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WEEK 4, DAY 1       GENESIS 33, 34, 35 
 

Today you read Genesis chapters 33 through 35 and once again found some things that you might not have 

expected in the Word of God. Remember though, everything that God has recorded for us in Scripture is 

useful. We have his word on that (2 Timothy 3:16). 

 

Even though Jacob was a changed man after Peniel; even though God changed his name from “supplanter” 

(that’s what Jacob means) to “Prince of God” (that’s what Israel means); even though he was finally able to 

recognize his utter dependence upon God for everything—in spite of all these very definite changes, there 

was still a lot of the old man left in Jacob. Several places in these chapters make that quite apparent, 

beginning with the encounter with Esau.  

 

God has been wonderfully faithful to his promises to Jacob. He has promised him protection, even before 

Jacob’s crisis experience by the Brook Jabbok, and he gave it! When Laban chases Jacob, intent at the very 

least on mischief, God stops him. Now Esau (who had sworn vengeance against his brother, and who was 

now riding to meet Jacob with 400 armed men, apparently intending to make good those threats) has 

arrived, but instead of rage and vengeance, forgiveness and love are expressed. I wonder if Esau’s change of 

heart occurred at the same time that Jacob wrestled a blessing out of the angel. In any case, the scripture that 

says, “When a man’s ways please the Lord, he makes even his enemies to be at peace with him” (Proverbs 

16:7), has found fulfillment in Jacob’s life. But even with all this, Israel has plenty of Jacob left in him. Did 

you notice it? 

 

Esau wants Jacob to come and stay with him at Seir, which was southeast of the brothers’ meeting place. 

Jacob says, “You go on ahead; I’ll follow. The young children and the flocks just can’t keep pace with you.” 

So Esau leaves, but instead of traveling southeast to Seir, Jacob goes northwest to Succoth. He apparently 

never had any intention of dwelling near Esau. After a few days, Esau was probably shaking his head, 

saying, “Jacob? He'll never change.” 

 

The second indicator that the old Jacob is still hanging around in the new man Israel is that rather than 

proceeding directly to Bethel—the place where the call of God had summoned him—Jacob settled instead 

in Shechem. That was definitely not a great decision, but Jacob was not yet ready to trust God without 

reservations. 

 

The third indicator is Jacob’s response to the vengeful massacre perpetrated upon Shechem by Simeon and 

Levi, the sons of Leah. That story, recounted in chapter 34, is another of the low points in the book of 

Genesis. Jacob’s reaction to his sons’ rash and unjustified revenge is less than admirable. Jacob is angry 

with them because they have spoiled his reputation and endangered the safety and security of his household. 

This is all that Genesis tells us. There is no sign that he grieved for the evil perpetrated upon his daughter, 

no indication of remorse about the extermination of a whole town, no rebuke for the savagery of the act or 

for the greed displayed when they pillaged the community, and no sense of concern for God’s honor. There 

is only an overriding concern for the safety of his house, just like the old Jacob who always could be 

counted upon to look after number one at the expense of everything else.  

      

Here’s the point. Jacob had a real life-changing experience at Peniel; we have God’s word on that. But even 

after Peniel, he is more than capable of acting quite shabbily. He lies to Esau; his obedience to God is less 

than complete; and when push comes to shove, personal peace and security are still his leading concern. 

Mark this: real crisis experiences with God (conversion or post-conversion crises of sanctification) do not 

inoculate us against sin in our lives, and they do not instill in us a degree of maturity and holiness that puts 
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us forever above the muck and mire of life. In fact, often in Scripture, great spiritual triumphs in crisis 

situations are followed by the worst failures of faith and obedience. Maybe that’s because pride goes before 

a fall. “So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12). Perhaps, 

after Peniel, Jacob thought that spiritually he had arrived. He hadn’t! Don’t fall into that same pit. Even 

though our walk with God may have its own Peniel experiences (moments of crisis when we take a great 

leap forward in our relationship with Christ), do not ever fall victim to the notion that you have somehow 

now arrived. You haven’t. The greatest challenges to your newfound life will often lie just ahead. Watch out 

for them. 

 

Once again in this account, the key covenantal issue of marrying only within the family of the faithful is 

highlighted. Settling into the Canaanite culture at Shechem precipitated the crisis of chapter 34 precisely 

because it presented the inevitable risk of intermingling the people of God with the societies of the world. 

 

There isn’t any way to justify either the rape of Dinah or the reprehensible actions of Simeon and Levi. The 

story is sordid from first to last. In the midst of it all, however, lies this issue of intermarriage, which will 

always be a point of tension for the people of God. The attitude of Hamor the Hivite was: “Let's encourage 

intermarriage. Its economic benefits to us are undeniable; over a period of time we will assimilate these 

Hebrews into our population and all that they have will become ours.” That strategy will always have a 

negative spiritual, as well as economic, impact on God’s people. May I be very blunt here? If you are not 

now married, you cannot—you must not—even toy with the idea of becoming romantically entangled with 

an unbeliever. If you ignore this basic biblical principle, you will certainly create an alliance that will work 

against your spiritual development all the days of your life. 

 

There are two more things to notice in these chapters. First, we see the awful vengeance exacted deceitfully 

by the sons of Leah upon the men of Shechem. The progress of revelation had not yet ascended to the place 

at which the principles of “love your enemies” and “pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44) were 

revealed canon. The Old Testament principle of justice, “eye for eye and tooth for tooth” (Exodus 21:24), 

though not as yet articulated, would be a fairer measure by which to judge their actions. Loving your 

enemies was not a principle to which they could even come close to measuring up. For one man’s act, they 

slaughtered a whole village. They did not even weigh the fact that marriage was offered and that some sort 

of repentance and restitution was put forward. Simeon and Levi just killed them all, using circumcision—

the mark of God’s covenant—as the means of disabling their enemies. Then they showed that moral outrage 

was only a portion of their true motivation. They stole all the wealth and the women and children. In the end 

they intermarried anyway! By stealing the women and children, they ensured that. Where did Simeon and 

Levi learn to be so deceitful and mean? Answer: they learned it by watching Jacob and Laban. Parents, 

whatever you sow, you will surely reap. 

 

Second, knowing now that he cannot stay in Shechem, Jacob finally returns to Bethel, where he should have 

gone in the first place. God uses the terrible encounter at Shechem to get Jacob’s attention again and to draw 

him finally to where he ought to be. At the risk of over-spiritualizing the text, it seems significant that for 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Bethel seems to function as the spiritual anchor. Whenever something went 

wrong in their lives, there was a strong urge to return to Bethel and start over. That’s not a bad principle to 

follow. When your spiritual life has been shattered, when sin has finally brought you down, turn your heart 

again to Bethel, to the place where you started your walk with God. Go back to square one. He’ll be waiting 

to meet you there. 

 

At Bethel, Benjamin, the last of Jacob’s sons, was born. His birth was the occasion of Rachel’s death. The 

“son of Jacob’s right hand” was born in Bethlehem (that would be its later name) where, many centuries 
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later, another son of his Father’s right hand would enter the world. 

 

WEEK 4, DAY 2  PSALMS 20, 46, 75, 76 
 

Today you read four rather diverse songs of Israel: Psalms 20, 46, 75, and 76. 

 

I asked you to read this somewhat eclectic collection of Psalms because each of these songs of Israel calls 

upon “the God of Jacob.” Quite a few other psalms share this characteristic, but these four are sufficient to 

demonstrate that God is often called “the God of Jacob” in Scripture. 

 

We spent a few moments in week 3 wondering at that amazing fact that God would want to be called by this 

name. This is a source of some perplexity to me, and I would like to think with you about it for a while 

before we turn our thoughts briefly to the individual psalms. 

 

Perhaps the primary reason why we read so much about “the God of Jacob” as opposed to “the God of 

Abraham” or “the God of Joseph”—later this week we’ll begin to see how appropriate that designation 

would have been—or “the God of Daniel” or “the God of Job” is that Jacob was renamed Israel and 

fathered the twelve tribal chieftains who became the nation known as Israel. “Jacob,” then, is a kind of 

synonym for Israel. You can see an example of that in Psalm 14:7: “Oh, that salvation for Israel would come 

out of Zion! When the Lord restores the fortunes of his people, let Jacob rejoice and Israel be glad!” Since 

Jacob equals Israel, hence the God of Israel is “the God of Jacob.” 

 

That is a simple, reasonable explanation and maybe we should just accept it and move on, but I think that 

there is another reason also for the frequency of this title. It is much more than just a literary device to keep 

us from being bored by the constant repetition of the same name. In each of these psalms, and, I believe, in 

most of the other passages in which the designation “the God of Jacob” is used, the basic issue of trust is 

addressed. 

 

In Psalm 20 (which, by the way, is the song that the nation of Israel would sing as it prepared to send the 

king out at the head of his armies into battle), this is surely the case. The key to Israel’s battle preparation is 

found in verses 7 and 8: “Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord our 

God. They are brought to their knees and fall, but we rise up and stand firm.” And who is the Lord their 

God? Verse 1 says, “May the Lord answer you when you are in distress; may the name of the God of Jacob 

protect you.” 

 

The older I get, the more precious those key verses 7 and 8 become to me. Often I find myself doing a kind 

of contemporary paraphrase: “Some trust in money and some trust in power, but we trust in the name of the 

Lord our God. They are brought to their knees and fall, but we rise up and stand firm.” I often feel as if I am 

going into battles of a different kind, but that the fundamental issue is still trust. Am I going to trust the 

things that others trust—money, power, education, wit—or the God of Jacob? Every time Israel went into 

battle, the people sang this song to remind themselves that the most important qualification for victory was 

trust in God. Our coins say, “In God we trust.” How ironic in this materialistic society!  

 

Almost every English or German-speaking Christian has at least a secondhand acquaintance with Psalm 46, 

because it was the inspiration for Martin Luther’s great hymn “Ein Feste Burg” (“A Mighty Fortress Is Our 

God”). The next time you sing that hymn, you will know where it comes from. In my study Bible, Psalm 46 

is introduced with these words: “A triumphant confession of fearless trust in God, though the continents 

break up and sink beneath the resurging waters of the seas, though the creation itself may seem to come 
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uncreated … and all may appear to be going down before the onslaught of the primeval deep; the described 

upheaval is probably imagery for great threats to Israel’s existence especially from her enemies.”  

 

Here again the issue is trust, and what does the psalmist say to us in the face of the most cataclysmic of all 

upheavals? “The Lord Almighty (or the Lord of hosts) is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress” (Psalm 

46:7). The last verse repeats exactly the same refrain. Everything is coming apart, but relax—you can trust 

“the God of Jacob.” 

 

This psalm, relied on through the centuries by so many of God’s people in times of terrible distress, has 

another key verse worth memorizing (perhaps you already have it memorized): “Be still and know that I am 

God. I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth” (Psalm 46:10). It concludes, “The 

God of Jacob is our fortress” (verse 11). You can trust him! 

 

As you read any psalm, ask yourself, “What's going on here? What is the background of this song of faith?” 

In Psalm 75, the backdrop is quite clear. It is written to publicly reassure the nation of Israel, living in a 

world in which it often appears that nice guys finish last and bad guys win. The message is that at the 

appointed time, God will judge. The psalm is a comfort to the people of God and a warning to anyone who 

might be tempted to “lift up their horns against heaven” (Psalm 75:5). 

 

Let me offer another hint about reading the Psalms. Because of their poetic nature, there are almost always 

one or two verses that absolutely capture the spirit of the psalm. Those verses are well worth meditating on 

and even memorizing. Here the key verses are 6 and 7: “No one from the east or west or from the desert can 

exalt a man. But it is God who judges; he brings one down, he exalts another.” Who does that? According to 

verse 9, it is “the God of Jacob.” No one could have known that truth better than Jacob himself. The God 

who chose Jacob, blessed him (often in spite of himself), and exalted him—that God is in charge. Therefore, 

the psalmist tells Israel, “Don't get too upset. Just trust the God of Jacob.” 

 

Psalm 76 is a festive celebration song. A very old tradition holds that it was written right after the angel of 

the Lord struck down the army of Sennacherib when it was besieging the city of Jerusalem, as related in 2 

Kings 19. 

 

Like the other psalms we’ve been looking at, this one also calls upon “the God of Jacob,” acknowledging 

that at his “rebuke … both horse and chariot lie still” (Psalm 76:6). That phrase becomes especially 

meaningful if we are correct about its historical setting, because after the angel of the Lord passed through 

the camp of Sennacherib’s army, all its horses and chariots lay still. “You alone,” the verse goes on, “are to 

be feared. Who can stand before you when you are angry?” 

 

The perspective here is different because, unlike Psalms 20 and 46 where the battle or the danger lay in the 

future, this psalm of celebration looks back at past danger and praises God for deliverance; but once again, 

the central thought is that “the God of Jacob” can be trusted. So the psalmist urges, “Make vows to the Lord 

your God and fulfill them … he is feared by the kings of the Earth” (Psalm 76:11–12). As a matter of 

historical interest, in 1588, when the British fleet defeated the Spanish Armada, this psalm was sung at the 

Market Cross Church in Edinburgh.
i
  

 

Today, we’ve looked at four psalms, all of which name “the God of Jacob” and all of which revolve in some 

way around the theme of trust. Trust, or the lack of it, was the key issue of Jacob’s life. His great struggles 

were almost always over whether he should rely on his own wit and wisdom and follow his very strong 

instinct for self-preservation or simply trust God. God has to prove to him time after time that he is a God 
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who can be trusted. 

Ask yourself: are you a Jacob too, or do you fully trust the God of Jacob? 

 

WEEK 4, DAY 3  GENESIS 36, 37, 38 
 

Today you read Genesis 36 through 38 and were introduced to the fourth major character of the second part 

of the book of Genesis: Joseph, the much-beloved son of Jacob. Fourteen of the last fifteen chapters of the 

book of Beginnings are given to his story, which in so many ways parallels that of Jesus Christ that many 

Bible scholars have described him as a type of Christ. We would be tempted to do also, but Scripture itself 

never makes a connection between Joseph and Christ as it does, for example, between Melchizedek and 

Christ, or between the serpent in the wilderness (which we will encounter in the book of Numbers) and 

Christ on the cross. Nevertheless, just as certain features of the account of Abraham and Isaac on Mt. 

Moriah were suggestive of the gospel account, so it is with the entire story of Joseph. 

 

Beginning in chapter 37, note that Joseph is more highly honored than any of his brothers; note his 

faithfulness in communicating divine revelation about himself, which causes his brothers to hate him. This 

reminds me of John 1:11: “He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.” Consider 

also Joseph’s assertion that he will rule over his brothers, which exacerbates the already strained 

relationship, or the fact that his father did not understand the revelation but “kept the matter in his mind” 

(Genesis 37:11), just as Mary similarly “treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart” (Luke 

2:19). His father Jacob sends his own son to the keepers of his flock, and when they see him approaching, 

they plot to kill him. That calls to mind Jesus’ parable in Matthew 21 in which a father sent his son to the 

keepers of the vineyard. Joseph was stripped of his robe; so was Jesus. Joseph was sold for the price of a 

slave, 20 pieces of silver; Christ, of course, was sold for 30 pieces of silver. God is behind all that occurs 

providentially in ordering the servant’s suffering so that his people can be saved—that is a fair summary of 

the stories of both Joseph and Jesus. As the story unfolds we will see more parallels as well. 

 

Joseph is 17 years old when he experiences a shocking change of lifestyle. He goes from being the favored 

son of his father’s house to being a slave in the household of Potiphar, an official in Pharaoh’s court in 

Egypt. 

 

As we read the account of Joseph’s life, we need to be aware that something quite important is occurring at 

this point in the progress of revelation. God is working out his promise to Abraham. The focus here will 

shift dramatically in the lifetime of this one man, Joseph, from God dealing with an individual man—as he 

did with Isaac (as opposed to Ishmael) and Jacob (as opposed to Esau)—to dealing with the nation of Israel, 

which Joseph will bring down into Egypt as an extended family or clan, but which will emerge from that 

unlikely incubator as a people some two million strong. 

 

The writer of Genesis leaves no doubt that Joseph’s whole life is worked out according to a divine plan, and 

that the whole exile in Egypt is part of that plan, not only for Joseph but also for the Hebrew nation, the 

heirs of the Abrahamic Covenant. Remember that in Genesis 15, as God was making the covenant with 

Abraham, he told him that his descendants would be enslaved in a country not their own for 400 years until 

the iniquity of the Amorites was complete, and that afterwards God would punish the nation they would 

serve as slaves and they would return to Canaan. Though Joseph could not have known it as he entered 

slavery in Potiphar's household, he was fulfilling God’s perfect plan for the preservation and establishment 

of the Hebrew nation. 

 

As we move through Joseph’s story, we will have much more to say about the doctrine of the providence of 
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God—about how he moves sovereignly to control events and forces in our lives to achieve his best 

purposes—and about how we should respond to the providential workings of God in our lives since we are 

“his people, the sheep of his pasture” (Psalm 100:3). 

 

Reuben, the oldest son of Jacob, comes off best in chapter 37. He sincerely intended to deliver Joseph back 

to his father. Perhaps this was because, as the eldest son, he felt the weight of responsibility for his younger 

brother more than the others. It is also possible that after the sordid incident reported in chapter 35, when he 

slept with his father’s concubine, Reuben was looking for a way to get back into his father’s good graces. In 

any case, upon learning that in his absence the brothers had sold Joseph into slavery, Reuben is genuinely 

distressed and evidences that in the traditional fashion by tearing his clothing. He is not sufficiently 

repentant, however, to tell Jacob what really happened, so for a great many years he and his brothers will 

carry a very guilty secret. 

 

It’s ironic that Jacob, who once perpetrated a horrible deception upon his father by killing a kid from the 

flock of goats, is now the victim of a very similar deception perpetrated upon him by his sons. What goes 

around comes around, or to say it more biblically, “A man reaps what he sows” (Galatians 6:7). Be careful 

what you sow! 

 

Joseph’s story begins in chapter 37, sandwiched between the record of Esau’s clans and the sad story of 

Judah and Tamar. I believe one reason for this placement is to help us understand why God had to send 

Israel into Egypt in the first place. Joseph’s difficulties were, of course, God’s way of preparing for Jacob’s 

whole family to go to Egypt, and his purpose in sending the whole family there was to provide a place in 

which it could develop into a nation in safety. I know that may sound strange in light of the fact that after 

Joseph died they were enslaved, but chapters 36 and 38, along with the account we read earlier of what 

happened in Shechem, are pretty good indications of what would likely have happened had they not gone 

down into Egypt. 

 

Chapter 36 summarizes how Esau’s family prospered and developed. God blessed Esau, just as he had kept 

his promise to bless Ishmael. He made a nation of both of them, just as he did for the chosen line of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But Esau, not valuing spiritual principles or godly heritage, married at least two 

Canaanite wives and a daughter of Ishmael. His descendants did not worship the God of his father Isaac, but 

turned instead to the gods of their mothers. 

 

Some of the names mentioned in chapter 36 are very interesting. One of the tribal chiefs descended from 

Esau is named Amalek. You may know that the Amalekites would become one of Israel’s most implacable 

enemies. The largest group of tribes descending from Esau (whose nickname was Edom or “Red”) was the 

Edomites, who also worshipped other gods and became staunch enemies of the people of God. The names 

of Esau’s wives in chapter 36 do not entirely correspond with the earlier list we found in chapter 26. Judith, 

his first Hittite wife, is not mentioned at all in chapter 36, and Oholibamah, who appears in chapter 36, is 

not previously noted. The solution to this discrepancy may be found, as some have suggested, in the 

common practice of people being known by more than one name (Esau was also Edom, for example), or it 

may be that Esau had more than three wives and each passage, for reasons of its own, omits some of them.  

 

Chapter 38, the story of Judah and his daughter-in-law Tamar, is another clear indication of what would 

have happened (indeed what was already happening) before God sent Jacob’s family down to Egypt. 

Intermarriage with Canaanite women was a huge temptation for Jacob’s sons, and Judah had already 

succumbed to it. Maintaining pure worship of the one true God would have been exceedingly difficult in the 

midst of such relationships. 
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The fact that, in chapter 38, Judah mistook Tamar for a shrine prostitute gives a clear picture of the state of 

religious affairs in the Canaanite culture, a picture that is confirmed and greatly enhanced by modern 

archaeological work. For Israel to stay in that environment was a recipe for disaster; but in Egypt, where the 

culture discouraged intermingling with the Hebrew “guests,” this danger of accommodation and 

assimilation did not exist. 

 

Two quick points before we leave chapter 38. First, Tamar was more righteous than Judah. The levirate 

customs of her culture gave her some legal rights that the family of her deceased husband was obligated to 

fulfill. In trying to avoid these responsibilities, Judah would have condemned her to death, to extreme 

poverty, or to prostitution. We’ll talk more about the levirate laws later. They figure prominently in the story 

of Ruth. 

 

Second, the genealogy of Christ as recorded in Matthew 1 contains some very interesting names, including 

Rahab (we’ll get to her story when we read the book of Joshua) and Tamar. God arranged it so that Tamar’s 

son Perez would be an ancestor of the Messiah. Why? Perhaps it was to vindicate this woman, or perhaps to 

indicate long beforehand that Jesus would be the Savior of all men, not just the Jews, but certainly to 

underscore that mysterious, wonderful, sovereign grace that calls the strangest sorts of people into 

fellowship with God Almighty. 

 

WEEK 4, DAY 4  GENESIS 39, 40, 41 
  

Today you read Genesis 39 through 41. First, I want you to understand how the biblical account of Joseph 

accurately reflects what we now know from Egyptian documents to be the culture and political situation in 

Egypt during the Middle Kingdom period. The details of the story fit perfectly with all that we know of 

these times. From about 1710 BC until about 1570 BC, Egypt was ruled by foreign Pharaohs known as the 

Hyksos. These Hyksos were Semites, related to the Hebrews, and during this time it would have been 

especially easy for non-Egyptians to rise to high office. If, in fact, Joseph does fit into this Hyksos period, it 

could explain why we are specifically told that Potiphar was an Egyptian. In all other periods of Egyptian 

history, that information would be redundant. 

 

The titles used in this account are the same as those we now know from other Egyptian documents of the 

period. Pharaohs had chief cupbearers and chief bakers. The most striking parallel is in the name that 

Pharaoh gave to Joseph: “Zaphemath-Panech.” That title has been found in Egyptian inscriptions relating to 

a festival procession. It seems to mean “Head of the Sacred College”—the leader of all the priests. 

 

The account mentions a signet ring (which we know the Pharaohs wore) and the robes that Pharaoh gave to 

Joseph to wear. Those robes are pictured for us in drawings found in tombs of the period. And the Bible 

says that Joseph was given a chariot—an interesting touch because it was just at this period that the light 

chariot of war was introduced to Egypt.
ii
 

 

The customs are right as well. For example, we are specifically told that Joseph had to shave before 

appearing before Pharaoh. We know that that was always the case. 

 

In short, so many details, titles, customs, and points of information are correct that it is utterly inconceivable 

that this account is anything other than a contemporary record of what really happened. Now let us move 

beyond the background to interpret this passage. 
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Twice we are told that Joseph prospered in Potiphar’s house, and then again in prison, because the Lord was 

with him. And in these situations, the ones for whom he labored prospered also. “The Lord blessed the 

household of the Egyptian because of Joseph” (Genesis 39:5). That is a principle we’ve seen before: Lot 

was blessed as long as he stayed with Abraham; Laban was blessed because of the presence of Jacob; 

Potiphar was blessed because of Joseph. They are rediscovering the principle today in China and Russia, 

where a true Christian employee is a highly desirable commodity, because when God blesses the employee, 

the employer benefits as well.  

 

But (and it is a big but) being faithful and experiencing God’s blessing are never a guarantee that trouble 

will not follow. Joseph honors God in Potiphar’s household and ends up in prison. Joseph honors God in 

prison and ends up being forgotten. Can’t you imagine him saying to God, “I even honored you back in 

Canaan and that got me sold into slavery. Lord, what’s going on?” 

  

In that kind of situation, many of us would carry a root of bitterness in our spirits. Joseph could have done 

so too, but he did not. Instead, he quietly chose to trust God. Once again, he reminds us of Christ: “When 

they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he 

entrusted himself to him who judges justly (1 Peter 2:23). Joseph trusts God and lives by the principles of 

integrity and honor. What a contrast to the young and middle-aged Jacob, who trusted no one and lived by 

the power of his wit. 

 

For thirteen very long years, Joseph is absolutely in the dark about what God is doing in his life. The hymn 

writer William Cowper said, “God moves in a mysterious way, his wonders to perform.” To that, Joseph 

would surely have said amen! We do not know what went through his mind; we have no record of his 

searching, agonizing prayers; but we do know that his behavior and commitment to principle never wavered. 

He did what was right; he honored God and he waited. 1 Peter 5:6 says, “Humble yourselves, therefore, 

under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you at the proper time” (ESV). That’s what Joseph did; 

the proper time came and God honored him. 

 

Joseph is a model for us in some other ways as well. Two little sentences in these chapters reveal how 

thoroughly he was focused on God. First, in trying to explain his refusal to Potiphar's wife, he proclaims his 

loyalty to Potiphar, who has treated him very well, and then he asks, “How then could I do such a wicked 

thing and sin against God?” (Genesis 39:9). Joseph understands that, no matter who or what else is 

involved, sin is first and foremost directed against God. It took David a long time, but he finally learned the 

same thing after his bitter experience with Bathsheba. In Psalm 51:4, David cries, “Against you and you 

only have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight.” Every time we sin, we fire a direct salvo at God. 

When we finally learn that, we take sin much more seriously. 

 

The other detail that reveals Joseph’s God-centered approach appears when Pharaoh attributes the ability to 

interpret dreams to Joseph himself. Joseph quickly and emphatically corrects the ruler. “God alone can do 

what you want,” he says, “and he will, but remember, it’s not me—it is God.” Joseph is very careful to give 

all the credit and all the glory to God. Just like Daniel, another great interpreter of dreams who would live 

many years later, he was adamant that God and God alone must get the glory. 

 

Have you noticed how often God has used dreams to reveal himself and to communicate with men in the 

book of Genesis? We have now seen at least five different modes of revelation: direct speech, as God 

apparently used with Abraham at Mt. Moriah; visions, like the one Abraham had at the initiation of the 

covenant; theophanies (visible divine manifestations), like the incident in Genesis 18 where God met 

Abraham by the oak of Mamre; angels, as in Lot’s rescue from Sodom; and dreams. Already, we have seen 
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quite a few instances of dreams. In Genesis 20, God spoke to Abimelech, a pagan king, in a dream. Later, 

Jacob’s very first encounter with God at Bethel was in a dream, and then he had another dream when it was 

time for him to leave his father-in-law’s household. In a dream, Laban was warned not to harm Jacob. 

Young Joseph has dreams, though we are never explicitly told that they come from God. Now Pharaoh has 

dreams, which Joseph attributes to God’s desire to reveal his plan to Pharaoh. As we progress further 

through the Old Testament, from time to time we will find God using the vehicle of dreams to reveal his 

word and purpose to men. Most of the time, this seems to be his favorite method of revealing himself to 

those who are furthest from him and least able to handle more direct forms of instruction. This principle 

would explain, for example, why God uses dreams to make contact with Nebuchadnezzar. The book of 

Hebrews, in its very first paragraph, explains why this method of revelation, while still theoretically 

possible, is much less likely to be used today: “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets 

at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son.” God’s revelation 

in Christ and in the Bible is so full, so complete, and in some ways so final that we don’t need the kind of 

revelation the patriarchs had. But even today, people without the Bible may need that kind of revelation. 

Stories from the mission field and from countries without access to the Bible indicate that God still uses 

dreams. 

 

The seven cows of Pharaoh’s dreams are significant. You know already that the Egyptians worshipped 

many gods and goddesses; one was the goddess of love, Hathor, the cow. As you can imagine, 

archaeologists find many depictions of cows in Egyptian excavations, and sometimes they see seven cows, 

representing the seven major regions of Egypt. God used concepts and images that Pharaoh already knew to 

get his attention. Pharaoh discovered that the priests of Hathor couldn’t tell him what the dream meant, but 

the God of Joseph could, because he is the one true God. 

 

The gods of Egypt would all be exposed as impotent before the God of Israel, but for that account we must 

wait until God has achieved his purposes for both the Canaanites and Israel.  

 

WEEK 4, DAY 5  GENESIS 42, 43 
 

Today you read Genesis 42 and 43, and the plot is thickening in the story of Joseph and his brothers. The 

story may already be very familiar to you, and the account in these chapters 42 and 43 is quite 

straightforward. Nevertheless, I want to point out a few things worth highlighting. 

 

First, recall that Joseph’s enslavement, his unjust imprisonment, the imprisonment of the chief cupbearer 

and the chief baker, Pharaoh’s dream, Joseph’s elevation, and the subsequent famine were all divinely 

ordered events with one ultimate goal in mind—the preparation of a place in Egypt for Israel to develop as a 

nation. It’s truly amazing that God did all this to build an incubator for his chosen people. God’s meticulous 

planning extended even to the prophecy given to Abraham at the inception of the covenant, telling him far in 

advance that this period of enslavement in a land not their own was coming. It would be easy enough, I 

guess, to say that God had Joseph’s life all planned ahead of time and in great detail only because he was so 

critical to the survival of the covenant, and to presume that no such detailed plan exists for ordinary people 

like you and me. But a host of passages in Scripture teach just the opposite. Psalm 139, that wonderful 

psalm about God’s omniscience and omnipresence, says, “All the days ordained for me were written in your 

book before one of them came to be” (Psalm 139:16). Ephesians 2:10 tells us that “we are God's 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God has prepared in advance for us to do.” 

That verse definitely seems to teach that just as surely as God specifically planned the life of Joseph, so he 

has my life planned as well! You may not be God’s chosen instrument to rule a nation or change modern 

history, but you are still extremely significant to him and he has a plan for you! 
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Imagine yourself sitting in the administrator’s chair in the Great Hall of Pharaoh. Everything has happened 

just as you told Pharaoh it would. The seven years of plenty were extraordinary, and you stored up huge 

quantities of grain like the sands of the seashore, so much that keeping records became impossible. Then the 

famine came and foreigners from all over began showing up in Egypt to buy grain, and everyone had to 

appeal to you personally. Everyone in Egypt, except Pharaoh, is bowing down to you. One day you look up 

and there they are—you rub your eyes, your heart skips a beat or two, but there can be no mistaking it. It is 

your brothers! In a flash, you are overwhelmed; the anger and loneliness of the many years in prison come 

back to you. You want to know about your father and your younger brother Benjamin. You start to speak, 

but then you catch yourself—better not to reveal your identity too quickly. You want to see what you can 

find out about them. They approach your chair … and you remember the dream that got you into so much 

trouble twenty years earlier. 

 

It took twenty years, but God had brought it to pass just as he said he would! I know I’ve said this already, 

but it is so vital to realize that God will keep every single promise he has made to us—maybe not in our time 

frame, but in his. If you have to wait twenty years as Joseph did, so what? God’s promises are, in the words 

of the New Testament, “yes and amen” (2 Corinthians 1:20). That is, they are absolutely certain, secure, and 

sure to be carried out. 

 

Joseph’s coyness with his brothers has nothing whatsoever to do with revenge. I don’t think he even took 

much pleasure in watching them squirm. The strategies and ploys were all meant to see if they had really 

changed, and to make certain that his younger brother Benjamin was well. Joseph has already decided how 

he will deal with his brothers, but first, to test their character, he puts an extraordinary amount of pressure 

on them by keeping Simeon in custody and by returning their silver. Keeping one of the brothers was 

designed to accomplish two things for Joseph: it forced his father’s hand into letting Benjamin go, and it 

ensured their return to Egypt. Having now established contact after twenty years, Joseph does not want to 

lose it! He knew old Jacob well enough to realize that he would never let Benjamin go unless something 

forced him to do so. A third tactic to keep the pressure on (and one Joseph probably did enjoy) involved the 

seating arrangements at the banquet that Joseph gave in Pharaoh’s household after his brothers’ return. 

Everyone was seated by age, and they were astonished at how this man could know these things about them.  

 

The scholars who would like to prove a multiplicity of authors for the Genesis account usually divide the 

Joseph material into at least two sources. First they point to 42:27, where one of the brothers discovers his 

silver in the sack while they are still in transit from Egypt back to Canaan, and then to verse 35, which says 

that they made the discovery after they had arrived back home and were in Jacob’s presence. The conclusion 

is that the editors (these mythical redactors) used two accounts and mingled them, leaving contradictory 

material in the record. The possibility that one brother made the discovery while on the road and the others 

made similar discoveries at home is not even considered as a possible explanation. 

 

Chapter 43 says Judah has become spokesman for the group, a role that he does not appear willing to 

relinquish. He personally guarantees Benjamin’s safety with his own life in order to bring him back and 

break the logjam that was keeping Jacob’s from permitting the brothers to return to Egypt for food and 

Simeon. Reuben previously made a similar offer, and as the oldest he should have been the leader, but he 

does not appear to have as much credibility with his brothers or with Jacob. Remember that Reuben had 

planned to deliver Joseph many years earlier, but his plans were thwarted by a Judah’s fundraising scheme. 

It is perhaps because of Reuben’s gentler intentions at the beginning of the story that Joseph chooses to 

retain Simeon instead of Reuben, the oldest and logical hostage. At any rate, Judah is the stronger leader. 

Keep that point in mind as it will carry some significance later. 
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Also, in chapter 42, the brothers are called Israel’s sons, not Jacob’s sons. I think the writer wants us to 

realize that in this story a family has become a nation. 

 

My last point is perhaps the most important thing for us to see in these chapters: for twenty long years, the 

brothers have been carrying very guilty consciences. At more than one point in this account, those guilty 

consciences betray themselves! When things don’t go well and they are accused of spying, their immediate 

response is to say, “We're being punished for what we did to Joseph—that’s why this is happening.” What a 

revealing comment. You can cover up guilt, disguise it, or perfume it, but apart from the true forgiveness 

available from God through Christ Jesus, there is no way to ever get rid of it. Not only can you not get rid of 

guilt, but it refuses to stay buried, coming back over and over again to accuse you before God and before 

men. How wonderful it is to know that when you and I become Christians, God removes not only the sin, 

but also the guilt, from us—“as far as the east is from the west” (Psalm 103:12)—and he “remembers your 

sins no more” (Isaiah 43:25). 
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