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Genesis 37-47 Children’s Story 
Joseph and His Brothers 

JOSEPH AND HIS BROTHERS 

 Some people can run faster than other people. There was this kid 
named Kenny Nelson in my grade in school. I could run faster than 
most people, but I could never run faster than he could. I thought he 
must be the happiest kid in the world, to be so fast. If you are fastest, 
everybody loves you and you have no problems. That’s what I thought, 
until after we got to be friends. 

 Then Kenny said to me: “I didn’t do anything to get fast. I just 
run, and that’s what happens. Now everybody is always trying to beat 
me, and I always try to keep them from doing it, and I don’t even know 
why.” 

 And then he said, “You can beat everybody in tetherball. Does 
that make you happy?” I said, “Well, I like being able to do it, but as 
soon as you stop playing, it doesn’t matter anymore.” He said, “That’s 
right. And everybody expects you to win now, so if you ever lose, what 
happens?” I said, “I feel awful, and usually go home and practice even 
harder.” He nodded and said, “Happy stuff, huh?” 

 Then we started playing electric football and never got back to 
the conversation. Electric football was the hot new game back then. 
You set up all the players and turned on the switch. The board 
vibrated and all the players started slithering around the board, and 
you tried to imagine they were running plays. None of you would even 
look at such a thing for ten seconds these days, but we spent hours 
trying to make the dumb thing be fun. 

 Way, way back, even before I was a little boy, there was this kid 
named Joseph. I don’t know how fast he could run, but he was so 
smart he was dumb. Do you know what I mean? He knew things and 
saw things and understood things that most people were not even 
aware of. But in order to give him these special gifts, the Lord had to 
“short him” on common sense. When it came to normal, everyday 
understanding of how to get along and how real people felt, Joseph 
just “wasn’t there.” He was oblivious. 

 Joseph had eleven brothers, and all twelve of them together will 
turn out to be the twelve tribes of Israel. That’s another story, but 
I’m just reminding you that what happens to these twelve brothers 
is going to turn out to be very important for the whole world. 
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 At the time of our story today, the youngest brother, Benjamin, 
was just a baby. His mother, Rachel, died giving him birth. That was 
a great sorrow to their father, Jacob, and of course a terrible loss to 
Joseph and Benjamin, Rachel’s only sons. The other ten brothers had 
other mothers. And probably they were real sorry about it too, but 
when it’s your own mother, it makes it different. 

 Anyway, they buried Rachel on the outskirts of Bethlehem, 
where Jesus would be born about one thousand eight hundred years 
later. Then they went on with life the best way they could. By the way, 
Jesus was the direct descendant of one of the twelve brothers – the one 
named Judah (Praise). You will hear more about him in a minute. 

 Joseph’s other ten brothers were already young men, and they 
took care of the flocks and herds and, since Jacob was getting old, 
they took care of most of the family business too. But Joseph did not 
do that kind of work. He did not do the hard physical stuff. He kept 
the books. He was the manager. He did the planning and organizing, 
and his father realized he was very good at it and let him run things 
more and more. 

 Well, the other brothers were older, and probably bigger and 
stronger, and they resented young Joseph. Because he was Rachel’s 
son, Jacob would doubtless turn the inheritance over to him – make 
him head of the clan. That annoyed them. Joseph got to make the 
decisions and they got to do the work. That annoyed them. Joseph 
was the favorite. That annoyed them. (Almost everybody thinks 
somebody else is the favorite, but when somebody really is, it makes 
it even worse.) 

 On top of everything else, Joseph had dreams and visions. 
They troubled him, so he tried to share them with the rest of the 
family. But the brothers, and even his father, just thought he was 
being a conceited brat, and rubbing it in that he was the favorite. 
Joseph did not even think on those levels. It is not always fun to be 
gifted. Joseph knew from the time he was a tiny kid that there was 
something very important that he was supposed to do, and that some 
purpose beyond his understanding was depending on him. But he did 
not know what it was. It kept haunting him on the inside, and nobody 
seemed to understand. 
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 One day Joseph went on one of his visits to see how the brothers 
were doing with the flocks and herds. They were up near Dothan. It 
probably took Joseph four or five days to get there from home. Do you 
remember this part? The brothers saw him coming from afar and said 
to each other, “We aren’t going to put up with this twerp running things 
anymore!” So they decided to kill him. They planned to tell their father 
that wild animals must have killed him. This was a long time ago, 
when such a thing could easily have happened. 

 Whether to save Joseph’s life or just to be practical, we don’t 
know, but Judah talked them into selling Joseph into slavery instead, 
for twenty pieces of silver. Who was sold for thirty pieces of silver? 
Not a very high inflation rate for two thousand years, is it? 

 So Joseph was carried off into Egypt as a slave. And the brothers 
went home and told Jacob that they had found Joseph’s long tunic, 
covered with blood. Father Jacob assumed that Joseph was dead. The 
brothers assumed that Joseph would soon be dead; ordinary slaves 
did not usually last for more than three or four years. The brothers 
did not yet understand that Joseph was not ordinary. 

 Rachel is gone. Joseph is gone. Jacob is getting older. Nothing 
seems to have gone as he had hoped. Do you remember the last story, 
when we watched Jacob coming back to Israel to face his brother 
Esau? He was looking pretty good back then. Now he is old, and he 
dotes on young Benjamin and grieves for Rachel and Joseph. 

 Years go by, and Joseph eventually becomes the Grand Vizier 
of all Egypt. (Actually, the Seal-Bearer of the King, or Pharaoh, of 
Lower Egypt.) It was not an easy road. He nearly died a couple of 
times. For a while it looked like he would spend the rest of his life in 
prison. But his wisdom and his managerial skills kept raising him out 
of the pits that other people kept putting him into. Maybe the Spirit 
of God had something to do with it also. We will skip all that for the 
moment. 

 Now Joseph runs Egypt, the largest and richest and strongest 
nation on earth at the time. Pharaoh still rules, but why bother? 
Joseph seems like magic. He comes out of nowhere. He has no 
personal or selfish ambitions. He is just. He is efficient. He plans 
and manages with superb skill. He seems to see into the hearts and 
motives of other people. He works all the time. He sees into the future. 
Indeed, he is one of the great seers of all time. 
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 Then a great famine comes over the known world. Joseph had 
seen it coming, so the storehouses of Egypt are full. In view of such 
major world events, what appears to be a very minor incident occurs. 
Ten brothers show up from the land of Canaan. They belong to a large 
and wealthy clan there, but there is no food in Canaan. They wish to 
buy from Egypt’s storehouses enough grain to feed all the people back 
home. Of course, that requires the permission of Zaphenath-paneah, 
which is what the Pharaoh has renamed Joseph: “He who furnishes 
the sustenance of the land.” 

 So the ten brothers are ushered into Zaphenath-paneah’s 
presence. He speaks to them through an interpreter. He is dressed like 
an Egyptian. They have not seen Joseph since he was seventeen years 
old, and that was over twenty years ago. He is now married to the 
daughter (Asenath) of the High Priest of On (Heliopolis), and he has 
two sons of his own. In other words, there is no way the brothers 
can recognize him. But Joseph recognizes them. 

 Remember, these ten brothers had not been very nice to him, 
had they? In fact, they had been downright rude. And you know, at 
one snap of Joseph’s finger, he could have them all killed. Joseph has 
the power of Egypt at his fingertips – in Pharaoh’s signet ring right 
there on his finger. 

 Joseph doesn’t let on who he is at all. But he is still very eager 
to know how everybody is back home. He also wonders how his 
brothers feel about what they have done. Have they ever been sorry? 
Do they even remember him? But he doesn’t let on about any of this. 
He says through the interpreter, “You gentlemen just pretend to come 
here for food, but you are spies looking us over to see if you can 
invade us.” They keep telling him more and more about themselves, 
trying to assure him that they are not spies. 

 So Joseph learns all about them. And because they sometimes 
speak to each other in Hebrew, thinking he does not understand, he 
also learns that they indeed have great remorse and guilt for what 
they did to him. Though they assume he is dead, they still imagine 
that their sin will catch up to them, and that maybe even that’s 
what is happening to them at this very moment. 

 Joseph then takes one of the brothers, Simeon, as hostage and 
sends the others home with all the grain they want. And he tells them 
they must bring back Benjamin, their youngest brother, to verify that 
all they have been saying is true. Only then will he release Simeon. 
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If they do not bring Benjamin, they better never return to Egypt, 
because that will prove that they are liars and spies. Obviously Joseph 
knows they are not liars or spies; he is just testing them, playing with 
them. But they are not having any fun. 

 It gets a lot worse when they discover, the first night out of 
Egypt, that all the money they were supposed to pay for the food is 
still in their packs. Now, if they ever return, they will be accused of 
being thieves as well as liars and spies. But if they never return, 
what will happen to Simeon? 

 When they get home and tell their father, Jacob doesn’t want 
to let Benjamin go. He has already lost Rachel and Joseph. He cannot 
bear to risk Benjamin. But what will become of poor Simeon? In reality, 
Simeon is being treated just fine, but they don’t know that. 

 Finally the food runs out again. Jacob puts it off as long as 
possible, but finally the situation is desperate and he has to send 
Benjamin to Egypt with his other sons. Number-four son, Judah, 
promises to guard Benjamin’s life as if it were his own. So off they go 
to Egypt for the second time, taking many extra gifts and all the 
money from the first trip, as well as more money to buy food for this 
second time. You realize they have to go, right? If they don’t, all their 
own children and friends and relatives will die of starvation. It is not 
just the brothers – the whole clan is at stake. 

 Because the brothers bring Benjamin with them, they are treated 
very differently. Simeon is released to join them. They try to give back 
the money they owe from the first trip, but they are assured that they 
don’t owe any money. They are given more gifts than they brought. 
It makes them more and more nervous. And how does the Egyptian 
know to seat them in the order of their age? Why are they being wined 
and dined, and in the Egyptian’s own house? Joseph has to leave the 
room at one point, to keep from giving himself away; he is so overcome 
with emotion, especially at seeing his little brother Benjamin again. 

 But Joseph recovers and sends the brothers back home laden 
with supplies. Only this time Joseph has given instructions not only 
to put back their money in their packs, but to put his own personal 
silver chalice into Benjamin’s pack. This is not just a cup. It is the 
divination goblet of the greatest seer in the world. We do not 
understand such things, but to anyone in this story, it was without 
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question a treasure beyond any possible price. The trouble is, if you 
steal Merlin’s crystal ball, what are you going to do about Merlin? 

 Of course they didn’t do it! They were not guilty! They had not 
taken anything! But sometimes you get blamed anyway, don’t you? 
The soldiers go after them, and sure enough, just as planned, they 
find the silver chalice in Benjamin’s pack. The whole company is 
arrested and brought back to Joseph under armed guard. They are 
sure they will all be executed, or at the very least they will all be 
enslaved. But Joseph says, “No, only Benjamin must remain here 
as my slave. The rest of you are free to go.” 

 Now it comes clear: Joseph has put them back into the same 
position they were in so many years ago when they had sold him into 
bondage, only even more so. Father Jacob is very old and will die soon 
anyway. If they leave Benjamin in Egypt, the brothers will get to 
inherit and run the clan instead of it going to Benjamin. This time 
it will not even be their fault. All they have to do is walk away and go 
back home, and they will have everything like they always wanted it. 

 Judah then steps forward and begs for a word with the Grand 
Vizier. And he says, “Sir, please. Remember the situation we told you 
of at our last visit? There were only two sons by young Benjamin’s 
mother, Rachel. She was my father’s true love, and she died giving 
birth to Benjamin here. His older full brother is already dead, and 
Benjamin is all that is left of what my father holds most dear. If we 
return and he sees that Benjamin is not with us, it will kill my poor 
father, and I will be responsible for having sent him to the grave in 
sorrow and grief. Besides, I promised my father that I would return 
Benjamin as if he were myself. I cannot go back and face my father 
without Benjamin. Please sir, I beg you – let Benjamin return with 
my brothers. Let me be slave in his place.” 

 Then the Grand Vizier of all Egypt says, “That’s all I wanted to 
know. You have become my true brothers after all.” And to their utter 
and complete astonishment, the Grand Vizier transforms himself into 
their long-lost brother, Joseph. 

 They kiss and hug each other, then tell stories of all that had 
happened until long into the night. Then Joseph sends them to get 
their father and all their families, and to bring everybody to Egypt, 
where there is plenty of food and perfect pasture land for everyone 



JOSEPH AND HIS BROTHERS 
CHILDREN’S STORY 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 2016 – All rights reserved. PAGE 7 OF 10 

and for all their flocks and herds. And there, in the Land of Goshen, 
they all live happy and secure for many, many years. 

 And that is how Joseph saved the Israelites in his time, and how 
God used Joseph to help keep the covenant promise God had made to 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob – forever. 
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Genesis 37-47 Sermon 
Joseph and His Brothers 

TO DIE HAPPY 

 The story of Joseph makes me ask myself: What would I have 
to do or become or accomplish ... in order to die happy? 

 I understand that there are various levels of happiness, and that 
in some instances a happiness sweeps over us that has nothing to do 
with anything we do or become or accomplish. On another track, it is 
true that any of us can become happy at any moment, and that our 
happiness is in direct proportion to how much gratitude we feel 
toward God. 

 In many ways, these things are more important than the 
mundane and feeble question I have asked. But having found a 
certain trust toward God; having experienced the wonders and 
realities of grace and forgiveness; having discovered, at least at times, 
the wings of an awareness and thankfulness toward God that brings 
all things into new perspective – nevertheless, and even because of 
that, we also sometimes ask: What are we doing here? Who are we, 
and are there things we are supposed to be doing, even maybe at 
God’s inner urging? 

 What would I have to do or become or accomplish to feel that 
my life had been fulfilled; that I had finished my assignment here; 
that I could report back to the home office without too much 
embarrassment, apology, or chagrin? That’s what I mean by 
“die happy.” 

 It has often crossed my mind that we do not know ourselves 
any better, or at least not much better, than we know God. Both are 
unfathomable mysteries. The road toward knowing one is the road 
toward knowing the other, at least for major portions of the journey. 
Jesus claimed that we had to lose ourselves for His sake in order to 
find our true selves. I am not trying to spring forth with any new or 
unusual teaching. 

 Nevertheless, having just remembered the story of Joseph, 
it seems appropriate to ask: Do you know what you are trying to do 
with your life yet? Do you know what you like, what fulfills you, what 
really matters to you on the inside? What would be the ingredients of 
a formula that would allow you to die happy? 
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1.) If you could save your clan or tribe or family in some way, like 
Joseph did, would that do it for you? I have often wondered if there 
was some longing in me somewhere to be part of such a picture. It 
would not have to be an exact replica; Grand Vizier of almost anything 
would be nice. That is not the most crucial part, of course, just a 
means. 

 To have the clan realize in some way that we had “amounted to 
something” – that would be nice. To feel that we had done something 
to improve or save those we consider “family” – that maybe is closer. 
Joseph’s greatest joy, I think, was to see that his brothers had 
changed. He had done well; he was in a position to do almost anything 
he wanted to. But his brothers had changed almost more than he had. 

 I don’t really know about Benjamin. A kid that doted on 
is bound to find it hard to keep from being spoiled. But Judah is 
something else! He is almost worthy of the tradition that springs from 
him. It is not perfect yet or anything like that, but you can smell some 
of it coming in the wind: “Greater love hath no man than this ....” 

 Is that what it would take to let you die happy? 

2.) Or maybe you just want to live a good, American life. I have a 
friend who keeps trying to tell me that it is closer to God to get simpler 
and less religious. He thinks I don’t know what he is talking about, 
and I always pretend not to because it makes him enjoy it so much. 
But I hear him: 

 Enjoy the ball games. Do some sports. Work. Put bread on 
the table. Raise kids. Retire. Be nice to friends and relatives – within 
reason. Watch some television. And let it go at that. Don’t get grandiose. 
Don’t think about eternal life unless or until you get there. Make little 
plans. Duck promotions. Try not to get overly enthusiastic about 
anything that requires more than ten or twelve minutes of thought. 
(This friend knows I usually preach for at least twenty minutes.) 

 And it is not necessary for us as Christians to pray every day 
or to study the Bible very often. Better not to read the newspapers or 
serious books with any regularity. People who start tithing – money or 
time or conversation – always start getting too serious. What the world 
needs now is more Taoism and less Christianity. That’s what this 
friend says. Is that a formula that could maybe help you to die happy? 



TO DIE HAPPY 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 2016 – All rights reserved. PAGE 10 OF 10 

3.) Lots of people dream of writing; discovering something; 
leading something; helping in some reasonably dramatic way; 
teaching; fighting – meaning fighting injustice or corruption. 
Is something along those lines more likely to be what you call 
“fulfilling?” 

4.) What about riding a colt into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday? 
And having a handful of true friends, healing a few people, and talking 
about some deep but simple truths? And then going to die a hard and 
cruel death, when it would have been easy to disappear or run away? 
Can you imagine anybody thinking that was a way to die happy? 
Fulfillment? Peace? Gratitude? Joy? 

 As time and life go on, it keeps fuzzing out and coming into 
different focus, doesn’t it? What Jesus did really was not grandiose. 
What we did to Him was. But His own pattern sometimes looks quite 
simple: To serve your God on a daily basis, no matter what that means 
or costs. 

 Would that allow any of us to die happy? 
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