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Over the next two weeks we are looking at the story of Joseph in the book of Genesis. The 

lectionary has us reading a section of chapter 37 today and following up next week in chapter 

45 . However, since there is so much content today we are going to hear the entirety of Genesis 

37. Let us listen for God’s word to us this day:  

Jacob settled in the land where his father had lived as an immigrant, the land of 

Canaan. 2 This is the story of the family of Jacob. 

Joseph, being seventeen years old, was shepherding the flock with his brothers; he was a 

helper to the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, his father’s wives; and Joseph brought a bad report of 

them to their father. 3 Now Israel loved Joseph more than any other of his children, because 

he was the son of his old age; and he had made him a long robe with sleeves.[a] 4 But when his 

brothers saw that their father loved him more than all his brothers, they hated him, and 

could not speak peaceably to him. 

5 Once Joseph had a dream, and when he told it to his brothers, they hated him even 

more. 6 He said to them, “Listen to this dream that I dreamed. 7 There we were, binding 

sheaves in the field. Suddenly my sheaf rose and stood upright; then your sheaves gathered 

around it, and bowed down to my sheaf.” 8 His brothers said to him, “Are you indeed to reign 

over us? Are you indeed to have dominion over us?” So they hated him even more because of 

his dreams and his words. 
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9 He had another dream, and told it to his brothers, saying, “Look, I have had another dream: 

the sun, the moon, and eleven stars were bowing down to me.” 10 But when he told it to his 

father and to his brothers, his father rebuked him, and said to him, “What kind of dream is 

this that you have had? Shall we indeed come, I and your mother and your brothers, and 

bow to the ground before you?” 11 So his brothers were jealous of him, but his father kept the 

matter in mind. 

12 Now his brothers went to pasture their father’s flock near Shechem. 13 And Israel said to 

Joseph, “Are not your brothers pasturing the flock at Shechem? Come, I will send you to 

them.” He answered, “Here I am.” 14 So he said to him, “Go now, see if it is well with your 

brothers and with the flock; and bring word back to me.” So he sent him from the valley of 

Hebron. 

He came to Shechem, 15 and a man found him wandering in the fields; the man asked him, 

“What are you seeking?” 16 “I am seeking my brothers,” he said; “tell me, please, where they 

are pasturing the flock.” 17 The man said, “They have gone away, for I heard them say, ‘Let us 

go to Dothan.’” So Joseph went after his brothers, and found them at Dothan. 18 They saw 

him from a distance, and before he came near to them, they conspired to kill him. 19 They 

said to one another, “Here comes this dreamer. 20 Come now, let us kill him and throw him 

into one of the pits; then we shall say that a wild animal has devoured him, and we shall see 

what will become of his dreams.” 21 But when Reuben heard it, he delivered him out of their 

hands, saying, “Let us not take his life.” 22 Reuben said to them, “Shed no blood; throw him 
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into this pit here in the wilderness, but lay no hand on him”—that he might rescue him out 

of their hand and restore him to his father. 23 So when Joseph came to his brothers, they 

stripped him of his robe, the long robe with sleeves[b] that he wore; 24 and they took him and 

threw him into a pit. The pit was empty; there was no water in it. 

25 Then they sat down to eat; and looking up they saw a caravan of Ishmaelites coming from 

Gilead, with their camels carrying gum, balm, and resin, on their way to carry it down to 

Egypt. 26 Then Judah said to his brothers, “What profit is it if we kill our brother and conceal 

his blood? 27 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. 28 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. 

29 When Reuben returned to the pit and saw that Joseph was not in the pit, he tore his 

clothes. 30 He returned to his brothers, and said, “The boy is gone; and I, where can I 

turn?” 31 Then they took Joseph’s robe, slaughtered a goat, and dipped the robe in the 

blood. 32 They had the long robe with sleeves[c] taken to their father, and they said, “This we 

have found; see now whether it is your son’s robe or not.” 33 He recognized it, and said, “It is 

my son’s robe! A wild animal has devoured him; Joseph is without doubt torn to 

pieces.” 34 Then Jacob tore his garments, and put sackcloth on his loins, and mourned for his 

son many days. 35 All his sons and all his daughters sought to comfort him; but he refused to 

be comforted, and said, “No, I shall go down to Sheol to my son, mourning.” Thus his father 
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bewailed him. 36 Meanwhile the Midianites had sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, one of 

Pharaoh’s officials, the captain of the guard. 

This is the word of God for the people of God, thanks be to God.  

 

In this chapter we hear the beginning of scriptures focus on Joseph but we come into the family 

story in the middle, well after it has begun, and we become privy to the inner workings of this 

family with all of its greed, distrust, and coveting.   

Jacob, also referred to as Israel, the text switches back and forth in using both of Jacob’s 

names, comes from a family line of dysfunction and conflict. You may recall Jacob’s stealing of 

his brother, Esau’s birthright. Jacob it seems has not tried to set a different path within his own 

family but has instead allowed greed, coveting, and distrust to flourish among his sons. The text 

begins by introducing us to the young Joseph, seventeen when the story begins, we quickly 

learn he is Jacob’s favorite son, born to his wife Rachel, Jacob makes a robe with long sleeves 

for this son, this is what becomes known as the dream coat. This robe is special, it is made by 

the father for the son, it is given not to the oldest, and not to the youngest, but to the eleventh 

of the twelve sons, the one who has gained his father’s favor for reasons unknown. 

 As Lisa Sharon Harper comments in her book, The Very Good Gospel, the robe is also 

special because, “the only other mention of such a robe is the one Tamar wore, and it was a 
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mark of royalty.”1  Not long after Joseph receives the gift of the robe he begins having dreams, 

dreams that only deepen the distrust and coveting between Joseph and his brothers.  

 

The dreams that Joseph has after acquiring the robe leave one wondering:  Did the giving of the 

robe, the dream coat, change Joseph, so that he was no longer the snarky teenage boy trying to 

gain favor with his father and talking badly about his brothers, or are the dreams a continuation 

of his inflated ego? Were they visions for what was to come, or were they egocentric dreams of 

his desires? We don’t know the answer because God does not speak directly in this text.  

For the brothers, if these dreams were true it meant their brother was in fact not only 

special to their father but special to God, and would have authority over them at some point, 

making him, the younger brother, superior to them, the older brothers. And, if the dreams 

weren’t true then it meant that their father would continue for the rest of his days to show 

favor to him. So, for the brothers it seemed like having Joseph around any longer would be a 

lose-lose situation. They could not trust that their brother would have good intentions for 

them, in either case.  

 As the distrust builds the brothers’ desire to have that which Joseph has increases. But, 

the brothers are not merely jealous of their brother, they covet what their brother has, they 

covet for themselves the relationship Joseph has with their father and the love Jacob has for 

Joseph above the others.  Rev. Eugenia Gamble, describing the word covet, as it is used in the 

 
1 Harper, Lisa Sharon. The Very Good Gospel: How Everything Wrong Can Be Made Right, 

Waterbrook, 2018, p. 132. 
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final of the 10 commandments, says to covet becomes a physical experience within the body of 

wanting something so much that it overtakes any other purpose. The embodiment of coveting 

can lead to actions with unpredictable consequences that cannot be undone.2  

The brothers are so covetous of Joseph, and have seemingly encouraged one another in 

this covetous view that they are convinced when they see him coming on the horizon, from a 

distance, that they should plan to kill him.  This plan is well under way before One brother, 

Rueben, speaks up and encourages them to keep Joseph alive, hoping himself to gain favor 

from the father when he saves Joseph from the pit and returns him to their father.  The 

brothers are convinced, so when Joseph nears them they overcome him, strip him of his robe, 

the gift from their father, and throw him into the dried up pit.  

 Now you can see how the coveting of their father’s love and Joseph’s favor has led them 

down a road that will lead to unforeseen consequences, all with no specific outcome, and we 

are only half way through the first chapter of this narrative! Now that they have Joseph in a pit 

they must decide what to do with him, and an opportunity presents itself that they cannot 

resist. The brothers are not only overcome with desires for their brothers life but they then are 

led by greed to profit from the circumstance they have created. They decide to sell their 

brother into slavery to gain some wealth. This keeps his blood off their hands, they determine, 

and provides them a tangible outcome, money.  

 Reuben, apparently had been taking a nap while his brothers devised this new plan and 

returns to find Joseph is no longer in the pit, stunned, he is concerned about the ruining of his 

plan. The brothers then must create a way to convince their father that their brother has died 

 
2 Video series on Presbyterian Women Study written by Eugenia Gamble. 
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without him becoming aware of their involvement. So they dip his robe in the blood of a 

slaughtered goat, return it to their father as proof that Joseph has been killed, and then as if 

this wasn’t all enough, they try to console Jacob as he grieves.  

 Coveting, greediness, and distrust.  This is what we would call an unhealthy family 

system. And, yet it is so easy to quickly fall into these patterns and not even see that they are 

happening. I’m sure many of us could share our own stories of times we have coveted 

something that was not ours to have and set out to make it our own, hopefully never to the 

extent of Joseph’s brothers. Before we return to this story next week I invite you to consider 

these questions: What has coveting led you to do? Have you ever been harmed by someone 

coveting you? How does acting out of greed and distrust lead us to acts that are destructive to 

our relationship with God and one another?  

 Jacob’s family has so much to teach us, about how we relate within our own families, 

but also as children of God, how we relate to everyone. There’s not really a good conclusion for 

today’s story, except to give thanks to God that this not the end of the story. It’s a “to be 

continued”.  What seems like the end is far from it, we pray that’s true for us too. Amen.  

 

 


