
Joseph – a reflection By Rev Nick Ball 

This week we continue our series of meditations on Old testament figures with 
Joseph. The story of Joseph is one of the best told stories in the whole bible 
and Joseph shares with Jesus the distinction of starring in an Andrew Lloyd 
Webber musical, Joseph and the Amazing Technicolour Dream Coat. In fact 
Joseph the musical is probably the main way into the story for many people 
whose knowledge of the bible is a bit sketchy. In the bible the story of Joseph 
begins in Genesis chapter 37 and continues right up to chapter 50. This 
meditation is told through the eyes of Joseph and reflects on an amazing tale 
of ups and downs and the triumph of Joseph over adversity. 

‘I grew up in the land of Canaan, which God had promised to my father Jacob 
and his father Isaac and Isaac’s father Abraham before him. Jacob had twelve 
sons altogether: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar and Zebulun, all by 
Leah; Dan and Naphtali, the sons of Bilhah; Gad and Asher, the sons of Zilpah; 
and Benjamin and myself, Joseph. Benjamin was the youngest, but sadly our 
mother Rachel died giving birth to him. I always knew that I was my father’s 
favourite Son. There were always little signs of favour from him and then when 
I was seventeen my father gave me a very special coat with long sleeves and 
made of different colours. I enjoyed being my father’s favourite, but it wasn’t 
all good news because my brothers didn’t like it very much and they hated me. 
It got worse when I had two dreams. In the first one, we were binding sheaves 
in the field and my brothers sheaves bowed down before mine. In the other 
dream the sun, the moon and eleven stars bowed down to me.  

I suppose I could have kept quiet about these dreams, but as I knew they had 
come from God, I felt it was only right to tell the family about them. The 
trouble was that the dreams made my brothers hate me more and they 
hatched a plot to get rid of me. One day when my brothers were herding the 
flocks, my father sent me off to see them. When I found them at Dothan they 
seized me and I thought they were going to kill me, but before they could 
Reuben interceded for me and so they threw me into an empty cistern and left 
me to my fate. Fortunately some Midianite traders were passing and they 
hauled me out of the cistern. Then they sold me to some Ishmaelites. They 
took me down to Egypt and sold me to Potiphar who was one of Pharaoh’s 
court officials, the captain of the guard. 

At first this worked out really well and I was promoted to be Potiphar’s 
personal attendant. Then he put me in charge of the whole household. In fact 



things were going so well that I thought less and less about my family and 
concentrated on my responsibilities. There was just one problem. I could see 
that Potiphar’s wife had fallen for me and one day she actually invited me into 
her bedroom. I said a very firm ‘No’ and tried to avoid her but she wouldn’t 
take ‘No’ for an answer. Then one day as usual she said, ‘Make love to me’ and 
grabbed me by the loincloth. I fled but she showed the loincloth to the 
servants and told the servants that I had tried to rape her. When Potiphar 
came home his wife told him her version of the story. He had me seized and 
thrown into the guardhouse where the king’s prisoners were kept. However I 
soon made the best of a bad situation. I won the favour of the governor of the 
guardhouse and he put me in charge of all the prisoners and I enjoyed a 
reasonable life. 

Then my gift for interpreting dreams came in useful again. Pharaoh’s 
cupbearer and his baker were both thrown into prison in the guardhouse. I was 
appointed to attend them. A few weeks later they both had dreams and they 
told me about the dreams. The cupbearer dreamed that he pressed three 
grapes into a cup and gave it to Pharaoh. I interpreted this as meaning that in 
three days the cupbearer would be restored to his duties. Naturally he was 
delighted and so I asked him to present my case to Pharaoh when he had the 
opportunity. But the baker’s dream was different: he dreamed that there were 
three baskets of bread on his head and the birds were eating out of the top 
basket. I explained to the baker that this meant that in three days he would be 
hanged on a tree and the birds would eat his flesh. Well of course it all 
happened as I told them, but the cupbearer forgot his promise and so I was left 
in the guardhouse. 

Two years later I was summoned to Pharaoh’s Court. Pharaoh had had a 
dream. When no one could interpret the dream, Pharaoh’s cupbearer 
remembered about me and so I was summoned. Pharaoh had actually had two 
dreams. In the first one seven very gaunt and thin cows had come up out of 
the Nile swallowed up seven fat and sleek cows. In the second dream seven 
shrivelled up ears of wheat sprung up and devoured seven full ears of grain. I 
explained that the dreams meant that seven good years of harvest would be 
followed by seven years of famine. I also said that Pharaoh needed to appoint 
a man of vision and wisdom to take charge of the country. He also needed to 
appoint commissioners to collect one fifth of the produce in each of the seven 
good years and create a reserve so that people would still be fed during the 



barren years. Pharaoh chose me to be his Prime Minister and placed me in 
charge of the whole land. I was answerable only to Pharaoh himself. 

I have to say things went very well for me. I was thirty years old and running 
Egypt for Pharaoh. He even gave me a wife, Asenath, the daughter of 
Potiphera the priest and we had two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh. And things 
went just as I said they would. For seven years there were bumper harvests 
and I was able to store food in huge quantities, ready to be used when the 
barren years came. Then when the barren years came there was enough grain 
not just for the Egyptians but for the surrounding peoples as well. Pharaoh was 
delighted: his people were fed and happy and he grew richer and richer. 

Then one day an amazing thing happened. Ten of my brothers appeared. I 
recognised them at once, but they didn’t recognise me. They had come to buy 
grain because the famine extended into Canaan as well. I hadn’t forgotten 
what my brothers had done to me and as they didn’t recognise me I pretended 
not to recognise them. I told them that they were spies and though I gave 
them grain, I kept Simeon in prison and let the others go back with the grain. I 
insisted that when they came they again they must bring with them their 
youngest brother, Benjamin. When they came back again bringing Benjamin, I 
couldn’t keep up the pretence any longer and I broke down in front of my 
brothers and confessed to them, ‘I am Joseph. Don’t be distressed or blame 
yourselves for selling me into slavery here: for it was to save lives that God 
sent me on ahead of you.’ 

Finally all the family came down into Egypt, including my father, Jacob. 
Pharaoh actually provided the wagons so that everyone and everything could 
be brought down into Egypt. Pharaoh told the family that they could settle in 
the land of Goshen and so we prospered in Egypt. For a long time all was well. 

For further reflection: 

1. You might like to read the whole story or maybe watch or listen to the 
musical. 

2. Imagine you are Joseph and think about he felt about God as the story 
unfolds. 

3. Imagine you are Jacob and think about his feelings as the story unfolds 
4. Imagine you are one of Joseph’s brothers and think about his feelings 

when Joseph discloses who he is. 

Nick Ball 


