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The	story	of	Joseph,	Genesis	37—50		

Objectives	of	this	lesson	
1. Explain how Joseph’s story complements both Abraham’s and Jacob’s stories 
2. Identify the intended parallels of the character with the Seed 
3. Compare and contrast Joseph and Judah 
4. Appreciate the role of Joseph in the book of Genesis and the rest of Scripture 

Some	key	terms	
Judah, providential, substitution, scepter, Genesis 49 

Introduction	
If Jacob’s story was drastically different from 
Abraham’s (and it was) then Joseph’s story is just 
as unique in an altogether positive way. In fact, I 
like to call him the “photo-shopped” patriarch. 
Don’t get me wrong: Joseph, like Abraham, is a 
great guy, but even he isn’t as perfect as he is! 
That is, after a while you get the impression that 
Moses has selected only the best to write about 
Joseph and there are very significant reasons why. 
Moses certainly isn’t being untruthful, but his 
purpose is much more than to simply give a 
historical account of one of the fathers of the faith and that’s what makes this story distinct from, 
and actually more important than, those of Abraham and Jacob. The story of Joseph is not only 
the end, but also a fitting climax, of the book. His providential journey from prison to palace is 
interesting in its own right, but all the more so when you realize that it is also the story of 
another!  

Genesis	37,	Joseph’s	position	makes	him	unique	
Joseph’s story begins in 37:2-11:  

2This is the account of Jacob. 

Joseph, his seventeen-year-old son, was taking care of the flocks with his brothers. Now he was a 
youngster working with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, his father’s wives. Joseph brought back a 
bad report about them to their father. 
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3Now Israel loved Joseph more than all his sons because he was a son born to him late in life, 
and he made a special tunic for him. 4When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father loved him 
more than any of them, they hated Joseph and were not able to speak to him kindly. 

5Joseph had a dream, and when he told his brothers about it, they hated him even more. 6He said 
to them, “Listen to this dream I had: 7There we were, binding sheaves of grain in the middle of 
the field. Suddenly my sheaf rose up and stood upright and your sheaves surrounded my sheaf 
and bowed down to it!” 8Then his brothers asked him, “Do you really think you will rule over us 
or have dominion over us?” They hated him even more because of his dream and because of what 
he said. 

9Then he had another dream, and told it to his brothers. “Look,” he said. “I had another dream. 
The sun, the moon, and eleven stars were bowing down to me.” 10When he told his father and his 
brothers, his father rebuked him, saying, “What is this dream that you had? Will I, your mother, 
and your brothers really come and bow down to you?” 11His brothers were jealous of him, but his 
father kept in mind what Joseph said. 

Joseph’s brothers were understandably jealous of him to begin with simply because he was has 
father’s sentimental favorite, being the firstborn of his favorite wife and he was born to Jacob in 
his old age (37:3). One of the symbols of this favoritism was evidently the richly ornamented 
robe, which is mentioned in the text at least three times. The fact that Joseph’s dreams portrayed 
him in a place of prominence over his brothers probably pushed his brothers over the edge. Some 
people assume that the animosity of Joseph’s brothers was the result of his youthful arrogance, 
but the text never actually blames Joseph for their choices. If Joseph had made up the dreams 
then we could accuse him of pride, but God is the one who gives him the dreams! At this point 
in the story I think we’re safe to say that God is choosing Joseph from among his brothers for 
special purposes and his brothers can’t handle it.   

Before we leave this section, I have one more thought to leave with you. Even his father rebuked 
him for the dreams, but at the same time did not simply dismiss the thought. The text says, “but 
his father kept the matter in mind” (37:11). Does that phrase remind you of another parent in 
scripture that was both bewildered and perhaps even annoyed by a young (and actually innocent) 
son? 

46 After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to 
them and asking them questions. 47 And all who heard Jesus were astonished at his understanding 
and his answers. 48 When his parents saw him, they were overwhelmed. His mother said to him, 
“Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been looking for you 
anxiously.” 49 But he replied, “Why were you looking for me? Didn’t you know that I must be in 
my Father’s house?” 50 Yet his parents did not understand the remark he made to them. 51 And he 
went down with them and came to Nazareth and was submissive to them. And his mother 
treasured up all these things in her heart. 

In the discussion about how to deal with Joseph, two brothers' ideas are seriously entertained, 
Reuben, the oldest and Judah, but the brothers choose Judah’s plan. This fact reveals at least two 
important decisions on the part of the brothers: 1) they probably chose Judah as the natural leader 
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of the group and 2) they really wanted to dispose of their brother, Joseph, since Judah’s plan was 
the more drastic of the two. 

Genesis	38,	a	break	in	the	story?	
When you wander into the events of Genesis 38 you probably find yourself wanting to get out as 
soon as possible and frankly wondering why you went there in the first place (vv. 1–26)!  

38 It happened at that time that Judah went down from his brothers and turned aside to a 
certain Adullamite, whose name was Hirah. 2 There Judah saw the daughter of a certain 
Canaanite whose name was Shua. He took her and went in to her, 3 and she conceived and bore a 
son, and he called his name Er. 4 She conceived again and bore a son, and she called his 
name Onan. 5 Yet again she bore a son, and she called his name Shelah. Judah was in Chezib 
when she bore him. 

6 And Judah took a wife for Er his firstborn, and her name was Tamar. 7 But Er, Judah's 
firstborn, was wicked in the sight of the Lord, and the Lord put him to death. 8 Then Judah said to 
Onan, “Go in to your brother's wife and perform the duty of a brother-in-law to her, and raise up 
offspring for your brother.” 9 But Onan knew that the offspring would not be his. So whenever he 
went in to his brother's wife he would waste the semen on the ground, so as not to give offspring 
to his brother. 10 And what he did was wicked in the sight of the Lord, and he put him to death 
also. 11 Then Judah said to Tamar his daughter-in-law, “Remain a widow in your father's house, 
till Shelah my son grows up”—for he feared that he would die, like his brothers. So Tamar went 
and remained in her father's house. 

12 In the course of time the wife of Judah, Shua's daughter, died. When Judah was comforted, he 
went up to Timnah to his sheepshearers, he and his friend Hirah the Adullamite. 13 And when 
Tamar was told, “Your father-in-law is going up to Timnah to shear his sheep,” 14 she took off 
her widow's garments and covered herself with a veil, wrapping herself up, and sat at the 
entrance to Enaim, which is on the road to Timnah. For she saw that Shelah was grown up, and 
she had not been given to him in marriage. 15 When Judah saw her, he thought she was a 
prostitute, for she had covered her face. 16 He turned to her at the roadside and said, “Come, let 
me come in to you,” for he did not know that she was his daughter-in-law. She said, “What will 
you give me, that you may come in to me?” 17 He answered, “I will send you a young goat from 
the flock.” And she said, “If you give me a pledge, until you send it—” 18 He said, “What pledge 
shall I give you?” She replied, “Your signet and your cord and your staff that is in your hand.” 
So he gave them to her and went in to her, and she conceived by him. 19 Then she arose and went 
away, and taking off her veil she put on the garments of her widowhood. 

20 When Judah sent the young goat by his friend the Adullamite to take back the pledge from the 
woman's hand, he did not find her. 21 And he asked the men of the place, “Where is the cult 
prostitute who was at Enaim at the roadside?” And they said, “No cult prostitute has been 
here.” 22 So he returned to Judah and said, “I have not found her. Also, the men of the place said, 
‘No cult prostitute has been here.’” 23 And Judah replied, “Let her keep the things as her own, or 
we shall be laughed at. You see, I sent this young goat, and you did not find her.” 

24 About three months later Judah was told, “Tamar your daughter-in-law has been 
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immoral] Moreover, she is pregnant by immorality.” And Judah said, “Bring her out, and let her 
be burned.” 25 As she was being brought out, she sent word to her father-in-law, “By the man to 
whom these belong, I am pregnant.” And she said, “Please identify whose these are, the signet 
and the cord and the staff.” 26 Then Judah identified them and said, “She is more righteous than 
I, since I did not give her to my son Shelah.” And he did not know her again. 

Of course, you “went there” because it’s in the Bible, but even then I ask myself, “What good 
does this story of prostitution, incest, deception and murder (at least the intent) do?” I doubt 
anyone bookmarks this story as great devotional material that will warm one’s heart! Besides all 
this, it appears that the more important storyline of Joseph has been ignored, but it hasn’t. 
Actually, this story is important for at least two reasons. It develops the continuing comparison 
between the man the brothers pick to lead them (Judah) and the man that God will pick to lead 
them (Joseph). As it turns out Judah’s lack of character here provides a defining background for 
what we’ll learn about Joseph in the next chapter. 

Genesis	39,	Joseph’s	character	makes	him	unique	
If God’s people have neglected chapter 38 because of its messiness we have probably made up 
for it with our attention to chapter 39:1–10!  

39 Now Joseph had been brought down to Egypt, and Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh, the 
captain of the guard, an Egyptian, had bought him from the Ishmaelites who had brought him 
down there. 2 The Lord was with Joseph, and he became a successful man, and he was in the 
house of his Egyptian master. 3 His master saw that the Lord was with him and that 
the Lord caused all that he did to succeed in his hands. 4 So Joseph found favor in his sight and 
attended him, and he made him overseer of his house and put him in charge of all that he 
had. 5 From the time that he made him overseer in his house and over all that he had, 
the Lord blessed the Egyptian's house for Joseph's sake; the blessing of the Lord was on all that 
he had, in house and field. 6 So he left all that he had in Joseph's charge, and because of him he 
had no concern about anything but the food he ate. 

Now Joseph was handsome in form and appearance. 7 And after a time his master's wife cast her 
eyes on Joseph and said, “Lie with me.” 8 But he refused and said to his master's wife, “Behold, 
because of me my master has no concern about anything in the house, and he has put everything 
that he has in my charge. 9 He is not greater in this house than I am, nor has he kept back 
anything from me except you, because you are his wife. How then can I do this great wickedness 
and sin against God?” 10 And as she spoke to Joseph day after day, he would not listen to her, to 
lie beside her or to be with her. 
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What a wonderful story to celebrate! A young man is ripped from his family and presented with 
a temptation that claims to cure his surely lonesome soul, but instead he becomes an icon of 
purity. I think my favorite part of the story isn’t just that he refuses, but the reminder that this 
particular example of purity wasn’t just a momentary highlight, but a steady pattern of life, 
“Even though she continued to speak to Joseph day after day, he did not respond to her 
invitation” (39:10). Perhaps now you’ll understand the purpose of chapter 38 in the continuing 
story. The brothers may choose a leader because 
of his charisma or persuasive skills, but God 
sees the one who is pure in heart. You may have 
noticed Joseph’s sexual integrity in chapter 39 
by itself, but against the backdrop of Judah’s 
lack thereof in 38 it surely stands out in a way 
that no one can miss it! Does a certain 
background make “39” easier to see? 

 

Genesis	40-41,	Joseph’s	providential	rise	to	leadership	
Once again we have a story in chapter 40 that is interesting only because it seems to go nowhere! 
Poor Joseph is unjustly thrown into prison and after a seemingly pointless story about dreams, 
bakers and cupbearers, Joseph still languishes in prison and the story hasn’t advanced at all---but 
it has! Here again, a contrast may help us. Imagine for a moment how Joseph’s father, Jacob, 
would have extracted himself from the same predicament? It doesn’t take long to figure it out, 
does it! Jacob would have “jacobed” someone either through trickery, or bribery or deceit. He 
would have cunningly, humanly figured a way out. In some ways Joseph seems inept because 
he’s stuck, but in reality, this “ineptitude” if we can call it that is simply a refusal to extract 
himself through any kind of dishonorable means. The very last verse of the chapter says it all, 
(40:23): 

“But the chief cupbearer did not remember Joseph – he forgot him”  

If Joseph is ever to get out of prison it will be totally God’s doing because he has no human help 
at all: even he won’t advance his career through human manipulation. What a revealing story of 
yet another facet of the character of Joseph. He is not like his father Jacob who surely would 
have bribed his way out of prison. Hmmm, I wonder where this is all leading? 

About two years later (long time to be in prison, not that I would know) God rescues him 
through the dreams of Pharaoh and the divinely revealed interpretations. I’d like to just highlight 
three facts that we find in the story and then see if you can make the proper comparisons. Each of 
these verses come from Genesis 41: 

40 You shall be over my house, and all my people shall order themselves as you command. Only as 
regards the throne will I be greater than you.” 

8

This one? or This one?
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46 Joseph was thirty years old when he entered the service of Pharaoh king of Egypt. 

57 Moreover, all the earth came to Egypt to Joseph to buy grain, because the famine was 
severe over all the earth. 

So, he is 2nd in command, about 30 years old, and he blesses all nations of the earth with bread. 
Hmmm, that sounds really familiar! 

Genesis	42-47:	Joseph	turns	his	brothers	
We’re all familiar with the conclusion to the story and even though Joseph seems to draw out the 
charade with his brothers most of us give him the benefit of the doubt because after all he 
deserved a little bit of revenge. I don’t think, though, that revenge or payback was Joseph’s 
intent. As noble as Joseph was he was still the recipient of tremendous family abuse and it must 
have stung for a long time. If I had been thrown away by my family like a piece of trash (worth 
only 30 pieces of silver) I would have cried myself to sleep every night asking the question of 
why they did this to me. What could I have possibly done to deserve this? And, I would wonder 
if they had ever changed their mind. So when his brothers show up again out of the blue he 
unexpectedly has the chance to have his incredibly nagging question answered, except that he 
can’t. At least he can’t get it answered in a straightforward manner. Seriously, imagine Joseph 
the 2nd in command of the ancient world’s greatest (at that time, anyway) super-power, asking a 
group of shepherds an intimidating question. 

Hey guys, remember me? I’m your little brother Joe. Yes, I’m second in charge of 
the world, along with this prestigious group of bodyguards that now surround you 
in this palace with their gleaming, six-foot swords, just waiting my command to 
eagerly separate your head from your bodies. By the way, are you in any way 
sorry for betraying me and selling me to traveling Midianites so that I found 
myself alone in a foreign country and cried myself to sleep at night for years? Just 
wondering? 

What could they possibly say? Any answer would be forced, and Joseph could never be sure if it 
was true. So how does he ask his question in such a way as to get a genuine answer? That’s 
where little Benjamin comes in. He’s the closest stand in for Joseph, since he is now his father’s 
favorite, the only remaining son of his favorite wife. So, the purpose for the whole, extended 
charade is to get Benjamin into a similar situation of jeopardy that Joseph once was so that we 
can all see what action the brothers will take. If they again sacrifice a “son of Rachel” for their 
own good, we’ll know they haven’t changed a bit. If, however, they sacrifice their own good to 
spare a “son of Rachel” then we’ll know they’ve genuinely repented of their actions toward 
Joseph, and if given the chance for a “do over” would behave differently.  

In the climactic chapter (44) Joseph gets the chance to listen for the answer to his question. 
Judah, as usual, does the talking for the group and pleads his case in 44:16-34.  

16 And Judah said, “What shall we say to my lord? What shall we speak? Or how can we clear 
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ourselves? God has found out the guilt of your servants; behold, we are my lord's servants, both 
we and he also in whose hand the cup has been found.” 17 But he said, “Far be it from me that I 
should do so! Only the man in whose hand the cup was found shall be my servant. But as for you, 
go up in peace to your father.” 

18 Then Judah went up to him and said, “Oh, my lord, please let your servant speak a word in my 
lord's ears, and let not your anger burn against your servant, for you are like Pharaoh 
himself. 19 My lord asked his servants, saying, ‘Have you a father, or a brother?’ 20 And we said to 
my lord, ‘We have a father, an old man, and a young brother, the child of his old age. His brother 
is dead, and he alone is left of his mother's children, and his father loves him.’ 21 Then you said to 
your servants, ‘Bring him down to me, that I may set my eyes on him.’ 22 We said to my lord, ‘The 
boy cannot leave his father, for if he should leave his father, his father would die.’ 23 Then you 
said to your servants, ‘Unless your youngest brother comes down with you, you shall not see my 
face again.’ 

24 “When we went back to your servant my father, we told him the words of my lord. 25 And 
when our father said, ‘Go again, buy us a little food,’ 26 we said, ‘We cannot go down. If our 
youngest brother goes with us, then we will go down. For we cannot see the man's face unless our 
youngest brother is with us.’ 27 Then your servant my father said to us, ‘You know that my wife 
bore me two sons. 28 One left me, and I said, “Surely he has been torn to pieces,” and I have 
never seen him since. 29 If you take this one also from me, and harm happens to him, you will 
bring down my gray hairs in evil to Sheol.’ 

30 “Now therefore, as soon as I come to your servant my father, and the boy is not with us, then, 
as his life is bound up in the boy's life, 31 as soon as he sees that the boy is not with us, he will die, 
and your servants will bring down the gray hairs of your servant our father with sorrow to 
Sheol. 32 For your servant became a pledge of safety for the boy to my father, saying, ‘If I do not 
bring him back to you, then I shall bear the blame before my father all my life.’ 33 Now therefore, 
please let your servant remain instead of the boy as a servant to my lord, and let the boy go back 
with his brothers. 34 For how can I go back to my father if the boy is not with me? I fear to see the 
evil that would find my father.” 

Frankly he talks and talks and talks and I get the impression that Joseph just lets him keep talking 
because he isn’t hearing the answer to his question for a long time, and then in two brief 
sentences it drops like a bomb. Do you see the two verses I’m talking about?  

33“So now, please let your servant remain as my lord’s slave instead of the boy. As for the boy, let 
him go back with his brothers. 34For how can I go back to my father if the boy is not with me? I 
couldn’t bear to see my father’s pain.” 

Two things stand out to me: 1) Judah offers to substitute himself for Benjamin and 2) he 
expresses his love for the father. We know he has repented because he offers to take the place of 
Benjamin sacrificing himself as a slave rather than hurt the other son of Rachel. Can you say, 
“substitutionary atonement”? In addition, his stated goal is to avoid the pain it would cause his 
father, but no mention of the pain he caused Joseph. If we look at this from Joseph’s perspective 
it might seem a bit cold because he never takes responsibility for what he did to Joseph, but in 
reality, there is no need to bring this up now from Judah’s perspective because to his knowledge 
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Joseph simply isn’t around! But this confession is actually wrapped up in Judah’s sentiments 
about his father. Judah understands that there is such a close relationship between the beloved 
son and his father that to hurt one is to hurt the other. He doesn’t want to hurt the father again by 
hurting his beloved son, so in effect, this really shows a change of heart, and Joseph knows it. As 
soon as Judah utters these words, Joseph calls the whole charade off and reveals himself to his 
brothers (chapter 45). 

The	meaning	of	Joseph	
As we try to understand what the story of Joseph reveals to us about God, I’m struck by two 
things: 1) the similarities with Jesus and 2) why I think he’s been photoshopped. First, I trust 
that you’ve picked up my clues and hopefully more in the text that I haven’t mentioned how 
Joseph’s life parallels that of Jesus. Besides the aforementioned parallels of being 2nd in 
command (read second person in the Trinity), about 30 years old when he began his ministry, 
and blessing all nations of the earth, surely you noticed that Joseph is rejected and betrayed by 
his brothers, sold for silver, but then accepted at his “second coming” after his brothers have 
repented of their previous rejection of him. Through this ordeal Joseph comports himself as an 
honorable, God-dependent, pure and faithful man. He not only rescues his brothers but also saves 
his world from a severe famine.  

Second, I think it’s pretty clear when we compare Joseph with the other major figures of the 
book, Abraham and Jacob, that Joseph is incredibly godly. In fact, I would say that he’s too 
godly in the sense that none of his failures have been recorded. While Abraham is an amazing 
man of faith, Moses isn’t shy about showcasing his shortcomings. We don’t even need to 
mention Jacob! Was Joseph really that good? No one is that good, not Peter or David or Daniel 
or John. No one, except the One. Joseph is the only person in the Bible, that comes off as pure 
and righteous as Jesus and I think it is intentional on the part of Moses. His intention wasn’t to 
somehow obscure the truth about Joseph, but rather to highlight the truth of the Seed. By the way 
Moses presents Joseph to us he is a perfect picture of the seed. In fact, we could easily say that 
the historical life of Joseph is the last thing on Moses’ mind. I’m not saying that the Scriptures 
aren’t perfectly, historically reliable in his case because I think they are. It’s just that Moses has 
selectively chosen the best about Joseph to give us a picture ahead of time what the Seed will 
look like when he comes. This, then, provides the perfect ending for the book and really ties it all 
together. The Seed has been promised in 3:15 and though we see developments on the promise in 
the story of Abraham, this story perfectly describes him ahead of time so that when he comes, 
we’ll be able to recognize him! 
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So far in this book we’ve seen several key figures who curiously resemble the Seed at times. 
Noah was a courageous warrior in the battle against evil and Isaac too reflected the Seed as he 
labored up the hill with 
wood on his back to be the 
sacrifice of his father, but 
no one gives us the 
extended picture that 
Joseph does!  

Genesis	49:	a	final	word	
Before we leave this book, Moses will give us one more cryptic and promising hint about the 
coming Seed in Jacob’s final prophecies about his sons. This one involves his son Judah in 
Genesis 49:10: 

The scepter will not depart from Judah, 
nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, 
until he comes to whom it belongs; 
the nations will obey him. 

 

The first thing to notice is that the word scepter reveals that this prophecy is about a person who 
will rule as a king. The phrase ruler’s staff is a reference to the same thing and is simply a 
Hebrew literary way (parallelism) to say the same thing in different words for emphasis. 
Additionally, we learn that this scepter-wielding king will come from the line of Judah. Second, 
we realize that there will be a succession of kings from the line of Judah until a particular one 
(He) comes along. The antecedent to the word it in the third line is the scepter from line one. 
Notice that the scepter will be held by the others who come before him, but it will only belong to 
this one. Why? Because the others only hold it temporarily (because they die) and they don’t 
really have the integrity to use such unlimited power unselfishly. Even the best human kings 
occasionally use the power of their office to kill their best friends and sleep with their wives 
(sorry, David but it’s true). What we really want is for all this power to be in the hands of an 
incorruptible leader who will only use his power for good. One final, small note: the nations will 
obey him, so evidently, he will re-unite the fragmented world back into a unified whole. 
Hmmmm… wonder who this could be?  

Let’s summarize this verse by saying that: 

 The leaders of the nation (of Israel) & 12:2 
 The Leader of all nations   12:3 
 Will come from the line of Judah 
 And all nations will be obedient to him 

17

Isaac
NoahSeedSatan

He shall crush thy head, you will bruise his heel

Joseph
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This sounds like another major prophecy 
about the Seed that deserves its own chart.  

 

 

 

Or perhaps we should picture it like this as well!  

Judah
Abraham
Shem

Canaan
Enoch
Seed

NoahSeed
Lamech
Seed

And between thy seed and her seed
AbelCain Seth


