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  #1. WHO’S STORY IS IT? 
 

 
We often think of Genesis 37-50 simply as the “Story of Joseph,” but at its core, it’s the deeply 
human story of a fractured family struggling with pain, jealousy, and broken relationships. Joseph 
may seem to be the main character, but many chapters focus on others: Chapter 38 reveals Judah’s 
personal journey of failure and redemption; Chapters 42-43 show the brothers wrestling with guilt 
and fear; and Chapters 46 and 49 return to Jacob, whose favoritism toward Joseph sowed division 
among his sons. This is not just Joseph’s story—it’s the story of a family torn apart by jealousy yet 
gradually brought back together through hardship, forgiveness, and love. Remarkably, despite the 
family’s struggles, God is at work, using their brokenness to preserve His people and bring about 
healing and reconciliation, ultimately leading them safely to Egypt. This narrative invites us to see 
the big picture of how even our deepest wounds can become pathways for restoration and hope. 
 
Read Genesis 37.  Who are the characters (named or implied) mentioned in this 
passage?  What can we say about each one concerning things like character & 
conduct?   
 
Joseph –  

 Jacob’s sons born from Bilhah and Zilpah (verse 2) –  
 Jacob –  
 Ruben –  
 Judah –  

  
 

 

  #2. MAN OF GOD  
 

 
Working with kids can be a wild ride—sometimes super fun, sometimes pretty frustrating. When I 
work with youth, I always try remind myself of this old saying: “Boys will be boys, but be patient 
and boys will be men.” It’s especially meaningful to remember this when they act more like gorillas!  
But, it’s true.  Boys are men under construction. The story of Joseph teaches us this lesson.   
 
In Genesis, we don’t just get to see Joseph as a grown-up man, but we have also seen glimpses of 
his younger years if we pay attention and read between the lines. So, let’s take a minute to think 
about how Joseph might have learned about right and wrong, good and bad, and what it meant to 
live a godly life while he was growing up.  
 
For example: Remember that Joseph would have been a young boy when his father, Jacob, tried to 
flee from Laban.  Just think how scary that would have been for a young child.  He also would’ve 
remembered the fearful preparations that were made by Jacob, when he thought Esau was coming 
to kill them all.  Joseph was likely just a pre-teen when his sister Dinah was sexually molested at 
Shechem.  He also would have been witness to the family’s purging of idols and  final rush to Bethel.  
He had to bear at a young age the grief of the death of his mother. How were these experiences 
used by God to shape Jacob in his early life to make him not just a *man* but a man of God? And, 
most importantly, how does Joseph, in all of this, prefigure Jesus Christ?   
 
 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

#3.    What comfort can you draw from this account regarding your own family’s shortcomings? 
What is the antidote for jealousy? 

#4. Read Genesis 38. Why do you think we are told this story about Judah? 

Later, Judah will offer himself to Joseph in trade for Benjamin. He will also speak for all the 
brothers when pleading for Benjamin’s life. Might the events in this chapter have played a role 
in Judah’s change? How?  

#5. What do we make of the fact that Genesis straight-out says concerning both Er and Onan: “God 
put him to death?”  This sounds particularly harsh and out of character for the God we know 
from the gospel—the God who is described in John 3:16. Also, what was the problem with 
Onan’s actions concerning his brother’s wife, Tamar, and his responsibility to concieve children 
through her?   

#6.  Let’s look at chapters 39 and 40 tell us how God prepared Joseph for his future. Looking ahead, 
we see that God will call Joseph to save the world from starvation by administering a huge food-
gathering project. Name as many ways as you can in which God prepared Joseph. 

• Joseph experienced being given a task to perform and then watching the Lord work with 
him and bless him. This would be important when Joseph was given a much larger task, 
covering a longer period of time, and involving many more people. He experienced what 
it was like to have his work succeed, have crops grow well, and have people working under 
him willingly. He knew what it was to depend on God and how to pray for God’s help. 

• Joseph grew in his personal managerial skills. 

• Joseph learned to understand Egypt, its customs, laws, and, perhaps most important, its 
language. He learned how to work with the Egyptian people. 

• He learned about temptation and grew in his ability to withstand it. As the second most 
powerful man in Egypt, Joseph would be confronted with many temptations. 

• Joseph grew to understand what it meant to live as a slave. This was important, for he 
would be called to oversee many slaves in the food project. 

• Joseph learned to understand prison life. No doubt he would have to put some people in 
prison for various reasons. His own experience in prison would make him wiser in this 
regard. 

• From the injustice he suffered at Potiphar’s hand, Joseph must have become more 
sensitive to the principle of “innocent unless proven guilty.”  

• No doubt Joseph learned much about prayer and how to go to God continually for strength 
and help. 

#7. When tempted, Joseph asked, “How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?” 
How is it possible to apply Joseph’s question to every possible temptation we might face? 

#8.  What good advice does Joseph give us by his example on how to deal with sexual temptations? 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SESSION 11 Answer Key: 

 

1. Joseph-- is a young man (17).  He is the second youngest of 12 sons.  Neive, teacher’s pet (except 

it’s His father—Jacob’s in-your-face favortism). While he might come across a something of a 

tattle-tale, he’s willingness to risk persecution from his brothers in order to tell the truth is 

commendable.  Perhaps he shouldn’t have mentioned anything about the dreams to them.   

 

Bilhah’s and Zilpah’s sons – Much like their oldest brothers, Rueben, Simeon and Levi, they too 

are doing things that are evil and disgraceful.  

 

Jacob – He seems unable not to cause trouble for himself.  His favoring Rachel, has led to him 

favoring Joseph.  This causes much strife and division and hatred in the family. (Note: the Hebrew 

is difficult to translate, and most translations go with “coat of many colors.” In 2 Samuel 13:18, 

the same words are used to describe Tamar’s robe and thus, whatever the meaning, this robe 

that Jacob made for Joseph was meant to indicate that he was to be treated like royalty. Imagine 

how much more that made hearing Joseph talk about his dreams sting in their ears).  Had not 

Jacob learned about the damage of favoritism from his own experiences with Esau?  Jacob also 

does not seem to have much handle on the actions of his other children (verse 2, and also the 

incidents of chapter 34).  While his grief over Joseph’s presumed death is understandable, he 

does seem to be let grief lead him into despair.  This is very different from his grandfather 

Abraham in Genesis 22.  Where is Jacob’s hope in the providence of the God of Bethel?  Jacob is 

ready to go to Sheol (the farthest place from God).   

 

Ruben – We get a glimpse of his moral character and conduct in chapter 35.  But here his desire 

to either save Joseph or spare his father grief (or both) seems commendable.  But as the one who 

should be the leader of the family, he is unable to lead or to save Joseph.   

 

Judah – It’s hard to say whether he’s being especially cruel by selling his own brother into slavery, 

or trying to save his life. (Note: the brothers initial plan was kill him and throw his body in a pit.  

Ruben tells them to put him in the pit and let him die of thirst or starvation.) Judah will appear in 

the next several chapters as both a bad example and a noble one.  Ultimately, here, with all his 

brothers, he participates in lying to his father about what has happened to Joseph.  Note the irony 

of Jacob being deceived by his own sons, much like he did to Isaac.   

 

 

2. Evidently Joseph had a commitment to truth.  He had seen the lies and scheming of his father 

and great uncle Laban and where all of that had led.  He witnessed the fear that overtook Jacob 

at the Jabbok and how God turned Jacob’s fear into joy and reconciliation with Joseph’s uncle 

Esau. He saw the devastating consequences of his sister’s association with the pagan Canaanites, 

the shame it brough upon the family, and the murderous rage of his older brothers Simeon and 

Levi.  He witnessed the purging of the family’s idols and the recommitment to the God of Abraham 

and Isaac. He had to bear at a young age the grief of the death of his mother. Commitment to the 

principles of truth, good, right, faith and honest work were deeply entrenched in Joseph’s life by 

the time he was 17.  How might these experiences have given Joseph hope in Genesis 37:36? 

Joseph’s connection to Christ is very evident throughout the last part of Genesis.  Just like Joseph, 

Jesus grew up in a sinful, broken world, and yet, his commitment to the way of God never wavered 

even at great cost, persecution and rejection, betrayed for a bag full of silver.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. No family is completely free from foolish actions or skewed relationships. The Lord can use even 

our shortcomings for our own good. 

 

The antidote for jealousy must be the realization that what we have and don’t have are a result 

of our heavenly Father’s determination. Counting our own blessings, which come from our Father 

in heaven, helps us not to be counting the blessings of others. 

 
 

 

4. We are clearly shown by this story that Judah’s role in the ancestry of the Savior didn’t come 

because of his personal piety and sinlessness. The fact that the Savior was willing to count such 

people in his line shows that he came to save sinners like us. But this chapter is not just some 

“aside,” it is a main part of the story.  We will see that as much as this is the story of how God 

used Joseph to save his family and the world, it is also the story of how God used Joseph to 

redeem Judah.  Judah will become as much a Christ-figure as Joseph in this account.   
 

Perhaps the whole matter with Tamar humbled Judah and led Judah to a spirit of humility and 

repentant trust in the Lord, equipping him to take the lead and beg for Benjamin’s life. 
 

 

5. For us who know the fullness of God’s grace and love in Christ through the Gospel, it is hard to 

fathom. But that is because Judgement and punishment is never a nice thing.  It always seems 

terrible, even though warranted and just.  It’s also not easy.  Parents know this.  Disciplining and 

punishing our children is never easy.  It might seem easy enough in the heat of the moment 

when we are angry over their actions, choices or words.  But the next day or the next week it is 

hard to continue to implement a punishment. It’s easy to “let them off the hook” out of love.  But 

that isn’t always the best thing for them.   

 

The fact of the matter concerning God punishing Er and Onan is that this is an example of God 

acting out his judgment towards sin in time and history, similar to what He did with Cain, with 

the sinful generation in the day of Noah through the flood, and with the wicked people of Sodom 

and Gomorrah.  We see in such instances that the God who graciously loves and forgives sinful 

mankind is also the God who judges and punishes sin and evil.  And He alone decides when the 

time is right to enact his judgement and punishment upon sinners.  All the more this should 

make us respond in repentance and thanksgiving that He forgives our sins and patiently endures 

our faithless living for the sake of Christ.   

 

Concerning Onan…. This passages is not a condemnation of some type of specific sexual act, 

masturbation or birth control.  Genesis specifically tells us that Onan did what he did because 

he “knew that the offspring would not be his.” This was a despising of the Abrahamic promise to 

make his descendants into a great and numerous people.  Levirate marriage was especially 

important to God’s people for this reason.   

 

 

6. Notes 

 

7. Every sin is a sin against God. Every wrong deed hurts God our Father.  
 

 
8. We should remind ourselves that if we sin, we sin against God. (This takes care of the argument 

that sexual sins are often “victimless” sins.) We should also flee from sexual temptation, 
mentally as Joseph did at first but physically also if necessary. 
 

 

 

 

 


