
Sept. 27, 2020 -- (Pentecost 16, God Works through Joseph) 

Sermon Text – Genesis 37:3-8, 17b-22, 26-34; 50:15-21 

 
- So Joseph went after his brothers…They saw him from a distance, and before he 

came near to them, they conspired to kill him…But when Reuben heard it, he delivered 

him out of their hands, saying, "Let us not take his life." …Then Judah said to his brothers, 

"Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and not lay our hands on him, for he is our 

brother, our own flesh."  And his brothers agreed.  When some Midianite traders passed 

by, they drew Joseph up, lifting him out of the pit, and sold him to the Ishmaelites for 

twenty pieces of silver.  And they took Joseph to Egypt…Realizing that their father was 

dead, Joseph's brothers said, “…Please forgive the crime of the servants of the God of 

your father.” …But Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of God?  

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.” -  

 

 

The story of Joseph and his brothers is a long story.  It takes up the entire last 14 

chapters of the book of Genesis.  We can’t possibly deal with the whole thing as one 

sermon.  But the lectionary makers have given us the beginning and the end.  It 

seems that somehow they want us to take it in one big bite.  So, here it is – God can 

use whatever happens to us, no matter how bad that may be, for the purpose of 

fulfilling God’s promises.  And there is a lot of bad in the story. 

 

 Let’s begin with Joseph’s father, Jacob.  Jacob likes Joseph more than his other 

sons.  That may happen in real life, but it’s not good parenting.  To make things worse, 

Jacob gives his favorite son a special coat, which may have been made of many 

colors, or may have had especially long sleeves.  The translators can’t tell us which it 

is for sure.  Whichever it is, it means that it was a coat made for people who are not 

expected to do much work.  If it had many colors, you wouldn’t want to get it dirty.  If 

it had long sleeves, they would be getting in the way all the time.  It sets Joseph apart 

from his brothers.  Jacob may expect them to be hard workers; Joseph, not so much.  

He likely can do whatever he wants.  That’s bad. 

 

 Now, let’s turn to Joseph.  Joseph is a jerk.  Or, at least, he’s something of an 

immature, little twerp.  In the verse that just precedes our reading, Joseph tattles on 

his brothers.  They’re out in the fields, tending the sheep, and he brings “a bad report 

of them to their father.”  We don’t know what they did or didn’t do, but it’s likely that 

“little brother” would have been better off keeping his mouth shut about it.  On top of 

that, Joseph reports to them that he has had a dream in which the bundles of grain 

they are binding act out the fact that his brothers will all bow down to him.  He backs 

it up with the report of another dream, which we skipped in our reading, in which the 

sun, moon and eleven stars all bow down to him.  First the tattling, then the coat, now 
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the dreams – that’s bad.  The brothers have had enough, and who can blame them? 

 

 The brothers are not happy with Joseph, nor are they happy, one suspects, with 

their father.  Jacob could have played it better.  He didn’t have to single Joseph out 

with a fancy gift.  And Joseph didn’t have to rub it in.  He didn’t have to tattle, nor did 

he have to share his dreams, but he did.  His brothers wish he were gone.  So, the next 

time they are out watching over the sheep, and Jacob sends him out to check on 

them, they see him coming and decide to kill him.  That’s bad.  It’s probably worse 

than the other things because it would have resulted in the loss of human life, but they 

don’t actually kill him.  They do throw him into a pit.  And they do sell him to traders.  

And they do shred up his fancy coat and dip it in blood, so that they can convince 

Jacob that Joseph is dead, but they don’t kill him.  That’s good, but it’s still bad. 

 

 Now, the story turns to Egypt.  The traders take him there.  I guess that’s good.  

It’s got plenty of sun, some pretty nice sand, and a really good river.  If you’re going 

to be sold into slavery, there could be worse places.  But Joseph is sold into slavery 

and that’s bad.  While a slave, Joseph impresses his owner, who puts him in charge of 

his household affairs.  That’s good.  At the same time, Joseph also impresses his 

owner’s wife.  She wants to get to know him better and that’s bad.  Joseph resists and 

that’s good.  But the owner’s wife gets mad and brings a false accusation against 

him.  Joseph goes to prison and that’s bad.  While in prison, Joseph interprets the 

dreams of the Pharaoh’s servants and is put in charge of organizing the prison.  That’s 

good.  But Joseph is still locked up and that’s bad.  Then, Joseph interprets the 

dreams of the Pharaoh by predicting seven years of plenty followed by seven years 

of famine.  Joseph is promoted to the position of Egypt’s Secretary of Agriculture and 

sets up a federal grain reserve program.  A lot of people are saved from starvation in 

Egypt and throughout the nearby world.  And that’s really good.   

 

 But Joseph is still separated from his family and that’s bad.  They are having a 

tough go of it up in the land of Canaan.  They hear that there is grain available down 

in Egypt.  Jacob sends his sons to go get some.  In so doing, they encounter Joseph.  

They don’t recognize him, but he recognizes them.  I think that’s bad.  It gives Joseph 

the opportunity to play some tricks on them and ends with one of the brothers being 

imprisoned while the others go back to get the littlest of the brothers, Benjamin.  

Maybe, somehow, that evens things out.  If that’s what needed to happen, then I 

guess it’s good.  When the brothers return with Benjamin, Joseph reveals his true 

identity.  The brothers are scared.  That’s probably good too.  They know that they 

have done wrong and they deserve Joseph’s anger.  But Joseph has changed.  He’s 

gained a new perspective.  His time as a slave and a prisoner have opened his eyes 
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to a new reality.  He realizes that through everything, God was at work to bring good 

out of his bad situations.  Now, in the end, an entire nation and many neighboring 

peoples, including his own family, have been saved from starvation.  And that is 

really good!  Through Joseph, God has fulfilled the third of the promises God made 

with Abraham.  He was to be blessed, so that he and his family would be a blessing to 

others.  Through Joseph, many people have been blessed by having enough to eat 

even throughout the seven years of famine.  And that is really, really good! 

 

 The point is this – so often, we wonder why bad things happen in the world.  We 

wonder just who is in control when things seem to go haywire.  We wonder if God 

might be pulling strings to make things happen, so that we might learn something in 

the process.  The story of Joseph makes it clear that that isn’t what’s happening.  God 

did not cause these bad things to happen.  People did.  God didn’t make Jacob to 

be a bad parent.  That was his choice.  He played favorites and let his sons know that 

he liked Joseph best.  And God didn’t make Joseph to be an arrogant, little, snitch.  

That was his doing.  It was probably helped by the fact that Jacob gave him a fancy 

coat and used him as a spy to check on his other sons’ activities.  And God didn’t 

make the brothers seek revenge on Joseph by throwing him in a pit and selling him to 

traders.  That was them.  And in Egypt?  Well, it’s back and forth, back and forth, good 

and bad, good and bad.  Bad things happen to Joseph, but the scriptures say 

repeatedly that “God was with him.”  Every bad thing that happens to Joseph is an 

opportunity to be transformed by God.  Sometimes that’s hard to see.  Sometimes it’s 

really hard when we are the ones who are suffering the effects of bad things.  Some-

times it’s really, really hard when the suffering is excruciating and seems to go on and 

on in a never-ending fashion.  The story of Joseph and his brothers makes it clear.  

God is with us in the midst of the bad stuff to transform it and bring from it blessings 

that are good.  Joseph puts it this way, at the end of the story.  He tells his brothers, 

“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.”  That’s the promise.  God’s 

people are blessed to be a blessing, no matter what.  And that’s really good! 

 

          Amen. 


