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Sold into Slavery



Part 1

The Crime is Committed 



Genesis 37:12-13

Now his brothers had gone to graze their 
father’s flocks near Shechem, and Israel said 
to Joseph, “As you know, your brothers are 

grazing the flocks near Shechem.
Come, I am going to send you to them.”

“Very well,” he replied.



Genesis 37:14

So he said to him, “Go and see if all is 
well with your brothers and with the 
flocks, and bring word back to me.” 

Then he sent him off…



In the opening lines of the Joseph narrative  
we are given a hint that this type of 

‘special supervisory spy trip’ 
was commonplace…



Genesis 37:2

Joseph, a young man of seventeen,
was tending the flocks with his brothers, 

the sons his father’s wives, and he brought 
their father a bad report about them.



Undoubtedly, Joseph’s previous bad report 
about them was fresh in their minds and 

played a major role in their desire to ensure 
that he did not return to their father 

with a bad report once again.  



It is worth noting that the brothers return 
near to the scene of their murder spree, 

at Shechem, to tend flocks.



This is poetically symbolic: 
signifying that the brothers are the 

same kind of men now as they were then 
and they are about to commit the 

same kind of atrocity. 



This is spiritually symbolic: 
signifying the tendency of human kind to 

repeat their mistakes, by returning to 
the same location time and time again, 

but expecting different results. 



As a gambler returns to the game, 
an alcoholic returns to the bar, 
or an addict returns to an alley.  



Nothing good could happen in Shechem
and it should have been fled from... 
just as nothing good could happen in 

Potiphar’s bedroom and it was fled from. 



Genesis 37:17-18

So Joseph went after his brothers and 
found them…But they saw him in the 
distance, and before he reached them, 

they plotted to kill him.



In the same manner that Cain blamed 
Abel for all of his problems…

so did these 10 brothers blame Joseph 
for all of their misery and misfortune. 



In the same manner that Cain only 
found one way to escape from Abel…

so could these 10 brothers only find 
one way to escape from Joseph…murder. 



If by the dreams, 
God had anointed Joseph 

for a future-position…



…then, by the plotting to kill Joseph, 
the brothers were putting themselves 

in a fighting-posture against God.



Genesis 37:19-20

“Here comes that dreamer!” they said to each 
other. “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.”



This is quite possibly the most 
ironic and paradoxically prophetic 

statements in all of literature. 



By throwing Joseph into the pit, 
and selling him into slavery, 

the brother were propelling the very events 
which would make the dreams come true.  



By throwing Joseph into the pit, 
and selling him into slavery, 

the brother were proving themselves to 
be ferocious wild animals, driven only 

by their base instincts without constraint 
or regard for human life.   



The story of Joseph highlights the complex 
relationship between the sovereignty of 

God and the free will of man. 



It could be argued that Jacob initiated these 
events by choosing to give Joseph the robe.



It could be argued that Joseph initiated these 
events by choosing to share the dreams. 



It could be argued that the brothers initiated 
these events by choosing to sell Joseph.



It could be argued that God ultimately 
initiated these events by giving Joseph a 
pair of divine dreams, which then set all 

other actions & reactions in motion. 



We will discuss this more in Part 2! 



Genesis 37:21-22

When Reuben heard this, he tried to rescue him 
from their hands. “Let’s not take his life,” he 
said. “Don’t shed any blood. Throw him into 

this cistern here in the wilderness, but don’t lay 
a hand on him.” Reuben said this to rescue him 

from them and take him back to his father.



Reuben developed his own idea to 
thwart the plan and rescue Joseph. Most 
argue that his motivation was about more 
self-preservation; an effort to get back into 

a good standing with Jacob over the 
disgraceful act with his step-mother. 



However, Reuben was unable 
to carry out his strategy. It was as though 
nothing stop the series of divine events 

which were unfolding. 



Job 42:42

I know that You can do all things and 
that no plan of Yours can be thwarted.



Genesis 37:23-24

So when Joseph came to his brothers, 
they stripped him of his robe—the ornate 
robe he was wearing—and they took him 
and threw him into the cistern. The cistern 

was empty; there was no water in it.



The stripping of the coat is significant 
for many reasons… 



First, it represented Joseph being stripped 
of his identity of favorite son of Jacob.



Second, it represented Joseph being stripped 
of his prized status as heir-apparent.  



Third, it represented Joseph being stripped 
of his supervisory position as manager. 



All of these things needed to be 
stripped away if Joseph was to be 

identified as a servant of God, 
heir of Egypt and manager of Pharaoh. 



The simple & shallow plans of man would 
need to be stripped away if Joseph was to 
put on the high & holy purposes of God. 



The cistern being empty means three things: 
(1) Long fall – no way up/alone

(2) Much pain – no cushion 
(3) Still alive – no drowning 



The throwing into the pit is significant 
for many reasons… 



First, it represented Joseph being 
brought low: into a position of humility. 



Second, it represented Joseph being 
brought alone: into a position of solitude. 



Third, it represented Joseph being 
brought pain: into a position of despair. 



All of these things needed to occur 
if Joseph was to handle the pride 

of Prime Minister, the scores of hungry 
people flooding the cities and the ability to 
relate with those desperate for their lives.



By these actions, 
the course of history was changed 

in dramatic fashion. 



Part 2

The Course is Changed



Genesis 37:25

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.



The story of Joseph highlights the complex 
relationship between the sovereignty of 

God and the free will of man. 

Remember we just said:



My question is; 
What are the odds of Ishmaelites

traveling from modern day Jordan, 
passing by Shechem (approx. 100m away)
on their way to Egypt (approx 150m away) 

…at that exact moment?  



My answer is; 
Next to impossible odds. 



My conclusion is; 
This caravan did not arrive by chance. 



My question is; 
If they are not there by chance, then who sent 

the Ishmaelites there at that very moment?  



My answer is; 
The same God who sent Joseph the dreams.



My conclusion is; 
“Many are the plans in a person's heart, 

but it is the LORD's purpose that prevails.”
Proverbs 19:21



My question is; 
Traveling over 100 miles at 

a pace of 15-20 miles a day…
What if the Ishmaelite's arrived a day/hour 

earlier or a day later/hour?



My answer is; 
Joseph would die. 



My conclusion is; 
Joseph’s help came right when he needed it. 
Not a moment sooner not a moment later.



My future question is; 
Why did Joseph wait for 13 years 

between Potiphar's house and Pharaoh’s 
court before being raised up to interpret 

Pharaoh's dream? 



My future question is; 
Who sent Pharaoh the dream?



My answer is; 
Joseph was not ready for Pharaoh's dream 

a day/hour earlier. Joseph’s help came right 
when he needed it. 



The free sinful choice of the brothers 
placed Joseph in the pit. 

The sovereign grace of God 
placed the caravan on the path. 



My belief is that all of these men 
were acting freely, led utterly by their 

personal desire or sinful nature. 



Jacob freely gave the coat out of his love. 
Joseph told the dreams out of his pride. 

The brothers sold Joseph out of their hatred. 



However, none of these choices 
were outside of the sovereign & 

omniscient foreknowledge of God…



…nor were they outside his omnipotent 
power to uphold his plan to spare 

this family and bring about the Deliverer, 
despite these free choices.  



My belief is that these events were not fixed 
in time, as though God ‘forced’ Joseph to 
remain in Potiphar’s house & prison for 13 
years before Pharaoh had some dreams.  



God could have given Pharaoh the dreams 
at any time…but the dreams were given 
when Joseph was ready to be the kind of 
man he needed to be as Prime Minister… 

and that took 13 years.   



God could have sent the famine
at any time…but the famine was sent when 

brothers were ready to be the kind of men who 
would admit their guilt, confess their sin and 
protect Benjamin…and that took 22 years.   



More on this in future sessions…



Genesis 37:26-27

Judah said to his brothers, 
“What will we gain if we kill our brother 

and cover up his blood? 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.



Genesis 37:28

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.



Not wanting to go home empty handed and 
instead wanting to turn a quick profit, Judah 
suggests that they sell Joseph into slavery. 



Acting like his namesake, Judas…Judah 
betrays his own brother for an amount of 
silver similar to the amount paid for Jesus 

(20 v 30). 



20 Shekels a month per/household 
needed to live on average.



20 Shekels was approx. 1 month of 1 household 
needs. Each brother therefore got approx. 

10% of one months need in kick back. 



It is shocking in the Bible,  
how often someone will ‘sell their soul’ as it were, 

for such limited, finite, earthly reward.   



Genesis 37:29

When Reuben returned to the cistern 
and saw that Joseph was not there, 

he tore his clothes. He went back to his 
brothers and said, “The boy isn’t there! 

Where can I turn now?”



The coming out of the pit is significant 
for many reasons… 



First, it represented Joseph being 
raised up to a new life. 



Second, it represented Joseph being 
raised up to a divine purpose. 



Third, it represented Joseph being 
raised up to carry the sins of the brothers.



Genesis 37:36

Meanwhile, the Midianites sold Joseph
in Egypt to Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s 

officials, the captain of the guard.



Just when you think that all hope is lost because 
of the free sinful choices of man…the power and 

purposes of God give us a glimmer of HOPE!



Part 3

The Coat is Covered



Genesis 37:31-32

Then they got Joseph’s robe,
slaughtered a goat and dipped the robe in the 
blood. They took the ornate robe back to their 
father and said, “We found this. Examine it to 

see whether it is your son’s robe.”



Genesis 37:33

He recognized it and said, 
“It is my son’s robe! Some ferocious 
animal has devoured him. Joseph has 

surely been torn to pieces.”



In an effort to cover or hide their sin, 
the brothers developed a ruse by killing a goat, 
shedding its blood and dipping the robe into it.  



This was done to convince Jacob that 
his son had been killed by wild animals. 

However, this act is eerily familiar.  



This is historically symbolic: 
signifying that aging Jacob had now 
been deceived by his sons, in a very 

similar manner in which he had deceived 
his aging father.  



This is spiritually symbolic: 
signifying the brother’s fleshly attempt to 

cover their sin with unknowing similarity to 
a temporary animal blood sacrifice. 



This act may have deceived Jacob, but it did not 
remove the guilt of their sin…as they will be 
haunted by their actions for the next 22 years. 



The ineffectiveness of this effort is a 
foreshadowing of the truths in Hebrews 10:3-4  

“But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of 
sins. It is impossible for the blood of bulls and 

goats to take away sins.”



Only a human for human substitution 
would cover their sin and make forgiveness 

possible…and that will come when Judah throws 
himself in the place of Benjamin. 



This is  will be a foreshadowing to the truths 
in Romans 5:6-8

“…at just the right time, when we were still 
powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely 
will anyone die for a righteous person, though for a 
good person someone might possibly dare to die…”



Genesis 37:34-35

Then Jacob tore his clothes, put on sackcloth
and mourned for his son many days.

All his sons and daughters came to comfort him,
but he refused to be comforted. “No,” he said, 

“I will continue to mourn until I join my son in the 
grave.” So his father wept for him.



The brother’s deception continues…
as they attempt to console Jacob while 

he is mourning the death of Joseph. 



Genesis 37:36

Meanwhile, the Midianites sold Joseph
in Egypt to Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s 

officials, the captain of the guard.



In the midst of Jacob’s deepest pain, 
God was up to something good. Yet, it would 

take 22yrs for the relief to come. 



JOSEPH

Lessons 
From the life of 

Bad Brothers



We must know our Shechem.
Where are we prone to be tempted?

Where are we prone to give in? 
Where brings out our worst?   

Lesson 1



We must not discount our propensity 
for great sin when a painful past, 

meets power and privacy.  

Lesson 2



Lesson 3
When you hit the deep & dry bottom 

of your well, don’t overlook God’s grace. 
The empty well was the safest place 

for Joseph to be. 



Lesson 4
Don’t forget how powerful our choices are. 

They can alter the course of history. 
Don’t delay like Rueben. Do the right thing 
when you are able to do so, time is ticking.



Lesson 5
Don’t discount what God can do 

with his almighty-power & 
infinite-wisdom to work all things together 

for good in your life.  



Chapter Five

Pure in Potiphar’s House


