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Future Dreams  
Genesis 37 

Readings: Genesis 37:1-11; Romans 8:31-39; Matthew 16:13-23* 
 

I remember once hearing a radio talk back discussion about what people would 
like to know about their future.  Some wanted to know quite detailed things: where they 
would live, who they would marry.  Others were happier with a vague, “Will I be happy?”  
We know from the ubiquitous horoscopes in our magazines, the adverts for Tarot Card 
readings, as well as the forecasts of economists who seem to have a slightly worse 
success ratio than the former, that many of us want to know about our future.  As has 
been said “My interest is in the future because I am going to spend the rest of my life 
there.” (Charles F. Kettering) 

But surprisingly a number of people ringing in didn’t want to know anything, they 
thought it would get in the way of living, rather like knowing the end of a book ruins the 
novel.  They were more followers of Albert Einstein “I never think of the future. It comes 
soon enough.” Which would you be, would you want to know your future?  How would it 
affect you if it did?   

Today as we start looking at the character of Joseph we will see that some things 
about the future are entirely predictable but we will also see a glimpse of an unlikely 
future and so consider our own path to our future dreams. 

A FAMILY TORN APART 

As you look at the story of Joseph you soon discover you are looking at a 
masterpiece full of drama, imagination, and story telling art.  Yet at the very beginning 
we are reminded that it is not the story of Joseph, but the story of Jacob.  Joseph’s story 
is played out and should only been seen in the light of what has happened and the 
promises made to Jacob and before him Isaac and Abraham, the promises of 
descendants, land and blessing to the world. 

SETTING THE SCENE 
As the story of Jacob starts we are introduced to Joseph as a young man of 

seventeen, as we will discover later he is a fine looking young man.  But we also 
discover that he was a tattle tale, telling a bad or evil report about his brothers to Jacob.  
Now it doesn’t take much imagination to realise how this will affect the family dynamics 
around the dinner table.   

Into this already stirred pot we are reminded of how Joseph is Jacob’s or Israel’s 
favourite.  He was the first son of his beloved and now deceased Rachel.  She had died 
giving birth to her second son, Benjamin (36:16-18).  He shows his favouritism by giving 
Joseph a richly ornamented coat, or as it is commonly known his “technicolour dream 
coat”.  It is hard to know what this coat actually was but two things were obvious, it was 
not the coat worn by a common shepherd and it was a clear demonstration to the rest of 
the family where Jacob’s affections lay.  Every time Joseph wore the coat, and as we 
shall see he seems to have worn it most of the time, it would be a stark reminder of his 
special status.  Verse 4 makes very clear the effect on the brothers, they hate him. 

Joseph very quickly makes things worse by deciding to tell his brothers, and then 
the whole family a couple of dreams that he has had.  Dreams were in that culture were 
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seen as omens, revelations of the future, and are seen as such throughout this story, 
with their meaning been underlined in that they always come in pairs. 

These first dreams point to a glittering future for Joseph, where all the members 
of his family will bow down to him.  This is really too much for his brothers.  They do now 
speak to him, but it is hardly brotherly banter.  Just to make sure we don’t miss the point 
we are twice told that they now actively hate him (v5, 8) and are jealous of him (v11). 

Even Jacob seems to realise that Joseph has gone too far in his arrogance (v10), 
but he keeps the matter in his mind, rather like 2000 years later Mary will keep the 
message of the angels and shepherds in her mind. 

The scene is then set for all that will happen, we have an attractive, yet pampered 
and arrogant young man who is adored by his father yet despised by his brothers.  This 
growing tension and hatred in the family has to be resolved. 

SOLD DOWN THE RIVER 
Somewhat surprisingly Jacob sends Joseph to check up on his brothers.  

Perhaps he was treating him as the eldest, perhaps Jacob thought that Joseph would 
tell him the truth about his sons whom he doesn’t quite trust.  But we, the readers, fear 
for Joseph.  The tension mounts as the brothers are not be found, they have moved 15 
miles away from where they are supposed be, near the village of Dothan.  Are they up to 
no good? 

We now flip to the brothers’ point of view, they recognise him from a distance.  
We will discover soon that they know who it is in the distance because he is wearing the 
hated, distinctive coat.  “Here comes the dreamer” and they hatch a murderous plot to 
put paid to his dreams.   

Reuben, Jacob’s eldest son, then steps in.  We may not expect too much from 
Reuben.  We first met him as the son who brought the sexually potent mandrakes to his 
mother (30:14).  This interest in things carnal later leads him to bed his own father’s 
concubine (33:2) something his father was never to forget.  Yet here, perhaps to rebuild 
his reputation with his father, he tries to save Joseph. 

Instead of killing him outright, they strip him of his precious coat and throw him in 
an empty cistern to die.  With Joseph’s cries for mercy ringing in their ears they have a 
meal.  Looking up they see a group of traders and Judah has great idea to rid 
themselves of their meddlesome brother and get a bit of extra cash on the side.  So 
Joseph is sold to the slave markets of Egypt never to be seen again, or so they thought. 

Reuben’s rescue plans are ruined and the brothers take Joseph’s coat back to 
their father now ornamented with the blood of a goat.  They don’t have to lie to their 
father, he makes his own deductions about the fate of his favourite. The irony should not 
be missed that Jacob once fooled his father with the garments of Isaac’s favourite and a 
goat, now he is fooled by his own children with his favourite’s garments and a goat. 

Jacob is inconsolable, but hypocritically his children try. 
The chapter ends with a brief update on Joseph’s situation.  The chapter started 

with a favoured status and dreams of glory, it ends in rejection, loneliness and as slave.  
Where are those dreams now? 

FUTURE PREDICTED: FAMILY PATTERNS 

It is easy, as we know how the story pans out to focus on the dreams and how 
they were to come true despite all the circumstances.  Yet we should pause for a 
moment and consider how predictable the conclusion of this chapter was.  This family 
reaps what it has sown.  There was always going to tragedy and loss with all the 
unresolved tensions and hatreds, jealousy and favouritism. 

As often in Genesis we have cause to pause and wonder about our own 
relationships.  If we live in such situations the outcome is quite predictable, and it will not 
be good for us or others.  As Proverbs says “A heart at peace gives life to the body, but 
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envy rots the bones.” (14:30)  The negative example here encourages us to resolve 
relationship issues that we may have. 

But we can also look to a positive example in that struggle.  Joseph has often 
been seen as a forerunner of Christ whose fate was in many ways predictable.  He 
aroused jealousy, he claimed to be someone special, to be God’s favourite and those he 
upset the most put paid to his dreams or so they thought by tearing off his clothes and 
having him crucified.  In many ways it was all very predictable.   

But, as with the Joseph story, Jesus story went on longer than expected.  The 
resurrection shows that God can triumph over human nature and that he stands with us 
to transform us to be like him, in attitudes of love not hate, generosity not covetousness, 
actions not words.  Let us in Christ be people of love and so help break the predictable 
cycle of human relationships. 

FUTURE FORETOLD: WHAT OF OUR FUTURE 

But there is more than just what is predictable here: the future has been foretold.  
Yet the status of that foretelling is debatable, certainly Joseph’s brothers don’t believe it, 
his father is troubled by it and most interestingly God isn’t mentioned in the entire 
chapter.  What are we to make of it all?  Are we to look for dreams, start making journals 
of dreams?  Whilst God certainly can use dreams in one sense we don’t need them.  For 
God has already revealed our future, has made grand, outrageous, and, to many, 
unbelievable promises to us. 

The Bible tells us in effect that we are God’s favourites.  He chose us to be his 
children and that we will share in the inheritance of Jesus, most boldly in 2Timothy 2:12   
“if we endure, we will also reign with him.”  That is the wonderful future that God has 
promised us.  With this in mind we can look back again at the story. 

HOLD ON TO THE FUTURE 
First despite the circumstances we never hear of Joseph losing faith in the vision.  

He holds on to the dream.  I believe this is important for us.  
Paul Valery has said “The trouble with our times is that the future is not what it 

used to be.”   It is so easy in our materially rich society to see the future only in human 
terms, housing, retirement plans, concern for our children and so on.  It is right and 
proper to be prudent, to be concerned, but there is a much greater future ahead, eternity 
with Christ in his kingdom.  For the Christian, with Jesus and because of Jesus, the 
future is far more than it used to be. 

WE DON’T KNOW THE PATH 
This is so important because we will discover, like Joseph did, that while we are 

told the destination we are not told the path.  God would bring his family bowing before 
him, yet the road there was long and difficult.  As God’s people throughout history have 
found, the way to God’s future is often through pain.  Jesus certainly knew this to be true 
and why should it be any different for us. 

These difficulties in life, the chances and changes of this fleeting world are why it 
is so important to keep hold of the end, our destiny. 

The reading from Romans reminds us of this  “For I am convinced that neither 
death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any 
powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39). 

Are you by the resurrection convinced of this? 
We may not know the path, it may take us through tragedy, pain, loss but the end 

is absolutely sure, it is no dream but as real as Christ’s resurrection. 

NO PLACE FOR ARROGANCE 
As we consider the wondrous promises of God we need to learn, as Joseph is in 

the process of learning, that this is not primarily for his benefit.  As the story develops we 
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will see Joseph change from an arrogant, know it all teenager, into a conscientious, 
hardworking and humble adult who at the end of the story realises that all this has been 
God’s work and his way of saving his people.  His arrogance has gone. 

One of the great problems for God’s people throughout history has been one of 
arrogance.  The logic is if we are God’s chosen people then there must be something 
special about us, thus we are better than others.  Joseph certainly seems early in his 
career to have fallen into that trap.  The people of Israel would often fall into the same 
trap, and all too often Christians have as well. 

Yet, while we should never cease to be amazed at God’s love for us, God does 
not love us only so that we would feel special but so that we would want to show others 
that love so they to would know our saving loving God.  We are loved, we are chosen for 
the sake of others.  We are not better than them, rather we have been chosen by God to 
be the means by which they also can share in the future dream of a world with no more 
tears, crying or pain.  Not arrogance but compassion is the result of God’s love. 

Joseph’s dream was fulfilled to be the means of saving and blessing many, you 
may call me a dreamer but I pray that that this would be the dream of all God’s children. 


