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Part 70 – Sold Into Slavery  
 

Genesis 37:12-36     
The murderous conspiracy against Joseph by this brothers is 
accompanied by an array of seemingly chance events and encounters. 
Someone once wrote “coincidence is God working in disguise.” In 
these events we are trained to see the hidden hand of God’s 

providence working all things according to the council of his perfect will.  
 
Through the centuries Joseph has been understood by Christian readers of the Bible to be a Christ figure. 
That is, in addition to being a real flesh and blood man within his own time, in God’s economy, Joseph also 
functioned as a type; an in the flesh prophecy of the coming Christ. Like the Lord Jesus, Joseph was a 
witness to the will and purpose of God and was rejected by his own brothers because of it. In suffering at 
the hands of his brothers, Joseph reconciled them to himself and to each other. As Jesus was ultimately in 
a far more significant way, Joseph was one who suffered innocently for the sake of others. The life of 
Joseph was one more way in which God’s great redemptive purpose was woven into the very fabric of 
history as it unfolded. We have seen this already, in the lives of Adam and Eve, Noah, and the Patriarchs. 
 
But to Joseph and his brothers, this glorious outcome has not been revealed. However, we have the 
privilege of knowing where the story is going; how the events will unfold by God’s sovereign decree. In 
knowing how the story ends, we are able to trace the themes of God’s providence and redeeming grace 
even as Joseph suffers. We can follow the path of that sorrow all the way to our Suffering Savior.  
 
Jacob sends Joseph to check on his brothers (vv. 12-17) 
Vs. 12 – This was a long journey by foot; perhaps four or five days if he were traveling by foot. This placed 
Joseph far away from the protection of his father. 
Vv. 14-16 – Jacob had good reason to be concerned about his sons. Their slaughter of the men of Shechem 
had made the family a stench to the Canaanites. It is likely that the rich pasture lands lured them back to 
this unlikely region. Jacob was concerned about dangers from without but seemed unable to discern the 
importance of guarding his family from the threats from within. Ironically, Joseph was safer in the hands of 
a Canaanite stranger than he would be in the hands of his own brothers. 
Vs. 17 – Dothan was still further north by over ten miles and farther from Jacob and the eyes of family. 
Years later it was at Dothan that the Lord revealed the great angelic armies surrounding His beleaguered 
and besieged prophet Elisha. In the case of Joseph, Dothan is no less under the sovereign care of God. 
 
Joseph’s brothers turn on him (vv. 18-28)   
Vs. 18 – Joseph’s distinctive robe his father had given him (v. 23) made him recognizable from a distance.  
Vs. 19 – Joseph’s brothers no doubt used “Dreamer” as a term of mockery for their hated little brother. They 
would prove his dreams wrong by killing him. What better way to annul his dreams than by killing him!  
Vs. 20 – Cisterns, deeply dug water catching wells, were common in the region. This particular cistern was 
empty but still dark and most like muddy; a terrible place in which to be thrown. 
Vs. 22 – Reuben apparently showed up after the plot to kill Joseph had already been hatched. The oldest 
brother who had sinned so grievously, nevertheless sought to rescue Joseph from being murdered. But he 
failed as a leader among his younger brothers. The impulse to please people is compelling and kept him 
from acting decisively.  
Vs. 24 – Joseph’s response to the terrifying events are is not described. Later however, in 42:21, when the 
brothers recollected the scene, they remembered how terrified he was as he pleaded for his life. 
Vs. 25 – The brothers sitting down to eat after casting young Joseph into the cistern is a devastating 
depiction of calloused hearts. Dothan was situated near the main trade route through Palestine. These 
Midianites are referred to as Ishmaelites in verse 28. 
Vs. 27 – Judah directs the brothers to avoid the bloodguilt of murder and make a profit at the same time; 
he persuades his brothers to sell Joseph to the Midianites. For the first time we see Judah take the role of 
leader.  
v.28 – According to Nahum Sarna, 20 shekels was the standard price for a slave in those days. The brothers 
had finally rid themselves of the dreamer, or so they thought.  
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Joseph is sold into slavery (vv. 29-36)  
Vv. 29-30 – Reuben, being absent from the actions of his brothers, assumes that they have killed Joseph 
and  is filled with fear or grief or both. He knows that consequences of these actions will be severe.  
Vs. 31 – It is sadly ironic that Jacob, who had deceived his father by taking his brother’s clothes, was now 
deceived by the use of his beloved son’s clothing. 
Vs. 32 – Notice how they distance themselves from their crime by referring to Joseph as “your son.” 
Vs. 33 – Jacob reaches the very conclusion that the brothers had hoped.  
Vv. 34-35 – The brother’s feigned sympathy is outrageously hypocritical. Jacob’s grief was so profound that 
he refused to be comforted, extending the period of mourning well past what was customary. 
Vs. 36 – While Jacob mourned, Joseph began his new life as a slave in Potiphar’s house; a situation which 
will test Joseph’s godliness and subject him to great injustice.  
 
Theology Applied:  
1. Children, give proper honor to your parents.  

 This is certainly not the main point of the passage. However, Joseph’s obedience to his father is as 
commendable as it is remarkable. What his father asks of him required genuine sacrifice on the part of 
young Joseph. Not only did it require a journey that took four or five days to complete, but it meant that 
Joseph would be in the presence of the very ones who hated him so much. Certainly our first allegiance 
is to the Lord and we must not obey any authority when such obedience would mean disobedience to 
God. But Joseph certainly leaves us an example of the importance of children honoring their parents. 
Such early obedience to proper authority was an indication of the godliness which beat within the heart 
of Joseph from his youth.  

 
2. Be willing to stand alone.  

 Again, this is not the primary point of the passage. That said, we certainly have something to learn about 
courage from the failure of Reuben and Judah who would not risk the disapproval of their brothers in 
order to save Joseph. It is an age old story, whether it’s Adam’s failure to lead his wife away from the 
serpent’s voice or Peter failing to identify with Jesus when the risk seemed too high. Certainly the world 
today is pressing Christians more and more into the margins. The new moral revolution tolerates no 
dissent. Perhaps more than any other time in U.S. history, Christians find themselves pressed with a 
choice between faithfulness to God or acceptance in the wider culture. Courage is required in times such 
as these.  

 
3. Accept God’s providence in your calamities.  

 As we follow Joseph during his days in Egypt he seems to know something throughout the various 
temptations and injustices his endured. Ultimately, what sustained Joseph was the sure knowledge that 
even his worst calamities were ordained by God for good purposes. He knew that God’s promise to him 
by way of two dreams meant that there would be ultimate vindication even though it may come after many 
trials. That knowledge did not remove the pain of his calamities. But it was key to his remaining faithful in 
the midst of them. 

 
4. Think daily of the deliverance purchased for you by Christ.  

 Joseph serves as a “type” pointing us to Christ. The Old Testament is filled with many such types from 
Moses to the high priest to the sacrifices offered in the tabernacle. In Joseph, we see one who, through 
his sufferings, will provide deliverance for his family from certain death.  

 In the end, however, Joseph was a sinner like all of us. He needed a Savior just like every other sinner. 
And during his days in Egypt Joseph was sustained by the gracious promise of God. What the Lord had 
shown him by way of two dreams is that a day was coming when his brothers would honor him. Whatever 
else happened to Joseph he knew that the story would end in his vindication. In the dark depths of the 
cistern and the cruel depravations of the jail cell Joseph must have reflected often on the Lord’s words of 
deliverance to him. And there he anchored his trust.  

 The same must be true of us whose deliverance has been secured by the dying and rising of Christ. It is 
why the gospel must be the spiritual daily bread of Christians. Through the heat of temptation, the sorrow 
of failure, and pain of suffering we will be sustained as we think daily of the price our Lord has paid for 
our souls.  


