseph into slavery. Through God’s 
divine favor, however, Joseph is taken to Egypt, where he later becomes second-in-command — 
subject only to Pharaoh himself. In this strategic capacity Joseph later saves his entire family 
when famine overtakes their homeland. 
 What touches my heart the most about Joseph is this: While he comes from a long line of 
dysfunctional family members, God has an amazing, unprecedented plan for his life. Joseph’s 
intimate walk with the Lord far outweighs his family circumstances. By surrendering to God, 
Joseph chooses a different path than the inherited tendencies of his past. He chooses to be 
trustworthy in character, chooses to be obedient to authority, chooses to be sexually pure, and 
chooses to be forgiving instead of vengeful. As a result, although Joseph’s brothers mean to harm 
him, God uses their treachery as part of His far greater plan. To quote Joseph: ‘You intended to 
harm me, but God intended it for good …’ (Genesis 50:20). 
 No matter how troubled your past, no matter how turbulent your present, God has a plan 
for your future. Joseph’s story is a powerful reminder that you don’t have to be a prisoner of 
your past. Jeremiah 29:11 says, “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to 
prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’”21 
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