
ECF 10th August 2014 Joseph – The Favourite Son Genesis 37 
A couple of weeks ago, in a Pennsylvanian court, Ira Sharp sued his half-brother Charles Meehan for $500,000.  He claimed 
that he gave his brother $20 to pay for a Hot Million scratch card and his brother agreed that they’d split the winnings.   
 
But when the ticket won $1 million, the problems started.  Charles refused to share his winnings.  He said that although 
Charles gave him the $20 to buy it, there was no agreement to split the winnings.  He offered to give his brother back the 
$20 but not the half million! 
 
After just an hour of deliberating, the jury decided that the brothers should share the winnings.  Ira won half a million, but 
in the process he lost his brother.  They’re not talking to each other and refuse to reconcile. 
 
It’s always tragic when brothers fight and families fall apart.  It causes so much pain and suffering.  And yet, even in the 
middle of conflict, failure and tragedy, God can work out his plan for good. 
 
The central family of the Old Testament was a seriously dysfunctional family.  They didn’t take their brother to court, but 
instead they took matters into their own hands in a more violent way.  Have look at this.  Video: Joseph-Abandoned 
 
That kind of gang violence would be shocking in any situation.  But for it to happen within a family, with 10 brothers 
attacking their teenage brother is just appalling.   
 
1. A Vicious Attack 
As many of you know, the teenager’s name was Joseph.  He’d been sent by his father Jacob, or Israel, to check up on his 
brothers who were grazing their flocks.  But they weren’t pleased to see him.  Genesis 37: 18-24: “But they saw him in the 
distance, and before he reached them, they plotted to kill him. 
19 “Here comes that dreamer!” they said to each other. 20 “Come now, let’s kill him and throw him into one of these cisterns 
and say that a ferocious animal devoured him. Then we’ll see what comes of his dreams.” 
21 When Reuben heard this, he tried to rescue him from their hands. “Let’s not take his life,” he said. 22 “Don’t shed any 
blood. Throw him into this cistern here in the desert, but don’t lay a hand on him.” Reuben said this to rescue him from 
them and take him back to his father. 
23 So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe—the richly ornamented robe he was wearing— 24 and 
they took him and threw him into the cistern. Now the cistern was empty; there was no water in it.” 
 

It was a vicious and unprovoked attack on a defenceless young man.  Joseph nearly lost his life that day.  Only Reuben’s 
intervention prevented his murder.  But unfortunately, even Reuben, wasn’t courageous enough to fully protect his younger 
brother.  His plan to secretly rescue him later was thwarted when Judah came up with a different plan.  Genesis 37:24-28:  
“As they sat down to eat their meal, they looked up and saw a caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead. Their camels 
were loaded with spices, balm and myrrh, and they were on their way to take them down to Egypt. 
26 Judah said to his brothers, “What will we gain if we kill our brother and cover up his blood? 27 Come, let’s sell him to the 
Ishmaelites and not lay our hands on him; after all, he is our brother, our own flesh and blood.” His brothers agreed. 
28 So when the Midianite merchants came by, his brothers pulled Joseph up out of the cistern and sold him for twenty 
shekels of silver to the Ishmaelites, who took him to Egypt.” 
  
a) A Guilty Conscience 
The brothers knew that they were doing wrong.  Judah said so in Genesis 37:27: “After all, he is our brother, our own flesh 
and blood.”   But it didn’t stop them committing this crime! 
 
But it made them try to cover it up by taking Joseph’s robe and dipping it in goat’s blood and taking it back to their dad.  
Genesis 37:33-34: “He recognized it and said, “It is my son’s robe! Some ferocious animal has devoured him. Joseph has 
surely been torn to pieces.”  34 Then Jacob tore his clothes, put on sackcloth and mourned for his son many days.”  
 
b) A Grieving Father 
And no matter how much they tried, they couldn’t undo what they’d done.  They could not remove the consequences of 
their actions:  “All his sons and daughters came to comfort him, but he refused to be comforted. “No,” he said, “in mourning 
will I go down to the grave to my son.” So his father wept for him.” Genesis 37:35 
 
This family was torn apart.  The father was inconsolably distraught.  The sons and daughters helpless to bring comfort.  And 
Joseph was taken to Egypt – battered and bruised, rejected by his own brothers, a slave, facing an uncertain future away 
from everyone and everything that he knew.  It was a tragedy, where everybody suffered.  But why did it happen?  Why did 
this family fall apart so disastrously?  What led these men to act so violently towards their young brother?   



2. A Foolish Father 
To understand this, we need to look first of all at Joseph’s dad.  He was far from innocent in this mess.  Genesis 37:3  “Now 
Israel loved Joseph more than any of his other sons, because he had been born to him in his old age; and he made a richly 
ornamented robe for him.” 
 
Contrary to God’s design for marriage, Israel had four wives.  And to make matters worse, two of them were sisters who 
were always competing for their husband’s affection.  This disaster had been caused by Laban, their father and Israel’s 
father-in-law.  He had tricked Israel into marrying Leah, the oldest one first, even although he was in love with Rachel, the 
younger one – but that’s another tragic story!   
 
But an even bigger problem was that Israel continued to love Rachel more than Leah.  As a result of this, he loved her two 
sons more than his other 10 sons.  And he loved her first-born, Joseph, most of all.  
 
a) The Danger of Favouritism 
This favouritism would’ve been bad enough if it had been hidden or just subtly expressed.  But Israel wasn’t shy about 
expressing it. “He made a richly ornamented robe for him.”  Genesis 37:3  This ornamented robe, or coat of many colours as 
it’s often called, clearly set Joseph apart as the favourite.   
 
It was an expensive robe that you wouldn’t want to get dirty, with really long sleeves that would’ve been impractical for 
doing manual work.  But this was the point.  It was a robe for those who didn’t have to work.  Everybody seeing it would see 
that Joseph was not like his brothers.  He was more important, more loved – he was the favourite.  And it was this 
favouritism that was at the heart of all the problems in Israel’s family.   
 
b) Failing to Learn from Mistakes  
What is especially sad, is that Israel should’ve known all about the problems of favouritism in families.  His own family had 
been torn apart by the favouritism of his parents.  His dad had favoured his brother Esau, while his mum favoured him – and 
encouraged him to steal his brother’s blessing.  As a result Israel was estranged from his brother for years.  But sadly Israel 
had not learned from this – and repeated the mistakes of his parents. 
 
There’s a story about a new president of a bank who went to his old predecessor for advice.  “Sir, you’ve been very 
successful as the president of this bank, and I wondered if you’d be kind enough to share with me some of the insights you 
have gained from your years here that have been the keys to your success.” 
 
The older man looked at him with a stare and replied: “Young man, two words: good decisions.” 
 
The young man responded, “Thank you very much, sir, but how does one come to know which is the good decision?” 
“One word, young man: experience.” 
“But how does one get experience?” the young man asked eagerly. 
“Two words,” the old man responded, “Bad decisions.” 
 
In a sense he was correct.  We’re bound to make mistakes in our lives, but we need to learn from our mistakes.  As someone 
has said, “The only complete mistake is the mistake from which we learn nothing.” 
 
But we can do better than just learning from our mistakes.  We can learn from other people’s mistakes so we don’t repeat 
them ourselves.  Paul wrote about the experiences of God’s people in the past, “These things happened to them as 
examples and were written down as warnings for us.” 1 Corinthians 10:11  
 
So we can learn from the disaster that Israel’s favouritism brought.  We can make sure that favouritism has no place in our 
lives – whether in our families, in our church, in our community, or in this world. 
 
c) God’s Impartial Love 
What we need is God’s love in our hearts.  “God does not show favouritism.” Romans 2:11   Today, we can rejoice that God 
loves each and everyone one of us, no matter who we are, where we are from, where we live, the colour of our skin, the 
letters after our name, what we’ve done or not done.  And he invites us all into his family.  
 
“God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal 
life.” John 3:16   The gospel is the message of God’s impartial and unconditional love and his invitation to everyone receive 
his salvation through faith in Jesus.  And he wants us to love others in the same impartial way.  Jesus commands us to “Love 
each other as I have loved you.” John 15:12  



3. A Naïve Joseph 
Israel failed to do this and brought disaster into his family.  But I think Joseph also had a part to play in this disaster.   
 
a) Telling the Truth 
As we’ll see over the next few weeks, there’s much to admire in the character of Joseph.  Throughout his life he was 
incredibly trustworthy.  This was evident, even when he was young.  Genesis 37:2 “Joseph, a young man of seventeen, was 
tending the flocks with his brothers, the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his father’s wives, and he brought their father 
a bad report about them.”   
Even as a teenager, Joseph clearly knew the difference between right and wrong.  And his moral sense was so strong that 
when he saw his brothers do something wrong, he was courageous enough to stand up to them and report their sin to his 
father.  He was committed to doing the right thing. 
 
b) Sharing his Dreams 
Joseph was also a dreamer.  One morning, at breakfast he shared a dream he’d had, with his brothers Genesis 37:6–7: “He 
said to them, “Listen to this dream I had: We were binding sheaves of corn out in the field when suddenly my sheaf rose and 
stood upright, while your sheaves gathered round mine and bowed down to it.””  
 
The brothers immediately understood what the dream was saying, and unsurprisingly they were unhappy.  Genesis 37:8: 
“His brothers said to him, “Do you intend to reign over us? Will you actually rule us?” And they hated him all the more 
because of his dream and what he had said.”   
 
This hatred was deepened when Joseph told them his next dream: Genesis 37:9  “Then he had another dream, and he told it 
to his brothers. “Listen,” he said, “I had another dream, and this time the sun and moon and eleven stars were bowing 
down to me.”” 
 
Even his father struggled with this one!  Genesis 37:10: “When he told his father as well as his brothers, his father rebuked 
him and said, “What is this dream you had? Will your mother and I and your brothers actually come and bow down to the 
ground before you?”” 
 
Joseph’s dreams were not just the imaginations of an ambitious young man.  They were clearly revelations from God.  So we 
can’t in any way blame Joseph for having them.   
 
But I’m not really sure why he was so eager to share these dreams with his brothers.  Was he so naïve that he failed to 
understand how they would impact his brothers?  Was he so wrapped up in himself and his future that he was oblivious to 
how his brothers were feeling about his favoured status and ornamented robe? 
 
c) God’s Sacrificial Love 
Paul writes: “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” Philippians 2:4  
God doesn’t want us just to think about our own desires, ambitions and wants.  He wants us to care about others and 
consider their needs as well! 
 
This was Jesus’ attitude as he willingly laid down his rights, his privileges and his glory in order to become a man, so that he 
could become our Saviour.  And God calls us to follow in his example and lay down our rights and privileges for others: “This 
is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.” 1 
John 3:16 
 
4. 10 Jealous Brothers 
But Joseph was unaware of, or unwilling to think about, the needs of his brothers.  And this naïve self-centredness and their 
father’s foolish favouritism stirred up a deep jealousy among his brothers: Genesis 37:4: “When his brothers saw that their 
father loved him more than any of them, they hated him and could not speak a kind word to him.”  
 
Jealousy comes in when we selfishly try to hold onto our possessions or position too strongly, or selfishly desire another 
person’s privileges or achievements.  And this kind of jealousy is a destructive force in our lives.  Proverbs 27:4 says “Anger 
is cruel and fury overwhelming, but who can stand before jealousy?” 
 
It was jealousy that led Cain to kill Abel, King Saul to try to kill the young David, the Jewish leaders to condemn Jesus.  And it 
we let jealousy control our lives then it will continue to destroy relationships and split communities. James 3:16  says: 
“Where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice.”   
 



a) God’s Unselfish Love 
The antidote to jealousy is again love.  1 Corinthians 13:4 states “Love is patient, love is kind.  It does not envy… it is not self-
seeking, it is not easily angered.” 
 
This is the love that Jesus demonstrated at the cross.  He is “the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” 
Galatians 2:20  And if we’re going to avoid the destructive power of jealousy we need that same unselfish love of Jesus 
poured into our hearts, by the Holy Spirit.   
 
This family was torn apart because of a lack of love.  It is a sober reminder of how important it is that we experience God’s 
impartial, sacrificial and unselfish love and allow him to empower us through his Spirit to express it in our lives.  Without 
love our lives are heading for disaster! 
 
5. A Faithful God! 
But this is not the end of the story.  This is not just a tragic story of a foolish father, a self-centred son and 10 jealous 
brothers.  This is a wonderful story of a faithful God. 
 
a) God is Always Present  
God had a plan for Joseph’s life.  His dreams really were a revelation from God.  They were God’s promise for his life.  And 
even although it looked like his whole life had fallen apart, it was not true because “The Lord was with Joseph.” Genesis 
39:2.  God was looking after Joseph and God was going to make sure his plan for Joseph came true. 
 
b) God is Working According to his Purpose 
In fact, God was not only going to work out his plan despite the failures of others.  He was going to do this through the 
failures of others.  As we’ll see over the next few weeks, God was going to take the foolishness of his dad, the jealousy of his 
brothers and even his own self-centredness and turn it around and use it for good.  It would take a while, but eventually 
Joseph would be able to say.  “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good.” Genesis 50:20 
 
Conclusion 
So, yes, the choices we make in our lives can cause serious consequences in our lives, our families, our church and in our 
communities.  We need to ask God to fill our hearts with his love and guide our choices by his Holy Spirit to prevent us from 
causing disaster to ourselves and others. 
 
But even when others fail us, or when we stumble and fall and our lives get messed up, we can know that the Lord is with 
us.  He’s promised each of us who have trusted in Jesus, that “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” Hebrews 13:5 
 
And we can know, that even in the most difficult and darkest times in our lives, God is working out his plan for our lives.  “In 
all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” Romans 8:28.   
 
God’s purpose in our lives may not always be easy of comfortable.  But we can know, that no matter what, God’s plans for 
us are good and he is at work to fulfil them.  It may take a while for us to see it become a reality, but we can face the 
difficulties of life in the confidence that we serve a God whose love is unfailing!   
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