Joseph is sold into slavery: Genesis 37: 1-4, 12-28
Our reading from Genesis today is a story that has been passed on for 3800 or so years, a remarkably long time.  The story starts in Hebron, south of the Jebusite (Canaanite) settlement of Salem (now Jerusalem) and is the story of Joseph, and his remarkable life.    

Joseph, much loved by his father, was a clever and good-looking young man according to the historian Josephus.  He was seventeen years old and was the first son of Jacob’s first love, Rebekah.  Rebekah died in childbirth after having her second son Benjamin, so Jacob may have been much more involved in the rearing of his younger two sons than the older 10 boys and his daughter Dinah.  (He may have had other daughters too, but Dinah is the only named one.) 

 Joseph had his faults.  He was naive enough to tell all the family about his dreams, and when watching the flocks with his brothers his brought back a bad report about them.  This did nothing for his relationship with his older brothers and they hated him for it.

Jacob made an ornate robe for Joseph.  I don’t know if it was usual for a father to be involved in the making of clothing.  It could be that Joseph lived in his father’s tent, and so clothing Joseph was Jacob’s responsibility.  The word ornate has been translated in the past as a coat of many colours.  Some think that the coat may have been ornate in the sense that it was long, reaching down to the ankles, and with long sleeves, unlike the traditional and more practical short sleeved tunic, suitable for labouring work.  Such a coat would have been better suited to an overseer, a coat of privilege and status, so the wrath of the brothers is understandable.

Presumably the coat was made from the spun and woven wool of the sheep from the family flocks.  The crafts of spinning and weaving wool go back a long way, over thirty thousand years.   Knitting may or may not have been a thing yet, but there was a precursor to knitting called nalebinding, which gave a similar result, but used only one needle. It dates back at least 8500 years.  Crochet only dates to the mid 1800’s.  Most likely the coat was woven. 

Dyeing is also very old, thousands of years old, so the coat may well have been multicoloured.  Dyes came from plants, animals and minerals.  Some examples are indigo (blue), madder (red), cochineal (also red, safrron (yellow)  and the very rare Tyrian purple made from molluscs.  Mordants such as alum, tannin and iron were also used to enhance the colours.  Lexie Greig was an expert in natural dyes found in the Australian bush.

Joseph obviously put a long of time into making a special coat for Joseph and felt that he was doing a good thing for Joseph.  Isn’t that often the way, you have the best intentions in the world, and yet things turn out badly.  Things certainly turned out badly for Joseph.  To Joseph’s brothers, that special coat was further proof that Joseph was loved more than they were.

According to the historian Josephus, the brothers are so upset by Joseph recounting his dream that they take off with the family flocks without letting Jacob know where they are going.  He has had no word from them in some time, and so is worried for their safety.  He decides to send Joseph to check up on them. 

Jacob sends Joseph to Shechem, where he thinks the brothers are grazing the family flocks. Shechem is  a place well known to Jacob and his sons, but it is a long way from the valley of Hebron, about 80 kilometres as the crow flies, so it is a walk of several days north though the central mountain range.  Dothan, where he eventually finds them is a further 30 kilometres north of Shechem.  There are wells at each of these places, in fact two at Dothan.   The name Dothan means two wells.  One of Dothan’s well is even today called Jubb Yusuf, or the pit of Joseph.  Unfortunately for Joseph, Dothan is on the caravan route from Syria to Egypt.

Joseph walks on to Dothan and his brothers recognise him from a distance, presumably from his distinctive coat.  They plot to kill him even before his reaches them.   They call him ‘The Dreamer’.  Obviously his dreams, that are interpreted as him of lording it over his family, are extremely vexing to his siblings.  Dreams were seen in those times as a message from God.  We would see them today more as a product of the sleeping brain.  

Sibling rivalry has always been a normal part of family life, but it’s a troubled family indeed when murder is plotted. 

Not all the brothers want Joseph dead.  Reuben is appalled at the plot to kill  Joseph, and after begging them to not do so, resorts to trying to save his life in another way and suggests he be thrown into one of the pits, or wells at Dothan, with the idea of rescuing him later so that he can return to his father.   When Joseph arrived, he was stripped of his coat and lowered into the well with a rope.  I’m relieved that Josephus tells us that he was lowered in rather than thrown in.  The well had no water in it fortunately.  The brothers sit down to have a meal and ignore the cries of Joseph as he pleads for them to rescue him.

Reuben went off with his flocks to pasture them, and the other brothers see a caravan of Ishmaelites carrying spices, balm and myrrh from the Syrian city of Gilead, (now in Jordan) to Egypt.  Gilead roughly corresponds to the New Testament Decapolis region.  

Accounts of this story in both Genesis and Josephus have Judah plotting with the brothers to pull Joseph out of the well and sell him to the Ishmaelites for twenty shekels or pounds of silver.    Apparently, the account in the Koran has the brothers leaving Joseph to perish in the well while they go elsewhere with the flocks of sheep.  The passing Ishmaelites lower a bucket into the dry well in attempt to draw water and find Joseph there instead and hence take him with them down to Egypt.  I’m not sure which account is worse.   Either way he is sold to Potiphar as a slave.  He must have been terrified, though for a time he is treated exceptionally well by Potiphar.

Reuban is horrified when he returns and finds out what has happened.

The brothers take that special coat of Joseph’s and tear it and dip it into goat’s blood.  When they return to Harran, Jacob is naturally convinced that his beloved son is dead, killed by a wild beast.  He is grief stricken.  It will be a long, long time before Jacob sees Joseph again, some 22 years, believing him dead all that time.

As I said earlier, this is a very old story, so is there any historical basis to it?  Historians tell us of people called the Hyskos, sheep graziers from Canaan, who moved into the Delta region of Egypt around this time.  Interestingly, they were known for their multi coloured garments, and there is an illustration of a man called Abisha the Hyskos dressed in a multicoloured garment from the tomb of Khnumhotep II in Egypt. The historian Manetho describes the Hyskos as being Shepherd Kings, as they eventually ruled the delta region of Egypt.  In time they were overthrown and became captives or slaves.   The Egyptians also refer to the Apiru, or marauding people of foreign extraction, a term closely related linguistically to Hebrew.  

What advice could we give to Joseph as he heads down to Egypt, far from everything he has ever known.  We can’t promise he won’t have hardship in the future, because that is life.  He will have good times too though, as we all do.  God works in mysterious ways, and He ultimately saves Joseph’s family from perishing in the drought that overtook Canaan and Joseph is eventually honoured by his brothers and his father as his dreams foretold.  History would be entirely different, for better or for worse, without Joseph and the sojourn of the Hebrews in Egypt.  
