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Families are often torn apart. For example and for various 

reasons, families are split up through adoption and we hear the 

stories of people in later life searching for their birth parents. 

The desire to be reunited is strong. Or children taken into care 

for their own protection because of abuse or addition. Today in 

the midst of civil war, families are shattered; girls are stolen, 

and boys become soldiers. Relationships get fractured, people 

go their own way and the family unit is broken up. In the 

underworld of crime, young girls are trafficked, often lured by 

the chance of a better life.  

Just recently there was the tragic circumstance of the surrogate 

Thai mother and the Australian couple who took the healthy 

twin and the twin with Down’s syndrome was left.  

The family of Joseph was dysfunctional. It was riddled with 

jealously, partly because Joseph was a spoilt brat, the favourite 

son of Jacob who gave him a special coat, but also because he 

inflamed the situation with his dreams of ruling over his family, 

and his brothers and so  incensed by his dreams of grandeur, 

they ended up wanting to kill him. The opportunity came along 

when Joseph came to a place called Dothan, where the brothers 

were taking care of the flocks. However, one of the brothers, 

Reuben, persuaded them to change their plan. How could he kill 

his brother and what impact would that have on their father. So 

they threw him into a well. Reuben hoped to rescue him and 

take him back to their father, but before that could happen, 

they sold him into slavery, and made up a story that he had 

been killed by a wild animal. That is how Joseph ended up in 

Egypt. So the family has been torn apart by jealousy and their 

father Jacob, is bereft. 

We need to rush through the next part of the story. Because 

Joseph could interpret dreams, we are told by the inspiration of 

God, he eventually became the second most important person 

in Egypt, second only to Pharaoh himself. Meanwhile, there is a 

famine in the region and when Jacob hears that there is corn in 

Egypt; because of the dreams and careful stewardship of 

Joseph; he sends all of Joseph’s half brothers to buy corn. His 

only full brother, born of Rachael, is Benjamin, and he stays at 

home.  

When they arrive in Egypt, Joseph recognises his brothers, but 

enters into a game of cat and mouse with them. He says 

nothing. Instead, he treats them harshly and accuses them of 

being spies. Maybe a bit of revenge is coming out here! He 

keeps one brother as hostage for the food, and tells the rest of 

them to bring Benjamin to Egypt. A deliberate act. They are 

once again to return to their father minus one brother. That is 

what happened to him and it comes out in the brother’s heated 

conversation. They speak in their native language, which of 

course Joseph understands, and the writer of the story clearly 

indicates that they are in trouble, and puts these words into 



Reuben’s mouth; because of what they did to Joseph. However, 

Joseph is beginning to crack. 

There is further intrigue in this story. The brothers find their 

money returned and so they are afraid. Will they be accused of 

stealing it? And then Jacob refuses to let Benjamin travel to 

Egypt. He has now lost two sons, Joseph and Simeon. He does 

not wish to lose another. 

Unfortunately for Jacob, the famine gets worse and he has to 

send the brothers back to Egypt to buy more food. This time, 

Judah persuades him to let Benjamin go with them.  They have 

taken extra money with them to cover the cost of repaying the 

money they found returned on their last visit. And they own up 

to the servant in charge, but listen to what he says, “Don’t 

worry. Don’t be afraid. Your God, the God of your father, must 

have put the money in your sacks for you. I received your 

payment.” That can only make sense, first of all, at the 

command of Joseph and if the writer is saying to his readers, 

even in Egypt, history is controlled by God.  

You do wonder if the brothers ever got suspicious about who 

Joseph was. After all, why would the second most important 

person in Egypt, the greatest power in the region, be interested 

in an old man? He always asked after Jacob. And we are told 

they were seated for the meal in older of age. How could this 

man know that?  

The family has been torn apart and Joseph is finding it difficult 

to hold himself together. He is about to break down. He has to 

leave the room and he cries.  

Again, on their return home, the money is returned, but this 

time a silver cup is put in Benjamin’s sack and on their way back, 

they are accused of stealing it. I am unclear about Joseph’s 

original motive for doing this. Did he want to simply keep 

Benjamin, his favourite brother, with him, as a slave, as he was, 

and send the rest home? He was almost in a sense doing what 

they had done to him. The young brother, condemned not to 

return home.  Joseph has not yet cleared himself of the anger 

he feels about being sold as a slave. It is Judah, the brother who 

came up with the suggestion of selling Joseph into slavery in the 

first place, who makes the appeal to Joseph, and it is centred on 

Jacob, the lynch pin of the family. He says; think about what this 

will do to our father. His life is wrapped up in this boy. Let him 

go and take me instead. The story has almost come full circle. 

Where there was jealously and the willingness to get rid of one 

brother, there is now sacrifice, a willingness to take the place of 

Benjamin. 

Joseph can’t control his feelings any more. He has been leading 

them a merry dance. Had them on a string like puppets, but 

now can’t handle it. Family has become more important than all 

the anger that must have been burning within him. He says who 

he is.  



The story ends with a theological explanation of all that had 

happened. The writers says, in the words of Joseph; you did not 

send me to Egypt, God did, to save his people from the famine. 

It was all part of God’s plan. He sends for Jacob and the family is 

once again reunited.  

No family is perfect. We know that. We all have our tragedies. 

But God is involved in the midst of all our lives. Sometimes it is 

obvious. However, on many occasions it only becomes clear 

with hindsight. So we walk in faith, taking stumbling steps with 

God beside us, God honouring the paths we take and the 

decisions we make. We will never get it all right. The ending will 

not always be a happy one and families will continue to be torn 

apart. That is life. We will never be protected from the pain and 

loss of life.  God never promised that. Faith is not like that. It 

brings strength, yes, but faith is about perseverance, running 

the race to the end and doing our best. That is the story of 

Joseph. The thread running through it is the hand of God. And 

as the family of God, he promises us this; in the story of our 

lives, I will be with you always, to the end of the age and, we will 

be, reunited with him. Amen 


