Genesis 37:1-11

“I have a dream…”

11th September 2005
Intro:

I recently overheard someone in this room, who shall remain nameless, saying this: “Oh, I’ve tried to read the Old Testament but it’s boring.”  Maybe some of you feel the same, maybe some of you think it’s boring even though you haven’t even tried to read it!! Now some parts of the Old Testament are hard work to read, but I would completely disagree that the Old Testament is boring - the Old Testament has war, murder, seas being parted, miracles & wonders, sex, love, incest, romance, rape, great giants being defeated by tiny shepherd boys, awesomely accurate foretellings of Christ, a strong man whose strength desserts him when he cuts his hair, talking donkeys, a king who is driven insane, a man who is swallowed by a fish & survives, adultery, a man who kills his concubine & then cuts her body up & sends the parts to four different corners of Israel.  The list could go on and on.  Some of it is grim reading, and would carry an 18 certificate if it were a film.  Some of it is intensely sensual and erotic. Some of it is deeply sad. But what it is not is boring.  Having said that, I don’t want to sell the Old Testament to you with sensationalism, the main reason it isn’t boring is because it is God’s Word, telling us about His work in history; He has had it written down to communicate with us & it is true.  It is often easy to forget these amazing facts about the Bible & specifically about the Old Testament:

1) It was written by God for you; if you received a hand written, personal letter from someone you love, you would never leave it unopened in its envelope on your kitchen table, you want to know what it says, you want to read what the writer has to tell you & you would want to read every part of their letter.  There’s that episode in Friends where they all go to the beach house, and Ross & Rachel are having their usual relationship problems, and Ross gives Rachel a massive letter one evening pouring his heart out about how he feels about her.  It is so long & intense, that she falls asleep reading it, but she is embarrassed to tell him that because she knows it will make him feel that she doesn’t care about him, so she lies to him and pretends that she has read the whole thing. This, of course, leads to all sorts of misunderstandings and problems until she eventually has to confess that she fell asleep at the bottom of page 3 “You fell ASLEEP?” shouts Ross.  He can’t believe that this woman who says she loves him doesn’t bother to read part of a love letter he has sent her.  Don’t do a Rachel with God.  If you love God, don’t leave his letter to you, the Bible, unopened; read it & make it a goal to read every part of it.  

2) All of it is true, in other words IT ACTUALLY HAPPENED.  It would be amazing enough if it were just a novel, but it is actual history and we mustn’t let our familiarity with some of these stories cloud our appreciation of the fact that we aren’t reading fiction, we are reading fact.  

So that is why we are going to look at the Old Testament & specifically the story of Joseph this term, which I hope will change your opinion about the Old Testament being a boring book.  Let’s read the first instalment:

Genesis 37:1-11 (Jacob = Israel, they are the same person)

The story of Joseph takes up 13 of the last 14 chapters of Genesis - as much as the story of Abraham early on in Genesis - so we can see straight away that it is important.  This story took place about 4,000 years ago, but it’s so vivid & unusual and we recognise some of the issues  even in those first 11 verses:

We’ve got a family that’s not functioning properly;

We’ve got brothers fighting with each other;

We’ve got a child being born to a man in his old age;

We’ve got jealousy & favouritism;

We’ve got crazy dreams which are analysed & interpreted.

Many of these issues are ones that we see in our world today, in our society; a dysfunctional family. Surely that’s a 21st century problem, not an ancient problem you might say? The story of Joseph tells us otherwise.    Sadly we see things like fighting, jealousy & favouritism sometimes in our own church family, and perhaps you even see them in your own family.  Maybe you’re like me and you have unusual dreams and you wonder what they’re all about.  

I am renowned amongst my friends for having a particularly active dream-life, and before Chris & I got married I had some particularly strange ones.  I dreamt that I walked down the aisle only to find that Chris had divided up the guests into two football teams - bride’s guests on one side and groom’s on the other and they were playing a match on the stage of the church, oblivious to my spectacular, breath-taking entrance.  I also dreamt that I decided to wear a life-size coca-cola bottle underneath my wedding dress.  When we got various Wedding cards saying “May all your dreams come true” we found it very amusing.

The same problem of sin

Many of the problems that Joseph has are the same as ours.  Our world has advanced in so many ways - Joseph didn’t text his brothers in v.3 and say “Hey Dad’s bought me this fantastic new coat” (you can imagine their response: “Whatever”)  but in terms of human behaviour we are exactly the same.  When we read the Bible, repeated words give us big clues to the story & the point the author is making.  Did you notice the word that is repeated in this passage?     Hated (v. 4, 5, 8).  Joseph’s brothers hated Joseph in v. 4 because they could see clearly that their father favoured him.  Then he goes and tells them about the dream that he’s had & they interpret it as meaning (v.8) that Joseph, their younger brother, will actually rule over them & they hated him even more.  Joseph lives in a sinful family, just like you & me, & yet, as we will see later in the story, he still shines for God.  Joseph’s brothers do the opposite; they see the sin of their father’s favouritism & they feel justified in hating their brother as a result & “not speaking a kind word to him” (v.4).  

It’s very easy for us, I think, to justify our sin by the sin we see around us, just like Joseph’s brothers.  So, for example, we can often have the attitude of:  “I’m not going to make an effort with that person in Y@S because they haven’t made an effort with me” or “None of my other Christian friends give money regularly to church, so why should I?” or “I know that the lyrics of the music I listen to aren’t glorifying to God, but other people in Y@S listen to the same kind of music so it’s fine” or in our families, “My sister’s so horrible to me, so I’m not going to speak to her at all”.   It can work on all sorts of levels.  Are you using another person’s sin to justify your own?  Think about it now.

The same damage of inferiority (feeling less valuable than someone else)

So, Joseph’s family is plagued by this problem of sin & that is seen in Jacob’s favouritism towards Joseph.  A lot of us, at one time or another, have probably suffered from feelings of inferiority, just as Joseph’s brothers did.  Compared to Joseph, the golden boy of the family, they probably felt useless and unloved.   Feeling inferior to other people is completely crushing & awful.  We can see straight away from these verses that God sees and notices situations where people are made to feel inferior - he knows Joseph’s brothers feel angered by their father’s treatment of Joseph.  

I think one area where people can suffer from feeling inferior is in church life.  Church is one of those places where people’s talents are displayed for all to see and it is very easy for the person who serves the coffee to feel inferior to the amazing pianist, or the person who cleans the toilets to think that they are not worth as much to God as the fantastic Pastor who gives a wonderful sermon every week.  These people who work quietly, behind the scenes can often feel crushed by feelings of inferiority.  But everyone is equally loved by God and equally valuable in the church family whatever job they do to serve.  The person who cleans the toilet is as important as the person who plays the guitar - more important probably!!  Next time you see someone doing a job in church which could be seen by the world as inferior, thank them and reassure them of God’s pleasure at what they are doing.  Or perhaps there is someone at Y@S who you think might feel inferior because they are not as talented as someone else in a particular area; encourage them.

The same pattern of sin leading to sin

Now cast your minds back to the ridiculous sketch earlier.  Can you remember the name of the evil twin who stole the birthright from his older brother?  Jacob.  This is the same Jacob who is Joseph’s father.  Do you notice any patterns in terms of favouritism?  Jacob knew what it was like to feel inferior because his own father, Isaac, favoured Jacob’s brother, Esau, over him. Isn’t it then amazing that we see Jacob showing favouritism to his own son, having been second best in his own father’s eyes?  The cycle of sin is very hard to break.  There is another cycle here too, Jacob’s favouritism in v. 3 leads to Joseph’s brothers’ hatred in v. 4 which leads to jealousy in v. 11 and ultimately, as we will see, to revenge.  We can see this pattern of sin leading to sin in our own society today: children who have been abused are likely to become abusers, people who have been bullied are likely to become bullies.  In our own lives as well, sin, unless we repent & turn away from it, will always lead to sin.  Sin leads to sin, it needs to be nipped in the bud.  If you are sinning get it sorted as soon as possible, ask for forgiveness and for God’s strength to protect you from that particular temptation.

Now that’s all rather depressing - true, and we need to hear it, but depressing. However:

The same God of Power

There is a very important line at the start of this story near the beginning of verse 2.  Did anyone spot it?  Joseph was just 17 when all this happened.  He was the same age as Carys, Justin, Terna, Leon, Carl, Musa, Jaime, Ben, Hannah, Sheridan.   It is easy for us to look at these great heroes of the Bible and think that they must’ve been 30 - 40 year olds who’d believed in God for a long time and had their faith sorted out completely.  But, Joseph was the same age as most of you when God started speaking to him in these dreams and telling him about his future.      

God can use anyone, no matter how old or young they might be, whether they’re from a screwed up family like Joseph or a more stable family. God is sovereign, He is in control, He can use you for His purposes & plans, just as He used Joseph.  So, despite the fact that we have the same problem of sin as Joseph did, be encouraged that we have the same powerful God as Joseph did & He (and only He!) can work through us to overcome sin with good, to break the cycle of sin leading to sin and to bring hope. 

How does Joseph point forward to Jesus?
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Throughout this series in Joseph, we are going to look at the way his story 

(like the whole of the Old Testament) points forward to Christ.

DISCUSS: Thinking about the verses we were just looking at in Genesis 37:1-11, what aspects of Joseph’s story are the same as Jesus’ time on earth?

Compare these verses & talk about the similarities:

1) Genesis 37:3 & Mark 1:9-11

2) Genesis 37:3 & Mark 15:17-18

3) Genesis 37:4 & John 7:2-5 & Mark 3:20-21

4) Genesis 37:11 & Luke 2:15-19 (esp. 19)

5) Genesis 37:28 & Matthew 26:14-15

* 
In Genesis 37:5 & 10, Joseph tells his father & brothers about the word of God which has come to him in a dream.  How do his father & brothers respond (v.10 & 11)?

*
How did people respond to Jesus when he preached the word of God to them?  (You may want to look at Mark 3:1-11 for a clue if you can’t think!)

*
How do people respond to you when you try and share the truth of God’s word, the Bible, with them?

*
What do Joseph & Jesus teach us about how to deal with rejection when we share God’s word? (See Hebrews 4:12 & Matthew 10:34)
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