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This story of Joseph is one of the best known from the book of Genesis. 

Joseph is the boy given a special coat by his father; he goes from rags to riches, from the pit to the palace, and becomes the saviour of his family. 

He is chosen by God for a special leadership role among his people.

Despite being favoured by his father and favoured by God he will experience many struggles in life. 

So let’s consider what sort of person he is at the outset. 

1) Joseph: Godly Leader or Spoilt Brat?

What do you make of Joseph from what we see in chapter 37? 

Is he a godly leader or a spoilt brat? 

Scholars are divided on this. 

Some see Joseph as God’s faithful, obedient and trustworthy servant. 

In Chapter 37 we see God choosing a faithful, righteous person to lead his people in spite of the jealousy of others.  

One scholar concludes that “Those who faithfully serve their master often must endure grievous persecution but cannot be prevented from fulfilling their God-given destiny.”   

[Allen P. Ross Creation and Blessing: A Guide to the Study and Exposition of Genesis. 1997] p.609

Others see Joseph as a “spoilt brat” who enjoys his father’s favour and even divine favour.

The way he parades this leads to jealousy and puts his life at risk.

It is the struggles he experiences in life that mould him eventually into a more admirable character.

 [Gordon Wenham and Andrew Reid in their commentaries] 

The first interpretation suggests the jealousy of Joseph’s brothers is stirred up because he acts like a godly leader. 

The second interpretation suggests the jealousy is stirred up because Joseph acts like a spoilt brat. 

Both readings have much to commend them. 

Is the Joseph we meet in Gen 37 a godly young man persecuted for following God’s call on his life?

Or is he a “spoilt brat” who must grow into being a leader? 

Let’s just note a few things from the passage to help our thinking. 

2) Joseph

Joseph is the longed-for son of Jacob’s favourite wife, Rachel. 

He is 17 years old here, the 11th of Jacob’s 12 sons. 

As his mother, Rachel, has died it appears Jacob has placed Joseph under the care of the half-brothers who have been born to Rachel and Leah’s maids, Bilhah and Zilpah. 

But are they keeping an eye on him or is he keeping an eye on them?

We can’t tell. But for some reason he brings his father a “a bad report” (v.2) of whatever the brothers are doing. 

It’s hard to know if he is doing this for good reasons or if he is just trying to get his brothers into trouble. 

At best he is naïve: surely every teenage boy knows that if you tell on your brothers there’ll be some retribution when your dad’s not looking. 

It is clear to everyone that Joseph is Jacob’s favoured son. 

Jacob has given him an “ornamented robe” (v.3) or a “coat of many colours” as a special gift. 

All this does is stir up his brothers’ jealousy and even hatred. 

It’s not Joseph’s fault that his father favours him but it will put his life at risk. 

Perhaps this is the point of the story: it is written as a warning to all parents to love your children equally. Don’t show favouritism. 

We’ll park that thought and come back to it later when we think about the main point of this story.

If the reporting back to dad, the special love of dad and the special coat from dad are not enough, Joseph then has two dreams suggesting a time will come when his father and brothers will all bow down to him (vv 5-11). 

These are prophetic dreams that God gives Joseph. 

They will come true later in the story – not in Gen 37. 

But the way Joseph tells his family about the dreams only stirs up further jealousy and hatred. 

If Joseph was living today it would be as if he posted his dreams on social media. 

Look at me, he’s saying, I’m going to be the big star of our family. 

That’s a sure-fire way humiliate your brothers. 

Look at what it says in v.8 “They hated him even more because of his dreams and his words.” (37:8)

Is he being arrogant here or naïve? 

I tend to think this is an example of immaturity rather than him being a “spoilt brat” as such.

Joseph has definitely heard from God but he doesn’t have the maturity to know how to communicate this to his family.

This shows that it’s not enough to be gifted by the Spirit; you also need wisdom and discernment to handle what the Spirit gives you. 

And Joseph doesn’t have this yet. 

Jacob at least has the wisdom v.11 to ponder on the strange things his son is saying.

Perhaps he had a sense that these dreams were in fact from God rather than his son’s imagination. 

After all he too had once had a very special dream from God when he dreamt of a stairway or ladder coming down from heaven (Gen 28). 

Maybe God does in fact have a special mission for his son; only time will tell.

In vv 12-36 the brothers’ jealousy erupts into a cruelty against Joseph which will rupture Jacob’s family for at least another 20 years. 

The brothers here are not just the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah because the story also includes two of Leah’s sons, Reuben and Judah. 

Reuben and Judah are able to restrain the murderous aims of their brothers – but nevertheless Joseph is sold into slavery.

At the end of the chapter – which we didn’t read – the brothers return to their father, Jacob, and have to explain why Joseph is missing.

They take the coloured robe, cover it with goat’s blood and give it to their father.

Jacob is deceived into thinking Joseph is dead. 

We the readers remember that Jacob used a goat stew and goatskin to deceive his own father (Gen 27). 

Now ironically goat’s blood is used to deceive him. 

The deceptions in this family go on and on. 

Is Joseph a godly leader or a spoilt brat?

I don’t think Gen 37 gives us enough information to decide either way. 

My own opinion is that at this stage he is simply an immature young man put in an unenviable position through his father’s favouritism and without the wisdom to know what to do with God’s calling on his life. 

Yes, he may bring some of the trouble on himself but he doesn’t do anything to warrant being sold into slavery let alone being murdered. 

I’d love to hear your opinions about Joseph after the service. 

But perhaps Joseph isn’t even the main character in the story. 

3) God

As with the whole book of Genesis, the main character is actually God, even though, ironically, God is not directly mentioned in Chapter 37. 

Nevertheless his fingerprints are all over this story. 

Let me make some brief comments on two big theological themes which suggest God is at work in a hidden way throughout this chapter: God’s election and God’s providence.

God’s election is seen in the choosing of Joseph from amongst all the brothers to be the next leader in the family. 

We are meant to see God’s hand behind Joseph’s prophetic dreams. 

One day according to God’s plan Joseph will hold a position of authority and his family will in fact bow down before him. 

And what they don’t know is that as with God’s election of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – this election of Joseph will be for their blessing and even the blessing of other nations. 

This is an outworking of the covenant promises to Abraham back in Genesis 12 and we’ll read more about this next week when we come to Gen 45.

Throughout the Bible we see that God doesn’t choose his leaders as the world might choose.

He doesn’t choose the strongest, the eldest, the one with the best CV or the one who’s most gifted.

He chooses whom he chooses for his own reasons and then equips them for the task. 

Think of Moses, King David, the prophets and the disciples. 

Joseph is an example of someone God chooses to be a leader – and like many others he is a work in progress – someone who needs to mature in his faith. 

Please note that God does not choose perfect people – for there are none. 

God can use any of us to do his work and along the way he will help us mature and help us by his Spirit to respond to the difficulties that arise in life. 

That is one thing we can learn from Joseph. 

God’s providence is seen in the overarching story of provision and protection. 

Joseph is never abandoned by God, even when he is sold into slavery.

God protects Joseph from murder through two of his brothers; and the Midianite merchants are God’s means of getting Joseph to Egypt where God has a special role for Joseph. 

At the end of Gen 37 Joseph is not bought by any old Egyptian but by Potiphar, an important official of the Pharaoh’s. 

This little detail shows how the setting is already being prepared for how the dreams will come true.  

God is at work in this story despite the fact that Joseph suffers terribly. 

There is a lot that is wrong with human nature in this chapter, not least Jacob’s favouritism, Joseph’s immaturity, and the brothers’ jealousy. 

These are all effects of the Fall in Genesis 3. 

But we see that despite the peril Joseph experiences, the evil that almost takes his life, God’s purposes cannot be thwarted. 

4) Conclusion

Many of you no doubt know the musical “Joseph and his Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat” written by Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice. 

The musical suggests Joseph is a dreamer who gets into some trouble but everything works out in the end. 

A sort of growing up story, or boy-comes-good story.

The musical imagines Joseph dancing around in his bright coat singing 'Any Dream Will Do'.

Genesis, however, tells a much darker story. 

It’s a story of attempted murder, human trafficking and decades of grief.

It’s a story of envy, hatred, favouritism, injustice, deception, stupidity, and naivete. 

It shows what human beings are capable of and how much we need God’s help to put things right.

Joseph is part of God’s big plan to redeem the world from all the darkness we see here. 

Interestingly note that in Gen 37 we see Joseph, a beloved son, rejected and betrayed, and sold for some pieces of silver.

These details point us forward to God’s beloved Son, rejected and betrayed, and sold for some pieces of silver.

Joseph will become a saviour of sorts – saving his family and blessing the nations through his godly leadership. 

He is a pattern and a forerunner of a saviour who will come to save the whole world: the Lord Jesus Christ. 

To answer my own questions:

Is Joseph here a godly leader or a spoilt brat?

In Gen 37 I don’t think he is either – I think he is naïve and immature; a work in progress.

Is this chapter meant to teach parents to love all their children equally?

No, I don’t think this is the main point. 

I think the main point of Genesis 37 is that God’s plan of redemption will not be thwarted.

The evil that Joseph experiences is real. 

The world can be a dark place.

But God has not abandoned Joseph, he has not abandoned his people and he has not abandoned us. 

We end Gen 37 with everyone in distress.

Joseph alone and a slave in a foreign country; Jacob weeping at Joseph’s presumed death; the brothers all guilty of a terrible secret.

If we stopped reading here, we might conclude that evil has triumphed.

But God is still at work— weaving a larger story of salvation, even if his name is barely mentioned. 

If today you find yourself in your own "Genesis 37", struggling and suffering unfairly, don't lose heart. 

Don’t give up. 

Trust the God who is at work even when you cannot see him. 

The God who was faithful to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph will be with you no matter what happens. 

This is a God you and I can trust.

A God who is with us even in the darkest moments of life.
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