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Joseph: The Promise Threatened 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 The narrative begins with the introduction “This is the story of the family of Jacob.” The word that the 

NRSV translates as “story” is toledoth. Toledoth originally meant lineage, and is used this way in lists of 
descendants such as Genesis 36:1-37:1. However, here it is not a list, but a fully developed “family story.” 
The unique use here points to an intermediate type of story: The Joseph narrative is no longer one of the 
patriarchal stories (cf. Abraham), but it is also not yet an abstract universal story. It still concerns the 
ancestors of a particular people group.1 

 The word sana, translated hatred in 37:4 is a powerful term.2 It does not mean a state or an attitude, but 
denotes action.3 

 In Genesis 37:19, Joseph’s brothers call him a “dreamer.” However, the Hebrew expression ba‘al hahalomot 
does not contain our English connotation of “daydreamer.” Rather, it means one “empowered to 
prophetic dreams.” The brothers are not acting against Joseph’s childish dreaming, but revolting against 
the divine revelation he has presented to them.4 

Geographic 
 The narrative takes place in Canaan and describes the world of a settled agrarian lifestyle. Although the 

story makes mention of places like Shechem (37:13) and Dothan (37:17), the Joseph narrative is much less 
centered on specific places. This sets it apart from the earlier patriarchal narratives that show a profound 
concern for what happens where.5 

 
Historical 

 Many attempts have been made to associate Joseph with historical figures, especially with Imhotep, the 
minister of Pharaoh Djoser, who is described on an inscription narrating a seven year famine in Egypt.6 
However, any certain dating of the story is questionable.7 What is certain is that Joseph lived sometime 
before the 13th century BCE, at a time when Egypt dominated the Near East, and the people of Canaan 
had not yet entered the Iron Age.  

 
Cultural/Religious 

 The narrative has moved beyond a simple “family equals society” dynamic. Instead, the narrative shows an 
interest in “global” events such as famine and in the political workings of the Egyptian bureaucracy. The 
cultural assumptions shows a growing interest in the idea of Israel as a political entity, rather than just a 
familial clan.8 

Promises Made, Promises Broken 

The Point  
Even when we try as hard as possible to harm each other, God can turn our work towards good. 
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 God works in a more distant way than in the time of the patriarchs in this narrative. In the entirety of the 
Joseph narrative, God never appears as an actor. Rather the work of God is seen as occurring “behind-the-
scenes,” as Joseph sums up in 50:20: What you intended for evil, God worked for good. In the same way, 
the dreams that Joseph experiences are not visions in which he interacts with the divine (cf. Abraham’s 
vision of the firepot (Genesis 15:8)), but are premonitions and illustrations of the future.9  

 
Literary 

 The passage continues the story of Jacob that comes before it. While Jacob is still an important character, 
the subject of the narrative becomes his most loved son, Joseph. This passage continue the narrative that 
began with Abraham, showing how God preserves the sons of Jacob in the face of famine and of intra-
family strife.  
 Genre – The passage is unique in Genesis in that it is “from beginning to end and organically 

constructed narrative.”10 Rather than a series of self-contained stories such as Abraham or Jacob, the 
Joseph story has a continuous plot with a beginning, middle, and end. For this reason, Hermann 
Gunkel describes it as a “novella.”11 

 Authorial Intention – The teller of the tale of Joseph is interested in three things. One, the teller is 
interested in showing how God continued to uphold the promise made to Abraham. Two, the teller of 
the tale is interested in setting up the Exodus narrative. The Exodus narrative is one of the high points 
of the Pentateuch, and the tale of Joseph helps both to explain how the Israelites became settled in 
Egypt and to show the difference between the Pharaoh of Joseph’s time and the Pharaoh of the 
Exodus. Three, the teller is interested in relating a tale that illustrates the way that God continues to 
work among the people. 

 Audience – The audience of the tale of Joseph were the Israelites who were being taught their history 
as a people. The story narrates the early relation of the people of Israel to the Egyptians, and sets up 
the pivotal moment in their relationship to God, the Exodus and the revelation at Sinai.  

Common Misunderstandings 
 Joseph’s coat was probably not a “technicolor dream-coat.” The best evidence points to his coat being 

“sleeved.” The same word is used in 2 Samuel 13:18 to describe a princess’s clothes.12 
 See Linguistic for a discussion of Joseph as a “dreamer.” 
 

More Information 
 For more on the role of the Pharaoh in Egypt, see: http://www.ancient.eu/pharaoh/ 
 For an extensive library of resources on Egypt, see: http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/egyptians/  
 
 

http://www.ancient.eu/pharaoh/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/egyptians/
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Genesis 15:1-6) – In this week, we see the how the promise that God made to Abraham last 

week begins to become a reality. We read not only about how God gave children to Abraham’s grandson 
Jacob, but also how God preserves Abraham’s descendants in the midst of family tension and jealousy. 

 Next Week (Exodus 12:1-13; 13:1-8) – Today’s lesson leaves us with the children of Israel living in Egypt. 
In next week’s lesson, we see how God plans to deliver the Israelites from slavery and to take them to the 
land that God promised to Abraham. 

 Other Weeks – In Luke 24:13-35 (4/23/2017), the story of the walk on the road to Emmaus describes 
another instance when God’s working only became clear after looking back on events. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 Judah’s counsel against killing Joseph and “covering his blood” echoes Genesis 4:10, in which Abel’s blood 
calls out to God. Job 16:18 repeats the same theme. 

 In Romans 8:28, Paul repeats Joseph’s assertion that God works good out of intended evil. 
 Joseph is mentioned in Hebrews 11:22 as a hero of faith. 
 

Thematic Connections 
 God Revealed- This week’s lesson emphasizes a new way in which God is revealed to people. Rather than 

a God who walks and talks with Adam and Eve, or who appears to Abraham, we see a God who is 
revealed in subtle ways. For Joseph and his brothers, God is revealed in the outcome of events and the 
mysterious nature of dreams. 

 Promises Made, Promises Broken- In this week’s lesson, we see how Jacob’s children intend to try and 
break God’s promise by killing their brother. However, we also see how God remains faithful in the face of 
human wickedness. God takes the brother’s misdeed and uses it to protect the promise made to Abraham 
against a deadly famine. 

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 This passage shows God working through the good and the bad of familial and human relationships. As 
families get back into the rhythm of school in September, this passage could serve as an exploration of 
God’s purposes in the tension filled world of school friendships and rivalries. 

 
Hymns/ Music 

 A hymn that tells the whole story of Joseph: “Joseph and His Brothers” 
 There are many Sunday school songs about Joseph, including: “Joseph’s Song,” words available here: http://

www.dltk-bible.com/joseph_song.htm 
 Some praise songs about Joseph: “Joseph was a Dreamer” and “Sons of His Old Age” 
 

Media Connections 
 Andrew Lloyd Weber wrote a musical about the story of Joseph, entitled Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor 

Dreamcoat. 
 Thomas Mann wrote a four-part novel entitled Joseph and his Brothers, in which he retells the story of Joseph, 

beginning with his father Jacob’s flight from Esau. 
 Dreamworks Animation released an animated musical entitled Joseph: King of Dreams 
 TNT made a television movie of the Joseph story, entitled Joseph. 

http://www.dltk-bible.com/joseph_song.htm
http://www.dltk-bible.com/joseph_song.htm
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Multimedia Links 
 For a large exhibit of Egyptian art, see: http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/phar/hd_phar.htm 
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