THE ACCOUNT OF JACOB (Part I)





Genesis 37:2-41:57


Key verses: 39:2,21





“The LORD was with Joseph…” “The LORD was with him…”





	The last division of the book of Genesis by the author is the account of Jacob in chapters 37-50. The author records in the account how Jacob migrated to Egypt with his twelve sons. They will grow there in numbers until they would become the size of a nation as had been promised by the LORD to Abraham in 15:12-16. Then the LORD would bring them out from there into the wilderness to forge them into a Covenant nation. As we studied in the books of Exodus through Deuteronomy the LORD worked in them for the hope of bringing a kingdom of priests, which leads the whole world to the worship of the LORD. The question of what is the kingdom of priests is not answered clearly in the Old Testament. It is not defined clearly in the New Testament either. However the grand hope to bring the whole world into the worship of the LORD is obvious in the Bible, and we find in the account of Jacob all the themes and elements of the grand hope.





	At first glance the account of Jacob appears to be more like a melodrama. The man Jacob had 13 children by four wives and, not surprisingly in the complicated family situation, there arose serious jealousy among the half brothers. They were so hateful of one another that the brothers sold the favored son to a slave merchant. The sold one would become a prime minister in a rich country by unexpected turns and twists of events, and the family would migrate to the country by his favor to be happy together. We are so easily distracted with the melodramatic elements that we lose sight of the grand hope of the Covenant. We view the beautiful story of Joseph, for example, as a love story of brothers in a troubled family. We should remember that the account of Jacob reveals the plot on which the Old Testament would unfold with no conclusion, which would only be wrapped up in the New Covenant.





	There is another temptation we should put aside. We see the picture of ourselves, of the church in general, even of all noble human endeavors, in the account of Jacob. The account began from the LORD, and the founders were great and heroic, yet at this point it was tainted by the inner struggle of the members. We are tempted to find an answer to our present situation in the account. But we shouldn’t be fooled by our own cleverness. We should look for the LORD, who reveals his face in the account. He himself is our salvation. We should remember Jesus our Lord. He didn’t fix this world. He brought us to God. As a matter of fact regarding the text, the LORD’s being with Joseph is the main theme of today’s passage, too.  





* Joseph sold by his brothers to Egypt (37:2-36)





	Who was Joseph? He was the eleventh son of Jacob by Rachel, the favored wife of the Patriarch (30:24). At this time Joseph was a young man of seventeen, and was tending the flocks with his half brothers, the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah. Verse 2 says he brought their father a bad report about his half brothers. The author doesn’t have a comment on Joseph’s behavior whether he was a truthful person or was a person who stabbed the back of his brothers by acting as an informant. We shouldn’t waste our time to argue whether the brothers could behave better or Joseph could be more tolerant. We rather see that the author exposes the reality of the family, which was called to be the Covenant bearers, at the onset of the account.





	The rest of chapter 37 is the picture of how Jacob’s favoritism, the brothers’ hatred and jealousy toward Joseph, which was drummed up by the naïve innocence of Joseph, to the point of selling the young man to a slave merchant. 37:3,4 tell us why the brothers hated Joseph. “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. When his brothers saw that their father loved him more than any of them, the hated him and could not speak a kind word to him.” We do not know why Jacob’s special love on Joseph should have made the brothers hate the young man. We do not know because God has a special love for each person. God had a special love for Adam. God also gave a special love to Eve. Up to chapter 2 of Genesis, however, they had no problem with God or with each other. But their son Cain had a problem with God’s favoritism. He hated his brother Abel because the LORD favored the younger one. Cain thought God was wrong and Abel was a pet, but the LORD urged Cain to do what is right because the real problem was that sin was crouching at the door to devour Cain (4:7). That was the truth of the hatred of Joseph’s brothers. 





	The author tells us in 37:5-11 of Joseph’s dreams, which added fuel to the hatred of the brothers. “Joseph had a dream, and when he told it to his brothers, they hated him all the more. He said to them, ‘Listen to this dream I had: We were binding sheaves of grain out in the field when suddenly my sheaf rose and stood upright, while your sheaves gathered around mind and bowed down to it.’ 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 (37:5-8).” If Joseph stopped here perhaps the story would end up in a rather less ugly resolution. But Joseph had another dream that could make the already jealous brothers even more upset at the young man. Alas! The naïve young guy trumpeted it out loud to his brothers and to his father. “Listen,” he said, “I had another dream, and this time the sun and moon and eleven stars were bowing down to me.” When he told his father as well as his brothers, his father rebuked him and said, “What is this dream you had? Will your mothers and I and your brothers actually come and bow down to the ground before you?” Verse 11 says, “His brothers were jealous of him, but his father kept the matter in mind.” We do not know why the brothers panicked at hearing dreams. We do not know why the idea of Joseph ruling over them upset them. Perhaps they were half eaten by sin. But the interpretation of Jacob of the dream and the eventual unfolding of the account gives us an understanding that the LORD tied himself to the account of Jacob. The dreams were God’s revelation of his will, even as the LORD was in the midst of the hatred and jealousy of the brothers. 





	Of course, we learn from Jacob to keep the matter in mind. That is the wisdom of a man. When we rule over the typical characteristics of human nature, jealousy and hatred, by treasuring God’s word we will see God’s glory and rejoice. That is the secret of happiness. But we should learn a bit more here. We should be surprised with the depth of the LORD’s involvement. Up to Isaac’s account in the previous chapters were a romance, noble and heroic struggles, legendary deeds, though the forefathers including the three Patriarchs were not free from shortcomings. We can put some lingering hope and expectation in them as we read their stories. But the present generation is simply ugly. To be present in their midst meant dishonoring his own honor and glory, and yet the LORD was present in them. Thus he breaks all our own ideas and comes to us holy. May we throw away all the righteous and unrighteous ideas and worship him, the Incarnate. 





	Though the brothers were brewing with their hatred they couldn’t harm Joseph. In 37:12-36 is how everything was prepared for the brothers to sell Joseph. At that time the brothers had gone to graze their father’s flocks near Shechem, far north of Bethel where Jacob probably stayed (35:1). Jacob sent Joseph to see if his sons were well in the field. When Joseph got to Shechem he found that they had moved to Dothan, farther north.  So Joseph went after his brothers and found them near Dothan. When they saw him in the distance, and before he reached them, they plotted to kill him. It was a prefect place and time to murder a person, for there was no one around them and it was an open field in the wilderness. But Reuben opposed the idea to kill Joseph. He wanted to rescue Joseph from them and take him back to his father after a while. Since he was the oldest every body listened to him. So when Joseph came to them, they stripped him of his robe, the richly ornamented robe he was wearing, and they took him and threw him into the cistern. Perhaps Reuben left the place for some time after Joseph was put into the cistern. While he was absent Judah, the fourth son, suggested to the brothers to sell Joseph, who were probably still arguing whether they would kill Joseph or not. 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. When Reuben, the oldest, came back they devised a lie to avoid the questions of their father about the missing of Joseph. They got Joseph’s robe, slaughtered a goat and dipped the robe in the blood. They made Jacob think that some ferocious animal devoured Joseph. 37:36 says, “Meanwhile, the Midianites sold Joseph in Egypt to Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s officials, the captain of the guard.”





	Joseph was sold to Potiphar purely by coincidence. I do not know if we should talk about determinism here. Let’s not do that. Let those who are interested in theory do their own business.  But let’s focus on this particular event and passage because we want to worship God. 13 years or 14 years later Joseph understood that it was God’s will for him to be sold to Egypt. So we can be sure that the LORD was present when the brothers plotted, when they sold Joseph, when they lied to Jacob, when Joseph was sold to Potiphar.





	Some may ask why the LORD took the method of making Joseph, his servant, suffer. They are thinking of methodology. Others may complain because the LORD put too much burden on Joseph. They are talking about heroism. But we may think of two answers. The LORD chose Joseph. The LORD involved himself in the development of the situation, which was caused by the power of sin at work in Jacob’s sons. He did not choose or make a brand new people, or a better people. We may never know the depth of his love. But we may ask, who Joseph was to him, who Jacob was to him, who the eleven sons were to him. They were his own. Who was he to them? He was their God. What we are talking about here is that the record of the brothers’ murderous act against Joseph should awaken us to God’s presence, the Everlasting. He is the Unshakeable and we see him here.





* Judah and Tamar (chapter 38)





	The record in chapter 38 is both puzzling and moving. The core of the record is that Judah had twins by his daughter-in-law. That is how he continued his line. Some may dismiss the story of the forbidden relationship as a possibility in ancient culture. Judah’s reaction in 38:24 to the news of Tamar’s pregnancy tells us quite the contrary. Another puzzling thing is that the author clearly tells us of all the defects of Judah’s conduct. He first married a Canaanite woman to have three sons. When two of his sons died he did not give his third son to his daughter-in-law. She then tricked him and conceived twins by him. Yet Judah’s descendants through the illegal marriages, first and second together, were blessed as the kingly line over the eleven brothers (49:10). We all know that most of all the records of history, especially of political or religious records, are touched up. We know it by simply asking how many of us have heard real stories of our fathers or mothers or of their ancestors of their family or of their nation or of their church. They are beautified or twisted. But in the Bible, both in the Old and New Testament, we hear an honest record, here in this passage the record which says the Jewish people are not pure blooded Hebrews. There is none actually. Then what is the author doing? Obviously he speaks of the LORD’s involvement again. 





	38:6 says Er, Judah’s firstborn, was wicked in the LORD’s sight; so the LORD put him to death. Then Judah gave Onan, his second son to his daughter-in-law, to produce children for Er according to the custom of the days. But Onan knew that the offspring would not be his; so whenever he lay with his brother’s wife, he spilled his semen on the ground to keep from producing offspring for his brother. What he did was wicked in the LORD’s sight; so he put him to death also. The LORD was involved and judged the wickedness of Er and Onan. 





	Judah did not give his third son to Tamar because he was afraid the third son would die. Then Tamar disguised herself as a shrine prostitute and slept with Judah, and bore Perez—who traces down to King David—and Zerah. Both Judah’s act of going to a shrine prostitute, and Tamar’s deception, deserve death, as Judah said in 38:24 and 26. We do not know why the LORD spared Judah and Tamar. We do not know why Judah was given the scepter. As we read Matthew’s account of Jesus’ genealogy, which traces back to this event (Matt 1:3), we learn the truth that our God became sin for us. How could he become the One who judges sin and became sin for us? How can it be? We are required to worship this God in fear and gratitude. This record is, therefore, by his grace to reveal his glory and his grace to us. He revealed himself in the record of Genesis chapter 38 as the Shepherd and Overseer of our souls (1Pe 2:25). Unless he bore our sins on himself the grand Covenant plan would be stopped at Judah. We would be left by ourselves somewhere, which is deep and dark and formless and empty, namely, the Abyss. Yes, we feel like we are there when we see the prosperity of those who do not seem to be doing right, when we suffer the consequence of our wrongs. May the record of the LORD’s presence in Judah’s life and the ongoing testimony to bring even the Savior in his line deliver us, and the many hardened hearted.





* The LORD was with Joseph (39:1-41:57)


	


	The LORD was with Joseph in Potiphar’s house and in prison (chapter 39): 39:1 says, “Now Joseph had been taken down to Egypt. Potiphar, an Egyptian who was one of Pharaoh’s officials, the captain of the guard, brought him from the Ishmaelites who had taken him there.” Verse 2 says, “The LORD was with Joseph and he prospered, and he lived in the house of his Egyptian master.” When his Egyptian master saw that the LORD was with him and that the LORD gave him success in everything he did, Joseph found favor in his eyes and became his attendant. Potiphar put him in charge of his household, and he entrusted to his care everything he owned. From that time he put Joseph in charge of his household and of all that he owned, the LORD blessed the household of the Egyptian because of Joseph. The blessing of the LORD was on everything Potiphar had, both in the house and in the field. So he left in Joseph’s care everything he had; with Joseph in charge, he did not concern himself with anything except the food he ate.





	Now Joseph was well-built and handsome, and after a while his master’s wife took notice of Joseph. One day she framed Joseph of rape when he refused her approach. Potiphar was fooled by his wife and put Joseph in prison (39:7�20a). We read in 39:20b-23 a somewhat puzzling record. “But while Joseph was there in the prison, the LORD was with him; he showed him kindness and granted him favor in the eyes of the prison warden. So the warden put Joseph in charge of all those held in the prison, and he was made responsible for all that was done there. The warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph’s care, because the LORD was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did.” We wonder why the LORD let Joseph to be in prison. We do not understand the way the LORD’s being with Joseph. If it was to give a better success, the present suffering was unbearable. Joseph probably would have preferred to stay in the less blessing if possible. In light of what Joseph confessed to his brothers in 45:7 we might say the LORD chose Joseph to be his co-worker. Joseph was chosen to suffer for the sin of his brothers, of this world and for God’s will to save life. Such was St. Peter’s understanding of the reason of the suffering of the early Christians as well. May the hope of God for which God has called us encourage and strengthen his servants today and even lift them up to he new height to see the hope of God (Rom 8:18). That is a real believer (1 Pe 1:7).





	 The LORD was with Joseph in prison for two years (chapter 40): Some time later, the cupbearer and the baker of the king of Egypt offended their master the king of Egypt. Pharaoh was angry with his two officials, the chief cupbearer and the chief baker, and put them in custody in the house of the captain of the guard, in the same prison where Joseph was confined. Joseph got to know them because the captain of the guard assigned them to him, and he attended them. After they had been in custody for some time, each of the two officials of Pharaoh had a dream the same night, and each dream had a meaning of its own. When Joseph came to them the next morning, he saw that they were depressed and sad. “We both had dreams,” they answered, “but there is no one to interpret them.” Then Joseph said to them, “Do not interpretations belong to God? Tell me your dreams.” So the chief cupbearer told Joseph his dream about a vine and three branches and grapes and his service of Pharaoh. Joseph interpreted it as the sign of the restoration of the official in three days. Then the chief baker told Joseph of his dream of three baskets of bred and the birds eating them. Joseph interpreted it as the sign of him being executed by hanging in three days. Everything happened exactly as Joseph interpreted on the third day. However, the chief cupbearer did not remember Joseph when he was restored. 41:1 tells us that Joseph remained in the prison for two full more years.





	We may wonder what the LORD was doing. In Joseph’s words to the cupbearer we can see that Joseph had no understanding of why he suffered. He asked the chief cupbearer, “But when all goes well with you, remember me and show me kindness; mention me to Pharaoh and get me out of this prison. For I was forcibly carried off from the land of the Hebrews, and even here I have done nothing to deserve being put in a dungeon” (40:15). There is no way we can justify the two years of Joseph’s suffering, his confusion and frustration, and the struggle to seek God in the midst of darkness. Only Job’s friends would do that. But we learn that the LORD was with Joseph during this time as well. We can believe that because of Joseph’s growth in the understanding of God’s will as was expressed in the meeting of his brothers. May the LORD who was in the prison with Joseph for two years be the hope for many who are in prison today. 





	Joseph in charge of Egypt (41:1-57): When the two full years had passed, Pharaoh had a dream: He was standing by the Nile, when out of the river there came up seven cows, sleek and fat, and they grazed among the reeds. After them, seven other cows, ugly and gaunt, came up out of the Nile and stood beside those on the riverbank. And the cows that were ugly and gaunt ate up the seven sleek, fat cows. Then Pharaoh woke up. He fell asleep again and had  second dream: Seven heads of grain, healthy and good, were growing on a single stalk. After them, seven other heads of grain sprouted—thin and scorched by the east wind. The thin heads of grain swallowed up the seven healthy, full heads. Then Pharaoh woke up. In the morning he summoned all his magicians and wise men of Egypt but no one could interpret them for him.





	Then the chief cupbearer remembered Joseph and told Pharaoh of his experience. So Pharaoh sent for Joseph, and he was brought before the king. When Pharaoh asked to interpret his dream Joseph replied, “I cannot do it, but God will give Pharaoh the answer he desires” (41:16). Joseph interpreted Pharaoh’s dreams as of seven years of great abundance, which would be followed by seven years of severe famine. Then Joseph advised Pharaoh to appoint a discerning and wise men to mage the land of Egypt. He advised to collect a fifth of the harvest of Egypt during the seven years of abundance to prepare for the seven years’ famine. Pharaoh consulted with his officials and appointed Joseph to be second in command in Egypt. The next seven years Joseph worked hard for Pharaoh. When the seven years of famine began, 41:57 says, “And all the countries came to Egypt to buy grain from Joseph, because the famine was severe in all the world.”





	Obviously the LORD was with Joseph to give him the power to interpret dreams and to serve Pharaoh and whole world. What is testified to the readers in the story of the LORD being with Joseph? We learn the answer from Joseph’s own words. 41:50-52 say, “Before the years of famine came, two sons were born to Joseph by Asenath daughter of Potiphera, priest of On. Joseph named his firstborn Manasseh and said, ‘It is because God has made to forget all my trouble and all my father’s household.’ The second son he named Ephraiam and said, ‘It is because God has made me fruitful in the land of my suffering.” Comparing his words here with his words of plea to the chief cupbearer in 40:14-15 we can say God made him to learn that the old had gone and the new had come. We can say he learned to rejoice in God. In light of his request to bring his bone to be buried in the promised land in 50:25 we can say Joseph learned to have hope in the coming city of God. He learned to forget what was behind, and run toward the hope before him. This was how Joseph was prepared to bear the Covenant blessing. When Joseph was prepared his brothers would be aided to be the co-Covenant bearers.





	We shouldn’t envy Joseph’s ability to interpret dreams. Look what he said.  He said to the cupbearer. “Do not interpretation belong to God?” He said to Pharaoh, “I cannot do it but God will give Pharaoh the answer he desires.” We learn from him that God himself was his answer. We shouldn’t be tired of listening to God and seek him. God will answer each of us. God will answer to those who seek God with us. Thank God that he has revealed himself to us in the story of Joseph. May God help you to feed the whole world.





	The LORD was at work. The LORD was taking care of the world. Actually he never stopped working. He was taking the burden of sin on himself. He called Joseph to be his co-worker to suffer for his cause. In Joseph we see what it means to be a Covenant bearer. May God raise up the Covenant bearers today.


