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Bible 101:  Joseph 
Oct. 24, 2021 

 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
Book of Genesis: 

• Reminder:  Genesis chapters 1-11 are pre-history: how people explained the creation, 
evil in the world, different races, different languages, etc. 

• Chapters 12-50:   ancestral history of the Israelites:  stories of the founding 
fathers/mothers and many genealogies leading into later history. 

• Likely written or finished at the time of the Babylonian Exile in the 6th century BCE. 
 
Within the context of Genesis, Joseph is the transitional story between the founding 
generations found in Genesis 12-36 and Moses.  The story of Joseph is in Genesis 37-47.  
Genesis concludes with Jacob blessing Joseph’s sons, Chapter 48, and Jacob blessing his sons, 
Chapter 49.    Key points in the Joseph story are: 

• Geography:  Egypt, its land, people, military, and 
Pharaoh, play a central role in the Joseph saga.  The 
fertile soil along the Nile made Egypt the granary of 
the eastern Mediterranean area for centuries.  The 
picture show modern irrigation along the Nile near 
Luxor. 
 
 
 A copy of the  map from  the October 3 handout is below.  Note that the 
Canaan/Palestine/the Levant is located between  the two river-based areas of the Nile 
on the southwest and Fertile Crescent of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers on the east.  A 
major theme of the Old Testament is the relationship of God’s people with the nations 
and empires in these two river areas, 
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• Dreams:  We have an earlier dream story with Jacob and his dream of the ladder to 
heaven.  Dreams and their interpretation mark major points in the life of Joseph. 

• Literary style:  The story of Joseph’s rise to power is not linear.  It is composed of a  
series of episodes, each with dramatic extremes of high and low points.   

     
Joseph and His Brothers (Genesis 37) 
 
The story opens with Jacob’s family in Canaan and Joseph is 17 years old.  Although he is the 
youngest son, he is his father’s favorite.  Jacob gifts Joseph with a costly outer garment.  The 
modern translation is a coat with long sleeves and earlier translations render coat of many 
colors.  (Which was the basis for the 1971 musical “Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dream 
Coat” by Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice.). 
 
This sets off a second generation of sibling rivalry.  Joseph compounds this by telling his 
brothers about his two dreams: 

• Agricultural imagery in which the brothers’ sheaves of wheat bowed to Joseph’s. 

• Astronomical, with the sun, moon, and stars bowing down to Joseph.  
 
Most of the brothers want to kill Joseph, but Reuben intervenes and Joseph is sold to the 
Ishmaelites.  Joseph’s coat is dipped in animal blood to convince Jacob that Joseph was killed by 
a wild animal—deception and cover-up continue into the next generation. 
 
Joseph and Potiphar (Genesis 39) 
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• Ishmaelites sell Joseph to Potiphar, a lead official of the Pharaoh. 

• Verse 2, first mention of God:  “The Lord was with Joseph”, no mention of the covenant 
with Joseph’s ancestors. 

• Joseph rises in Potiphar’s administration to a senior position but attracts the attention 
of Potiphar’s wife.  (Common literary device from Oedipus Rex to The Graduate; cue 
Simon & Garfunkel’s “Mrs. Robinson”:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9C1BCAgu2I8 

• Joseph rejects her advances and on her false accusation is jailed. 

• The Lord continues to be with Joseph, and the chief jailer makes Joseph his assistant. 
 
Joseph Interprets Prisoner’s Dreams (Genesis 40) 
 
Two prisoners from Pharaoh’s household placed in Joseph’s care had dreams and Joseph’s 
interpretations were true: 

• Cup Bearer:  vine imagery, was restored to his position. 

• Head Baker, breadbasket imagery, was executed. 
 
 
 
Joseph Interprets Pharaoh’s Dreams (Genesis 41) 
 

Amenemhat III 
 

Ramesses II Pharaoh with Symbols 
of Royalty & Powert 

 

  
 

• Pharaoh’s two dreams:  7 lean cattle devour 7 fat ones, 7 thin ears of grain devour 7 fat 
ones.  No one in Pharaoh’s court can interpret them. 

• Cup bearer remembers Joseph interpretations of his and Chief Baker’s dreams and tells 
Pharaoh.  Joseph is brought before Pharaoh. 

• Joseph tells Pharaoh that interpretation belongs to God and tells Pharaoh that the two 
dreams are warnings of 7 fruitful years to be followed by 7 years of famine.  Joseph 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9C1BCAgu2I8
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advises Pharaoh to store up surplus from the first 7 years to sustain Egypt during the 
famine. 

• Pharaoh appoints Joseph to post equivale nt to Vizier or 
Prime Minister to execute this plan.  Joseph “goes native” 
with Egyptian name, dress, and wife.  To the right is a 
picture of the statue at the Roemer- und Pelizaeus-

Museum of the vizier Hemiunu.  He lived around 2750 
BCE. 

• Joseph has two sons:  Manasseh and Ephraim.  Jacob will 
bless them, and they will be founders of two tribes of 
Israel. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Joseph’s Brothers Come to Egypt to Buy Grain (Genesis 42)  
 
As Joseph predicted, there was a great famine in Egypt and Canaan.  Genesis 42 and 43 tell the 
story of Joseph’s actions with his brothers. 

• Jacob sends his sons, except for Benjamin, to Egypt to buy grain (Gen. 42).  Joseph 
recognizes them, but they do not recognize Joseph. 

• Joseph gives them grain, but demands that they return with Benjamin, his brother by 
Rachel; Simeon is held as a hostage. 

 
Brothers Return to Egypt, One More Trick (Genesis 43 and 44) 

• Brothers return to Jacob with grain. 

• Grain runs out and Jacob reluctantly sends all the brothers back to Egypt. 

• The brothers still do not recognize Joseph. 

• Joseph gives them grain, but his silver cup is planted in Benjamin’s sack. 

• Joseph’s cup is found, Judah pleads for Benjamin. 
 
Joseph Reveals Himself to His Brothers (Genesis 45) 
 

• Joseph tells his brothers his real identity and reconciles with them.  Note the parallel 
with Esau and Jacob. 

• Pharaoh gives the family choice land in Egypt. 

• The brothers return, laden with gifts from Joseph, and tell Jacob about Joseph. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roemer-_und_Pelizaeus-Museum_Hildesheim
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roemer-_und_Pelizaeus-Museum_Hildesheim
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hemiunu
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• Joseph sees all this as God’s covenantal plan (v. 4-10). 
 
Family Reunion and Settlement in Egypt (Genesis 46 and 47:1-12, 27-30) 
 

• Jacob and his extended family migrate to Egypt. 

• Jacob has another dream (Gen. 46:1-4) and God tells him to not be afraid to go to Egypt, 

• The Israelites settle in Goshen, in area of the Nile delta, where they tend Pharaoh’s 
flocks.  The Egyptians considered taking care of animals as a low-status occupation, so 
they were pleased to have the Israelites, with their nomadic experience, manage their 
flocks. 

 
Epilogue:  Deaths of Jacob and Joseph (Chapter 48 and 49) 
 

• Jacob blesses Joseph’s sons and gives them the same status as Joseph’s brothers (Ch 
48).  

• The opening of Ch 49 is Jacob’s last words to his sons, some of which are cutting—
Reuben, the eldest is “excelling in power” but “unstable as water”. 

• Jacob dies in Goshen and in accordance with this last wish is buried in the family 
tomb.  A large procession of Egyptian nobility and Jacob’s family takes Jacob’s coffin 
back to Canaan. 

• One last conspiracy:  Joseph’s brothers get together to concoct a story that before 
he died, Jacob wanted Joseph to forgive his brothers (v. 15-20).  Joseph tells his 
brothers “Am I in the place of God” and that God worked through their intentions to 
preserve them and their families. 

• Joseph also dies in Egypt; his body was embalmed and placed in a coffin. 
  

 Discussion 

• What did you learn about the Joseph saga that was new or forgotten? 

• How did Jacob change in his senior years? 

• How would you describe Joseph—his strengths and flaws? 

• What does the Joseph saga tell us about God? 
 
Next is Moses and the Exodus from Egypt,  we start with the call of Moses, read Exodus 1-3. 
 
 


