Reflection on Genesis 37:1-4,12-28 – Holding on to hope
Begin with an opening prayer
Thank you, loving Lord,
that you have been holding on to us
all through this week.
Forgive us for failing to hold on to you.
Help us to let go of all that distracts us
and turn our hearts and minds to you again.
Amen.
 
Read the passage
Consider different ways to read the text. For example, hearing it in more than one version of the Bible.
Genesis 37: 1-4, 12-28
37 Now Jacob dwelt in the land where his father was a stranger, in the land of Canaan. 2 This is the history of Jacob.
Joseph, being seventeen years old, was feeding the flock with his brothers. And the lad was with the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his father’s wives; and Joseph brought a bad report of them to his father.
3 Now Israel loved Joseph more than all his children, because he was the son of his old age. Also he made him a tunic of many colours. 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.
12 Then his brothers went to feed their father’s flock in Shechem. 13 And Israel said to Joseph, “Are not your brothers feeding the flock in Shechem? Come, I will send you to them.”
So he said to him, “Here I am.”
14 Then he said to him, “Please go and see if it is well with your brothers and well with the flocks, and bring back word to me.” So he sent him out of the Valley of Hebron, and he went to Shechem.
15 Now a certain man found him, and there he was, wandering in the field. And the man asked him, saying, “What are you seeking?”
16 So he said, “I am seeking my brothers. Please tell me where they are feeding their flocks.”
17 And the man said, “They have departed from here, for I heard them say, ‘Let us go to Dothan.’ ” So Joseph went after his brothers and found them in Dothan.
18 Now when they saw him afar off, even before he came near them, they conspired against him to kill him. 19 Then they said to one another, “Look, this dreamer is coming! 20 Come therefore, let us now kill him and cast him into some pit; and we shall say, ‘Some wild beast has devoured him.’ We shall see what will become of his dreams!”
21 But Reuben heard it, and he delivered him out of their hands, and said, “Let us not kill him.” 22 And Reuben said to them, “Shed no blood, but cast him into this pit which is in the wilderness, and do not lay a hand on him”—that he might deliver him out of their hands, and bring him back to his father.
23 So it came to pass, when Joseph had come to his brothers, that they stripped Joseph of his tunic, the tunic of many colours that was on him. 24 Then they took him and cast him into a pit. And the pit was empty; there was no water in it.
25 And they sat down to eat a meal. Then they lifted their eyes and looked, and there was a company of Ishmaelites, coming from Gilead with their camels, bearing spices, balm, and myrrh, on their way to carry them down to Egypt. 26 So Judah said to his brothers, “What profit is there if we kill our brother and conceal his blood? 27 Come and let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and let not our hand be upon him, for he is our brother and our flesh.” And his brothers listened. 28 Then Midianite traders passed by; so the brothers pulled Joseph up and lifted him out of the pit and sold him to the Ishmaelites for twenty shekels of silver. And they took Joseph to Egypt.
 
Explore and respond to the text
Start by reading the Bible notes below. You may want to read them more than once or pause after each paragraph to reflect on what you have read.
 
Bible notes

Joseph has become his father’s favourite, but at the cost of his relationship with his brothers. Perhaps, unsurprisingly, when the opportunity for revenge arises, his brothers are more than willing to take it! At first, they plan to kill Joseph, but Reuben, the eldest, tries to prevent this by proposing that they throw Joseph into an empty water cistern instead. Reuben intends to come back and rescue his brother, but, before Reuben can come back for Joseph, Judah has convinced the other brothers to haul Joseph back out of the pit and sell him as a slave to some passing Midianites. (The same group are also referred to as Ishmaelites in the story – these were two closely related tribes who frequently intermarried.)
So, Joseph is carried off to slavery in Egypt. On the surface, this seems like a grave misfortune, but slavery in the ancient world had a very different character from what we tend to assume when we think about slavery today. In some ancient households, trusted slaves became almost like family members – they could go on to inherit property and could even be adopted as sons. (See, for example, Genesis 15:2-3, where Abraham speculates that his slave will inherit his whole household.)
Joseph is an example of a slave who worked hard and proved himself trustworthy, to such an extent that he eventually became one of the most powerful and influential figures in Pharaoh’s household. This meant that he was well-positioned to rescue God’s people from the years of famine when they arrived. Those who know the whole of the Joseph saga will know that his life had many ups and downs. What is significant about the character of Joseph is that God holds on to him – the phrase ‘the Lord was with him’ recurs frequently throughout the story, especially in chapter 39 of Genesis, when things are really going wrong! Joseph can also be seen holding on to God, discerning God’s voice, even while he is patiently enduring false accusations, wrongful conviction and the broken promise of the cupbearer who befriended him in prison.
At the end of Joseph’s story (Genesis 50:26), he can look back over his life and see how God has been holding on to him and has used his misfortunes to bring about good – not just for him, but for many others who, without his leadership, would have starved in the famine.
 
Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking about what stands out for you from the Bible reading. This idea may help.
Holding on and letting go: Joseph had to let go of his coat, but he held on to what it symbolised – his special calling. And no one could take away his dreams. He held on to them (like Rebekah and her promise – Genesis 25:23). Holding on is about hope – remembering the coat and the dreams helped Joseph to stay hope-full even though his situation seemed hope-less. If we hold on to God, we can stay focused on our hope, not our fear. Perhaps we struggle with regrets that make it hard to let go of the past, or with anxieties that cloud our future? Let’s dare to entrust ourselves to the here-and-now God who will always hold on to us.
 
Questions for reflection
You may wish to use these questions and the picture to help you think about or discuss issues arising from this week’s Bible passage.
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Questions
· When have you had to hold on to something (or someone) really tightly?
· What hope can you hold on to in tough times?
· Looking back on your experiences, can you see God at work in difficult times?
 
 
A prayer to end
Dear God, help us to hold on to you this week,
even when we can’t see you.
Help us to hold on through good times and bad.
Thank you that you always hold onto us,
when we remember you – and when we forget you.
Amen.
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