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THE PENTATEUCH

Lesson 8  Commentary  Genesis 37 - 41

Lesson 9  Questions       Genesis 42 - 45

THE BEGINNING OF JOSEPH’S STORY

Genesis 37-41

INTRODUCTION


With the exception of two chapters, the rest of Genesis is Joseph’s story. This section is remarkably different in style and content from the preceding ones. It is more like the Wisdom literature, and Joseph is the ideal Israelite, the ideal Wise Man. There are few explanations of names and customs, of concern with cult and shrine, yet modern historians and archaeologists have discovered that their diggings reveal authentic proofs of Egyptian life and customs recorded in Joseph’s saga. For example, a long tunic (such as Jacob had given Joseph) symbolized royalty or leadership.


In Joseph’s story, there are no divine interventions, no new revelations. Joseph is the fourth generation from Abraham; he is already one who received his faith from tradition, the kind the Church calls Sacred Tradition, coming down from earlier revelation and divine guidance and passed on to descendants. There are two kinds of tradition, the little “t” and the capital “T.” The little “t” is cultural, sometimes good, sometimes bad. Examples are the Pharisees’ legalities and prejudices which Jesus tried to correct, and in America white supremacy in the South, which Christians accepted for so long; these were bad. We know many good ones. It is important to examine traditions and discern their relevance and value in different times and places.


The capital “T” Tradition is explained in the Vatican II document on Divine Revelation: “Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the Word of God, which is committed to the Church. Holding fast to this deposit, the entire holy people united with their shepherds remain always steadfast in the teaching of the apostles…” This is the kind of tradition which Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob passed to Joseph and his brothers and which the Christians heard from the Apostles and passed down until the New Testament recorded it. All of it remained in the Church and is applied to each age. Many today are confused about Sacred Tradition. (See Chapter II in the Vatican II document on Divine Revelation, p. 115.)

I. JOSEPH IS SOLD BY HIS BROTHERS (Genesis 37:1-36)


A. In The Family. Joseph is the first born son of Jacob and his true wife, Rachel, whom he dearly loved. He was the favorite son of his father; his half-brothers became jealous when they saw the long tunic. They began to hate him, first because he came home from the fields where he was helping them with the sheep and brought bad reports to Jacob about them: a tattle tale! He soon gave them new cause to hate.


B. Joseph’s Dreams (Genesis 37:5-11). These are the first double dreams reported in Joseph’s story. Ancient people, both pagans and Israelites, believed that in dreams God (gods) communicated with humans. Dreams arose from the heart, the inner core, the margins of consciousness; they were placed there by Another.


See Genesis 20:3-7, 31:10-13, Job 33:14-15, and Matthew 1:20-21, where God guides and warns. In Daniel 2:26-28, 31-45, the future is revealed in a dream and interpreted by Daniel.


The dreams of Joseph, which angered his brothers and made his father ponder, came true in two ways—first in Egypt, when his brothers bowed down to him as the governor; second, when his son Ephraim’s tribe became the foremost of the twelve tribes, politically, economically, and geographically. The twelve stars and the sun dream may have some significance in the Revelation text 12:1-2.


The account of the brothers’ revenge and effort to be rid of him is an interesting example of the skillful blending of different oral or written sources into a single story. Scholars have detected the original story-tellers as members of Judah’s tribe and/or Reuben’s tribe, each anxious to tell their ancestor’s part as the main one.


This story answers a main question in the Jewish history. How did the patriarch Jacob and his sons get to Egypt in the first place?


In Egypt, we leave Joseph, still in his teens evidently, sold as a slave to a royal official of Pharaoh—an example of how God thwarts the evil deeds of men and makes them part of His divine plan to bring good, in this case, to the very men who do the evil!

II. A STORY OF ANOTHER BROTHER AT HOME AND OF A WOMAN WHO RIGHTED A WRONG (Genesis 38:1-30)


About that time, Judah, perhaps because of his disagreement with his brothers, moved away and married a Canaanite woman. They had three sons, but the first two displeased God, so “the Lord took their life.” Judah had arranged a marriage for his first son who died; his wife, Tamar, was then married to his second son, in order to “raise up children to his brother.” This is probably the origin of the Levirate Law so important to the Jews, and centuries later, used by the jealous Sadducees to put a test case to Jesus in order to trap him. (See Deuteronomy 25:5 and Luke 20:27-40.) The second son, Onan, was unwilling to serve in this way, and became the first case, perhaps, of birth control, “casting his seed upon the ground.” Onanism is named after him; notice that God took his life for the sin.


We need to stop here and notice the condition of this woman, of many in those times, and in the continuation of this culture. Though the need for descendants and for the perpetuation of a family line was very necessary, still this girl was used by Judah for his own family. Note the difference, though, of the story of Rebekah in Assyrian law, whose consent was needed to marry a foreigner. But the Biblical law of “talion”—an eye for an eye—again came into play. Sent back to her father’s house to wait for the next brother (!) but never married to him when he became of age, Tamar deceives Judah himself. She disguises herself as a temple prostitute, sitting by the road. Judah sinned and then dismisses her.


The clever girl asked for her wages and demanded surety, which she later sent to him, when she became pregnant. Here we find an authenticity of history: the seal, staff, and gold cord given as an I.D. by Judah are characteristics now found in desert people. Here Judah rises to a better moral level and admits that Tamar was more right than he. God’s plan is clear to us: of the twins born to Judah and Tamar, Perez became the  ancestor of King David, and so of Jesus, the Son of God. Tamar is mentioned in Jesus’ genealogy of Matthew: 1:3. God’s goodness willed that the Second Person would include in his human origins, races other than the “Chosen” People; even of pagans and prostitutes; He loves all.


But was Tamar a prostitute? “Not” in our sense of the word, for pagans believed that a woman who had intercourse with men in fertility rites in honor of the god of fertility was a “consecrated virgin”! They were a higher social class than the common harlot. Furthermore, Tamar’s intention was to have a child in order to be recognized in her society as a member of Judah’s family. For having been married once to Judah’s son, she was no longer considered part of her own family’s household, though she had been sent there by Judah.

III. JOSEPH’S TEMPTATION IN EGYPT (Genesis 39)


A. Joseph in Potiphar’s Household. “God was with him,” says the story, and “he prospered”; his administrative abilities came to the fore and Joseph became in charge of the whole household. But the story quickly brought him to a severe test.


“Strikingly handsome” men don’t escape women’s wiles, and the young Joseph is pursued by his master’s wife. But he is handsome inside also, a man of integrity, which must have been rather unusual, not only in pagan society, but in the desert culture of concubinage, exploited women, and undeveloped morals of later Jews.


When he is cornered by the lustful woman, he flees, and falls victim to her lies. For this, Joseph is cast into prison. Here again, his nobility and integrity win over his superiors, and the jailer gives him charge of other prisoners. The “Lord was with him.” Notice how the writer sees God’s hand in raising up an ideal patriarch.


B. Joseph in Prison Interprets Dreams (Genesis 40). We see the ease with which people were thrown into prison in this story, and we also get a glimpse of Semitic (or Egyptian?) phrases. For Pharaoh was angry with two of his servants and put them “in Jail” in the house of his chief steward. It doesn’t sound like a bad kind of jail… Here the two have a dream—we have two dreams each time, notice. When Joseph kindly asked them why they were disturbed, and they relate their dreams, he interprets them, explaining that in three days Pharaoh will lift up their heads, meaning one will raise his head on high again and be restored in Pharaoh’s house, while the other will be impaled in death. Then the interpretation comes true, but the one saved, a cupbearer, who had promised to speak for Joseph, forgets all about him.


Here another beautiful trait of Joseph is shown. Quietly, patiently, he remains two more years unjustly in prison, innocently condemned for believing that the marriage of his master should be respected. Does our society today, even among Christians, live by such an ideal? It is amazing that Joseph, with so little inheritance in virtue and morals and knowledge of God, is a model for us today, who have the whole New Testament heard and taught to us from childhood. The Jews never forgot Joseph, their ideal of all their tribes. We will sum up tonight’s lesson with his total importance.


C. Pharaoh Has a Dream—Two Dreams, of Course (Genesis 41). His dream of seven fat cows eaten up by the seven gaunt cows, and the seven thin ears of grain swallowing up seven healthy ears, disturbed Pharaoh. The seven here, is a Biblical number, meaning completeness, fullness, and probably denotes the great abundance of the good years and the terrible losses of the lean years.


But none of his sages and magicians can figure it out. That is when the cupbearer thinks of Joseph! When Joseph was brought to Pharaoh and asked to interpret the dream, he mentions that his God will reveal it to Pharaoh through him; Joseph is simply God’s friend. Pharaoh tells the dreams, and anxiously waits. Joseph then explains about the abundant crop and the lean crop. But he does more; and here we see the intelligence, the confidence of the young man. He advises Pharaoh what to do! The advice is so good that it amazes all in the court. This time it is Pharaoh who recognizes “the spirit of God” in Joseph, and puts him forthwith in charge of the whole plan.


Pharaoh gives Joseph power over all Egypt, bestowing on him his signet ring (note that this identification is a ring on the finger, not the desert chieftain’s cylinder seal around the neck of Judah in the Tamar story), fine linen clothing, a gold chain around his neck, and a chariot, with everyone shouting “Make way for Joseph!” when he travels over Egypt. When the famine hits the Middle East, there is starvation, threatening all, “gripping the whole world.” Next week, we hear a wonderful story of dramatic suspense, irony, pathos, poignant conversations, and conversion through love and compassion. But let us see what Joseph’s story foreshadows.

IV. IMPORTANCE AND LESSONS OF JOSEPH’S STORY

Joseph is the best example of Israel’s Covenant Love in his love and service of his brothers who harmed him. He is the first step toward a unified People, as he and his brothers settled in Egypt and their descendants, in slavery, clung together around the traditions of their God, the One, True God. Joseph is also a prefigure of the redemption of the human race, as he saved peoples outside Egypt from famine. The promise of Abraham was fulfilled: “All families of the earth shall be blessed through you.”


But Joseph is greatest as a foreshadow of Jesus the Messiah. His likeness to Jesus is amazing: a favored son, arousing the jealousy of older brothers, sold for 20 pieces of silver; exiled to Egypt; thrown into a well, then brought out alive, unjustly arrested and imprisoned, feeding all who came with his bread, inviting his estranged brothers to his table, delivered from prison by his powers, exalted, and made ruler of all; his abundant forgiveness of his offending brothers, his wisdom, tact, and gentleness. All, here in the first book of Scripture, foreshadows God’s eternal plan through the Jews.


How can we apply this story to ourselves? We can ask ourselves questions… Do we act on our jealous feelings, disrupting our family, saddening our parents? When suffering the other side of this, do we forgive in love and reunite the family? The community? How about our suffering unjustly: in patience like Joseph; trusting in God’s care, even in extremity?


We learn, among possible lessons, two that foreshadow the Christian realities.



1. Joseph’s two years of patiently enduring unjust imprisonment, are a foreshadowing of the importance of vicarious suffering. Strangely, I have noticed the absence of this concept in Christian devotional books, outside of the Catholic faith. This is the Catholic understanding of suffering that wins grace in the community of saints. It foreshadows Jesus’ redemption of the human race through His suffering. Our own suffering, though unmerited, unjust; our illnesses, can be used by God for others; they can work later in heaven, or our graces could have come from holy people before us in history.



2. A second value seen in Joseph’s two years in prison, the long quiet uneventful days of this time, show us the value of being alone, having time for meditation of God’s  ways, for prayer, a time for God’s Spirit to form us, to give us wisdom, understanding, to develop us in the spiritual, inner life. We call it today, a “desert experience.”


A striking example of this in Christian history is St. John of the Cross. Cast into a locked cell in a Toledo monastery by his own Carmelite brothers living under a mitigated rule, and angered at his attempt to reform their careless lives under that Rule, John spent several months in a 6' x 10' windowless cell. But instead of anger and trouble, by his love and patience, he won over one of his guards who gave him paper and a quill and ink. In this cell, John of the Cross, probably our greatest mystic, used his time to describe the highest mystical prayer that God gave him there. This little booklet is today and since the 1500’s used by all seeking a closer friendship with God—THE SPIRITUAL CANTICLE. Today, John of the Cross and his friend and spiritual daughter are treasured by the Carmelite Order. St. Teresa of Avila and he have both been named Doctors of the Church whose writings teach us all the ways of grace and prayer and fidelity.


When circumstances or other people curtail us, change our way of life, if we lose our job, have a long illness, lose a spouse, or are abandoned and alienated from others, it is often God’s way to get us to run to Him, to turn to prayer, to spiritual reading, to pondering the Scriptures, to have time for Him, to find His will, to know His will, and to live it.

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 9

Genesis 42-45

Day 1

Read the lecture notes for the week.



Is there any Word of God or commentary words that stand out for you in living your Christian life?

Day 2

Read Genesis 42, “The Brothers’ First Journey to Egypt.”



What can we “read between-the-lines” about Jacob in verse 4?

Day 3

Read Genesis 43.



In Genesis 43:1-14, what do you see in Israel’s character that is consistent with the values and behavior of the Jacob portrayed earlier?

Day 4

Reread Genesis 43.



Write some of the impressions you had as you read this gripping story.

Day 5

Read Genesis 44.


a.
In verses 5 and 15, what does Joseph’s mention of his “divination” (wisdom or unusual insight) recall and gently suggest to the brothers?


b.
In Judah’s long story, what change of attitude toward their father, and what goodness are the brothers now showing?


c.
What changed them? Is there a lesson for us in these events?

Day 6

Read Genesis 45.


a.
What do verses 4-8 reveal in Joseph?


b.
Whose plan was the sale of Joseph, the imprisonment of Simeon, and the demand to bring Benjamin to Joseph? Yet did the brothers have free will in all this?


c.
Has adversity caused by others tempted you or others you know to blame God?


d.
How have you been able to change and grow through adversity?
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