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Jacob and his family have prospered greatly. Their flocks are many and they live with wealth. So why do Joseph's brothers hate him so much that they are willing to kill him? We have seen that Jacob, their father, favors Joseph over his brothers and that Joseph acts arrogantly and carries stories about his brothers to their father.

Perhaps you have been in a similar situation with a sibling or a coworker. This might make you feel hurt or angry. I know I would. But have any of us in this situation been so hurt or angry that we would kill? I doubt it. So what is going on here?

Is this just a case of a seriously dysfunctional Semite family? In the time of Joseph, the father could choose the son to receive his blessing. This had economic as well as social status implications. The older brothers see the bulk of the family wealth and social standing going to the youngest of them. In this time and place that might be enough for at least some of them to wish Joseph gone.

Perhaps the narrator is telling us that this was the state of Semitic society. A society bickering, divided against itself, even willing to kill for gain. The promise made to Abraham was passed down to Issac and then to Jacob. But now the promise was about to be passed to the twelve sons of Jacob and through them to the nation of Israel. But under the circumstances, how could these twelve be expected to father a holy nation? With the mistrust and even hatred among them how could their offspring be expected to become a unified nation of God? Yet in this story of self-interest and evil, God will not allow his divine plans to be subverted. God will take the evil being done and use it for good.

The story of Joseph teaches us about God's providence. “Providence is the action by which God sustains the creation and guides it toward God's intended purpose for it. Whereas creation is God's originating work for the cosmos, providence refers to God's ongoing relationship to the cosmos.”1 In this case God needs to have Joseph in Egypt ready to provide refuge for the rest of his family when the famine strikes Canaan. Here God will gather Jacob's family and from them create the nation of Israel. From this nation will eventually come the Messiah, Jesus Christ.

Almost immediately one may question, “Why such a convoluted plan? If the nation of Israel is eventually going to settle in Canaan, the promised land, where Jacob and his family already are, why take them to Egypt? Why not just arrange things so they can stay where they are and found the nation of Israel?”

To answer this, we must learn more about God and the creation. God willed that his creation be more than a place where he exercised control over all that happened. His creation was to be a place that was governed by natural laws which were understandable and predictable. He did not wish to continuously determine the position of the planets as they orbited the sun. He did not wish to continuously determine when the animals would eat or the rain to fall.

God made the creation so that man could discover it and understand it. So that man could use his intellect. If the “gift of life” is the greatest gift that God has given us, the next greatest gift is the “gift of free will.” God wished to have a people who not only had intellect but were free to use that intellect to make their own decisions, for good or bad. Along with the gift of free will God also gave us the ability, in a limited way, to create. This is not God's power to create from nothing as he did in the beginning, but the ability to use the creation to create new things, to change the creation. Through our intellect and  free will we may choose to add good to creation or to distort the creation through evil acts.

Now we have wandered away from the story of Joseph and our question about God's convoluted plan. But the path we are following will eventually turn back and lead us to Joseph and we will have the answer to our question. God created an orderly creation and gave us intellect and free will and it was important to him that he do so. It is important enough to him that he does not wish to completely override what happens in this orderly creation. If people behave in such a way that they dislike or even hate one another he does not wish to constantly correct these actions. After all, he would then be negating free will and undermining human responsibility for sin. If the laws of nature lead to a famine in Canaan he does not wish to suddenly change conditions to delete the famine. He would then be negating the natural orderliness of his creation.

This does not mean that God has no control over creation. In fact he has supreme control over all things. It does not mean that God does not act in the creation; he does continuously. God acts providentially to bring about the culmination of his grand plan. God can be seen to act in two ways. There are times when God acts in very visible ways to achieve his purpose. He parts the Reed Sea to bring the Israelites out of bondage. He descends on the holy mountain to give his law. In the wilderness he causes water to spring from a rock. These are specific visible acts scattered throughout history. God acts continuously, throughout history, in another way. He acts invisibly in cooperation with the activities of nature and man. God wills to act cooperatively with his creation.

Now we are back to Joseph and his brothers and we have an answer to our question, “Why such a convoluted plan? If the nation of Israel is eventually going to settle in Canaan, the promised land, where Jacob and his family already are, why take them to Egypt? Why not just arrange things so they can stay where they are and found the nation of Israel?” The natural laws of God's orderly creation dictate that there will be a famine in Canaan.

To preserve the family of Jacob they will need to be moved to Egypt. To guarantee that they will be well received Joseph needs to be sent ahead to become a leader in Egypt. So God takes the evil that Joseph's brothers would do and uses it as the means to get Joseph to Egypt. God is not the source of evil and sin but when it occurs he will use it to further his divine plans.

Have you had a brother or sister that you felt was favored by your parents? A sibling that your parents felt could do no wrong. A sibling that seemed to report your every transgression of the rules, your every failure or short coming.

How about a coworker that seemed to be undeservedly favored by the boss. Someone who seemed to be singled out for praise even if he seemed to be doing no more than anybody else. Someone who always seemed to be with the boss and had a tendency to report all your problems to the boss.

If you have answered yes to either of these, how did you feel about it? Not how do you feel now after the passage of time but how did you feel about it then? Do the words unfair, unjust, disgust, anger, retribution, revenge come to mind? Did you think about punishing your sibling, maybe even beating him up? Did you think about setting your coworker up so that he would look bad? What did you think this favoritism was taking from you? What were you likely to lose that would elicit anger?

I grew up as an only child. It was only after my father's death and my mother's remarriage that I acquired brothers and sisters, who were all adults. So I never experienced sibling rivalry nor the kind of dissent that sometimes occurs in large families. For this reason I can only understand intellectually these problems. However I am all to familiar with coworker problems. I have seen people who seemed to contribute little or nothing but always seemed to be around when rewards were handed out. I have experienced people who seem to feel the best way to promote themselves is by knocking other people down. I remember feeling I was unjustly treated, feeling disgust with these people and the  bosses who tolerated them and sadly anger and even a desire for retribution.

So what did I feel was being taken from me by the activities of these people? I felt deprived of professional recognition and sometimes monetary rewards I felt was due me. I was angry because my work ethic “if you work hard and do good you will be rewarded” was being challenged. All these feelings were self-centered. There was little or no thought of the broken state of the world or the fact that God was with me through all of this.

So whether it is a coworker or a sibling am I saying you should not feel deprived, unjustly treated or angry. No I am not! These are all human feelings. What I am telling you is you should not let these feelings control and dictate your actions. As Christians we should cling to God and believe in his providence. In a broken world we should expect injustice, sin and evil but we should not return injustice for injustice, sin for sin or evil for evil. This does not mean that we should be passive in the face of evil. We should look to the life of our Lord Jesus Christ who defeated evil through love and compassion for all. We should seek justice for all through love, reconciliation and the example of a Christian life. We should have faith in God's providence, that he is continually working to correct the damage done by sin and evil. We should have faith in God's promise of the world to come when there will be no more pain, suffering or injustice.
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