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Joseph Rotation  
Living in a Land of Many Colors  

Background Information 
Bible Text: Genesis 37, and 39-50 

Memory Verse: Romans 8:28 NIV 

“We know that in all things God works for the good 
of those who love him.”  

Scripture: Genesis 37, 39 

This rotation looks at a story about a family — a story of big-time sibling rivalry. Jacob, 
who was the son of Isaac the son of Abraham, had four wives and twelve sons. Jacob 
loved his son Joseph more than all of his other children because Joseph had been born 
to him in his old age of his beloved wife Rachel. 

Our story takes place when Joseph is seventeen years old. Jacob gave Joseph a 
special gift — a beautiful robe. It was colorful. It was extravagant! It was not the usual 
sort of thing that shepherds wore. Joseph wore it everywhere. 

Joseph’s brothers hated him because they saw that their father Jacob liked Joseph the 
best. They couldn’t say a kind word to him. 

Joseph had dreams that did nothing to improve his relationship with his brothers. He 
told his brothers about one: “Listen! I dreamed we were out in the field tying up bundles 
of grain. My bundle stood up, and then all of your bundles gathered around my bundle 
and bowed low before it! Isn’t that amazing?” This dream caused Joseph’s brothers to 
hate him even more: “So, you’re going to be our king?!” 

Then, Joseph had another dream, and he told his brothers about it, too. “Hey, everyone, 
listen to this dream! The sun, the moon and eleven stars bowed low before ME!” 

His father heard about this dream. Jacob rebuked him, “What do you mean? Will your 
mother, your brothers, and I actually come and bow before you?” 

One day, Jacob sent Joseph to check on his brothers who were tending the flocks in 
some far away fields. Joseph’s brothers saw him coming. “Here comes the dreamer! 
Come on, let’s kill him. We can tell Father that a wild animal has eaten him. Then we’ll 
see what becomes of all of his dreams.” 
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But Jacob’s oldest son Reuben came to Joseph’s rescue. “Let’s not kill him. Why should 
we shed his blood? He is our brother, after all. Let’s just throw him alive into a pit and let 
him die there.”  

So when Joseph arrived, his brothers pulled off his beautiful robe and threw him into an 
empty pit. Then they saw a caravan of camels and traders in the distance. Judah said to 
the others, “What do we gain by killing our brother? Let’s sell him to those traders 
instead.”  

His brothers agreed. They pulled Joseph out of the pit and sold him for twenty pieces of 
silver. The traders took Joseph to Egypt and sold him to Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh. 
And the LORD was with Joseph in Egypt and blessed him greatly as he served in the 
home of his Egyptian master. 

Potiphar’s wife saw how handsome Joseph was. When he resisted her flirting, she lied 
and said he tried to attack her!  Potiphar had Joseph put in prison. But even in jail, 
Joseph knew the LORD was with him.  

In this rotation, we will see exactly how the LORD was with Joseph, and how all of these 
terrible things worked together for good! 

-- This retelling Copyright 2003 Amy Crane, River Community Church, Prairieville, LA. Permission granted to freely 
distribute and use, provided the copyright message is included. 

The rest of the story: Genesis 40-50 
Time passed. One day, Pharaoh was offended by his chief cup-bearer and chief baker. 
Pharaoh put them in the prison where Joseph was. One night the cup-bearer and the 
baker had strange dreams. “Interpreting dreams is God’s business,” said Joseph. “Tell 
me what you saw.” 
 
Joseph interpreted their dreams. When the cup-bearer was released, Joseph said, 
“Please have some pity on me when you are back in Pharaoh’s favor.  Ask him to let me 
out of here. Tell him I was kidnapped from my homeland and now I’m here in jail, but I 
did nothing to deserve it.” 
 
But the cup-bearer forgot about Joseph. Two more years passed. Joseph remained in 
jail, working hard and doing a good job for the chief jailer.  And God was with him and 
blessed all he did. 
 
Then, one night, Pharaoh had two strange dreams. The next morning, he called for his 
wise men. They were unable to interpret Pharaoh’s strange dreams. And then the cup-
bearer remembered Joseph.  
 
Joseph was cleaned up and presented to Pharaoh. God helped him interpret Pharaoh’s 
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dreams: “Both dreams mean the same thing. God is telling you what He is about to do. 
There will be seven years of prosperity in Egypt and then seven terrible years of famine. 
My suggestion is that you find the wisest man in Egypt and put him in charge of a 
program to collect and store food and grain during the seven good years. Then there 
will be enough to eat in the seven hard years that follow.” 
 
Can you guess who the wisest man in Egypt was that Pharaoh selected to oversee this 
project? That’s right! Joseph! 
 
Food was stored up for seven years. Then, the seven good years came to an end. 
Joseph opened the storehouses and people came not only from all of Egypt but also 
from surrounding lands to buy grain, for the famine was severe throughout the world. 
 
Meanwhile, back in Canaan, Jacob called his sons to him. (You remember Jacob’s sons 
— they are also Joseph’s brothers — the ones who sold him into slavery!) Jacob said, 
“Why are you standing around looking at one another? I have heard there is grain in 
Egypt. Go down and buy some for us before we all starve to death.” They set off, all but 
the youngest, Benjamin. He was not allowed to go because he was all Jacob had left to 
remind himself of his dear wife Rachel. 
 
Of course, Joseph recognized his brothers, but they did not recognize him. He decided 
to test them. He accused them of being spies and so he kept one brother in prison until 
the others returned to Canaan and brought their youngest brother back to Egypt, thus 
proving they were who they said they were. Only after their food ran out did Jacob 
agree to allow Benjamin to accompany the others to Egypt. Joseph continued testing 
his brothers by having Benjamin framed for stealing his cup. Judah offered to take 
Benjamin’s place as Joseph’s slave, and Joseph could see that his brothers had truly 
reformed. He revealed his true identity.  

Of course, then the brothers were really terrified. But Joseph reassured them, “As far as 
I am concerned, God turned into good what you meant for evil. He brought me to the 
high position I have today so I could save the lives of many people.” (Genesis 50:20)  
 
Jacob and all of his family came to live in Egypt. The Pharaoh gave them the best 
territory in the land of Egypt. Before long, they began to prosper there. (Which leads us 
into our next rotation’s story — stay tuned!) 
 
Thus, we learn that God had a plan for Joseph all along. This reminds us of our memory 
verse: “And we know that God causes everything to work together for the good of those 
who love God and are called according to his purpose for them.” (Romans 8:28) 
 
 
-- Retelling Copyright 2004 Amy Crane. Permission granted to freely distribute and use, 
provided the copyright message is included. 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TEACHERS’ BACKGROUND 
 
Take some time to read the entire Joseph story in the Bible, Genesis 37, 39-50. 
 
Some things to look at and think about as you read the Scripture: 

• This rotation’s story resolves Joseph’s dreams. In chapter 41, he is appointed 
ruler over Egypt. And in 42-44 he is ruling over his brothers and father. Final 
resolution comes with his revealing his identity in chapter 45. All have bowed 
down before him. 

• In chapter 37, Joseph’s dreams are a gift from God. 

• Dreams are prominent in ancient literature. Egyptians loved dreams and their 
interpretations. Dream interpretation was crucial role. Some were “skilled” in this, 
such as Pharaoh’s magicians. 

• God alone knows the future. Dreams can truly be interpreted only by one to 
whom God reveals God’s secrets. Joseph recognized — and acknowledged — 
his ability to interpret dreams as a gift from God. 

• The cup-bearer and baker’s dreams were not important to Joseph and to God’s 
story except to demonstrate that God is with Joseph and that Joseph has been 
given the ability to interpret dreams. 

• Joseph, with God’s help, not only interprets Pharaoh’s dreams but also shares a 
plan to deal with the events foretold in the dreams. God’s purpose is not to notify 
Pharaoh of the coming disaster but to use Joseph to save His people and keep 
His Covenant.  

• Pharaoh chooses the one whom God has already chosen. 

• Note that Joseph gets an Egyptian name and wife and probably adopts Egyptian 
dress as well. So it is not surprising that his brothers do not recognize him. But 
Joseph does not also adopt the Egyptian gods. 

• The brothers generally act as a group. They are mostly undifferentiated except 
for Judah. 

• The brothers are trapped by their deception of their father (chapter 37). They see 
what happens to them in chapter 43 as God’s punishment. (42: 21, 28) Almost 20 
years later, they are still burdened by guilt. Jacob accuses them of taking Simeon 
and Joseph from him (42:36), further increasing their feelings of being punished 
for what they did to Joseph long ago. 

• The brothers assumed Joseph did not understand them since he was using an 
interpreter. So he hears them confess their sins (the first step to reconciliation) in 
42:23-24. 
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• Jacob finally sends Benjamin to Egypt. He trust’s God’s (“El Shaddai”) mercy. He 
has more faith than his sons. But his faith is imperfect. (“And if I must bear the 
anguish of their deaths, then so be it.” 43:14b) He does not send them back 
empty-handed. They have twice as much money and some of the best products 
of the land, as well as Benjamin. 

• On their second trip to Egypt, Joseph again tests the brothers’ sincerity. (chapter 
44) He gives them an “out” — he tells them all are free to return to their father 
except for Benjamin. They had already once abandoned a favored son. Joseph 
wants to see if they will take the opportunity to save their own skins and leave 
this younger favored brother. 

• Judah’s moving speech in chapter 44 makes it obvious to Joseph that his 
brothers have changed their ways and their feelings. 

• Joseph’s key speech, which ties in to our memory verse, is found in 45:5b-8. 
Here Joseph explains God’s sovereign purpose. If not before, Joseph now 
realizes how he is part of God’s purpose. 

• Joseph provides for his family, but actually, it is God who has provided. 

• Note how this story parallels the Gospel: the son who was thought to be dead is 
alive! Only by the power of God is he alive.  

• Note that it is Judah that steps forward in 44:18-34 and eloquently offers himself 
in place of Benjamin. Note that it is Judah that receives Jacob’s blessing in 
49:8-12. Note in Jesus’ genealogy (Matthew 1:3 and Luke 3:34) that Jesus is 
descended from Judah.  

• God uses man’s sin throughout the story: 
* the brothers hatred and jealousy of Joseph, 
* Potiphar’s wife’s seduction attempt. 
Through these sins it becomes clear 
* man’s evil designs cannot thwart God’s plans, 
* Joseph was tested and did not fail (he was proven and purified), 
* man is convicted of guilt and needs forgiveness. 

Sources for background notes:  
Brueggemann, Walter. Interpretation: Genesis. Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982. 
Fritsch, Charles T. The Layman’s Bible Commentary: Genesis. Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1959. 
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THE FOLLOWING BACKGROUND NOTES ARE ADAPTED FROM:  
Joseph's Coat Lesson Set from First United Methodist in Ann Arbor, MI http://rotation.infopop.cc/eve/ubb.x?
a=tpc&s=1206067121&f=1506088121&m=411608084 Joseph’s Coat: A set of workshops from First United Methodist 
Church 120 S. State Street, Ann Arbor, MI 48104 Copyright 2003 First United Methodist Church, Ann Arbor, MI. 
Permission to copy materials granted for non-commercial use provided credit is given and all cited references remain 
with this material. 
 
Story Background:  
FUM will spend two Rotations (eight weeks) on the Old Testament account of Joseph 
and his brothers. The first Rotation focuses on Genesis 37 – Joseph, his brothers and 
the infamous coat. It is a familiar story of family struggles: favoritism, bragging, sibling 
rivalry, and brothers gone bad. We won’t really see it until we cover the second Rotation 
on Joseph, but it is also the story of God having a greater plan. Things can look pretty 
bad, but God is never far away. Recalling Joseph’s story can help us get through our 
own difficult times.  
 
Questions for your reading  
As you read Genesis 37 and 39, ponder these questions: Have you experienced what 
seemed like a terrible situation that ended up being a blessing? How did this show you 
that God is ultimately in control of our lives? 
 
The Favorite Son/Sibling Rivalry 
Our story is about Jacob and his large family. Jacob had four wives and four sets of 
children – a total of twelve sons and one daughter. We learn that Joseph was clearly the 
favorite in the family, at least in his father’s eyes. From his brothers however, he invokes 
anger. Joseph apparently tattles on his brothers. Verse 2 tells us: “he was always telling 
his father all sorts of bad things about his brothers.”  
 
Then there is the ultimate instance of favoritism: As a symbol of his love, Jacob makes 
Joseph a “fancy coat.” Traditionally, this is translated as a “coat of many colors.” 
However, the actual meaning of the Hebrew is unclear. More than likely this “fancy coat” 
was embroidered and had long sleeves – hardly a garment for working as a shepherd! It 
surely made quite an impression. The response it caused among Joseph’s brothers was 
jealousy and hatred.  
 
The Dreamer  
Things got worse when Joseph told his brothers about two dreams he had. One dream 
showed their bundles of wheat bowing down to his bundle of wheat. Another dream had 
the sun and the moon and eleven stars bowing to his star. To the brothers, this sounded 
like Joseph was trying to take over the whole family! “Do you really think you are going 
to be king and rule over us?” they asked. “Now they hated Joseph more than ever 
because of what he had said about his dream.” (verse 8)  
 
God had used dreams in the past to communicate with Old Testament people. In those 
days dreams were seen as prophecies of what was to come. Even Jacob had 
experienced God speaking to him in dreams (see Genesis 28:10-15 and Genesis 
31:11-13). God was sending Joseph a message in these dreams – God had a plan for 
Joseph. Because we have the benefit of being able to read ahead in the story, we know 
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that in fact, many years later the brothers will bow down to an unrecognized Joseph 
when they travel to Egypt to buy grain. But for now, the dreams only cause anger from 
his brothers. The family members have become separated by feelings of anger, 
jealousy, and hate. 
 
Brothers take action  
Unfortunately it is all too easy for feelings to take control of us. The brothers now plot 
how to get rid of Joseph. Their chance comes when Joseph is sent to check on his 
brothers, who are some distance away with the flock. Joseph is obviously not afraid of 
his brothers, as he could have easily used the excuse of not being able to find them, for 
they had moved from Shechem to Dothan. One has to wonder if Joseph knew how his 
brothers felt. But find them he does, and the brothers see Joseph coming. His coat must 
have made him easy to spot!  
 
They saw him coming and made plans to kill him. They said to one another, “Look, here 
comes the hero of those dreams! Let's kill him and throw him into a pit and say that 
some wild animal ate him. Then we'll see what happens to those dreams.” (verses 
18-20) 
Reuben, the oldest brother, objects to the idea of killing Joseph; he suggests they throw 
him into a pit. This pit would have been essentially a dry well or cistern carved out of 
solid rock. While Joseph would surely die down there, it wouldn’t be by their actually 
murdering him. We find in verse 22 that Reuben has an ulterior motive in suggesting his 
plan – he intends to come back later and rescue Joseph! Reuben apparently had a 
small amount of compassion. He also might have felt that as oldest, he would be held 
responsible for Joseph’s well being. 
 
Unaware of the murderous thoughts of his brothers, Joseph arrives on the scene. His 
brothers grab him, strip off his special coat and throw him into a pit. Then they sit down 
to eat! They obviously lack conscience if they can casually eat after what they’ve done. 
Interestingly, Reuben is not there. We are not told why. Perhaps he was off watching the 
sheep. At any rate, Reuben misses what happens next. 
 
Sold into slavery 
In verses 25-28, we are told: As Joseph’s brothers sat down to eat, they looked up and 
saw a caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead. Their camels were loaded with all 
kinds of spices that they were taking to Egypt. So Judah said, “What will we gain if we 
kill our brother and hide his body? Let’s sell him to the Ishmaelites and not harm him. 
After all, he is our brother.” And the others agreed. When the Midianite merchants came 
by, Joseph’s brothers took him out of the well, and for twenty pieces of silver they sold 
him to the Ishmaelites who took him to Egypt.  
 
The terms “Ishmaelites” and “Midianites” refer to the same people. That slave traders 
were passing by at that moment is an unremarkable event – the area would have been 
on the trade route between lands to the north and east, and Egypt in the south. It is 
another example however, of God intervening in Joseph’s life. God has plans for 
Joseph, even at a dark point in his life. 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The Cover Up  
Meanwhile, Reuben returns and finds Joseph gone. He was furious and full of grief. And 
what will they tell their father Jacob? The brothers cover up their deed by smearing 
Joseph’s coat in goat’s blood. They take it to Jacob, pretending to have found it: “After 
this, they took the coat to their father and said, ‘We found this! Look at it carefully and 
see if it belongs to your son.’ Jacob knew it was Joseph’s coat and said, ‘It's my son’s 
coat! Joseph has been torn to pieces and eaten by some wild animal.’” (verses 32-33)  
 
Jacob is taken in by the deception. He mourns for Joseph for a long time. One has to 
wonder if the brothers considered the reaction of their aged father.  
 
Epilogue  
Meanwhile Joseph is in fact, not dead. The traders have sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, 
one of Pharaoh’s officials, the captain of the guard. Again, it is part of God’s plan that 
Joseph should end up where he did. Years will pass (and several chapters in Genesis) 
before God’ purposes would be fully known. As Joseph will say to his brothers years 
later: “You tried to harm me, but God made it turn out for the best, so that he could save 
all these people, as he is now doing.” (Genesis 50:20)  
 
Wrap Up  
In our story we see Joseph in his ups and downs. He probably felt quite special 
receiving a colorful coat from his father. However the bad feelings it generated in his 
brothers ultimately separated him from his family – surely a low point in his life. We all 
have ups and downs in our lives. Joseph’s life becomes a source of spiritual 
encouragement – despite his low points, Joseph never lost faith in God. Feelings can 
separate us from family and friends but we are never separated from God. 
 
“Whether we are high above the sky or in the deepest ocean, nothing in all creation will 
ever be able to separate us from the love of God that is revealed in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.” (Romans 8:39, The New Living Translation) and “We know that God is always at 
work for the good of everyone who loves him.” (Romans 8:28, CEV)  
 
 
References for Overview Material:  
Deffinbaugh, Bob. “Jacob, Joseph, Jealousy, and a Journey to Egypt.” Biblical Studies 
Press, 1997. http://www.bible.org/docs/ot/books/gen/deffin/gen-38.htm#TopOfPage  
 
“Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat” Faith Challenge Lesson Sets (at Kirk 
of Kildaire Presbyterian Church). 2003. http://www.kirkofkildaire.org/ed/FClessons/
Abraham_to_JosephB2.htm 
 
Ron Ritchie, Ron. “Joseph: Man of Faith…Image of Christ.” Palo Alto, CA: Discovery 
Publishing, 1995. http://www.pbc.org/dp/ritchie/4417.html. 
 
Stanley, Stephen. Discovering Genesis 25-50. Carmel, NY: Guideposts, 1987. 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Preceding background material compiled by Carol Hulbert for First United Methodist 
Church, Ann Arbor, Michigan 
Except as noted, Scripture quoted is taken from the Contemporary English Version 
1995 by American Bible Society. Used by permission. Scripture for Cool Disciples Key 
Verse is taken from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation copyright © 1996 by Tyndale 
Charitable Trust. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers. 
 
 
 
BOOKS FOR SHARING If Extra Time Allows:  
Look for books about the life of Joseph, especially picture books such as  
Auld, Mary. Joseph and His Brothers. New York: Franklin Watts, 1999. 
Bulla, Clyde Robert. Joseph and His Brothers. New York: Crowell, 1971. 
Storr, Catherine. Joseph, the Dreamer. Milwaukee: Raintree Children’s Books, 1982. 
Wildsmith, Brian. Joseph. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997. 
Williams, Marcia. Joseph and His Magnificent Coat of Many Colors. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Candlewick, 1990. 
 
 
 
OTHER RESOURCES FOR SHEPHERDS (just in case you have some extra time to 
fill): 
Word search and other puzzles: 
http://www.kids-corner.info/myintouch/youth/scramble_joseph_37210009.html 
http://www.calvarychapel.org/children/site/pdf/Old/Curr028.pdf 
Coloring sheets:  
http://www.itmimg.org/images/youth/joseph.gif 
http://daniellesplace.com/images/josephcolorsheet.gif 
http://daniellesplace.com/images/josephscolorsworksheet.gif (this one reviews the story 
and teaches colors for the younger kids, too!)  
This message has been edited. Last edited by: Amy Crane, August 28, 2004 09:34 PM 
August 28, 2004 09:34 PM
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