
The extraordinary journey of Joseph 

I wonder what is the longest journey that you’ve had to take? Perhaps it was on holiday, 
for work, or just a very long walk you had to do at some point in your life. Some of the 
longest journeys for me have been ones we’ve taken to the Scottish Highlands. A couple 
of years ago we were travelling back after Christmas and were stranded between 
flooded roads and snow swept hills on a journey that should have taken about ten 
hours. It ended up taking around three times that length. But the longest journey, or at 
least it seemed so to us as children, was when my father decided as a beekeeper that 
he wanted to take a hive of bees in the car with us to the Highlands. He assured us they 
were safely doped for the journey, but our confidence was tested when we heard the 
buzz of a few bees escaping in the back of the car! Apparently we were also stopped by 
the police at one point, searching for a missing prisoner, but the buzz of the bees 
convinced them we were unlikely to be harbouring any convict! 

Today we’re completing our sporadic travels through Genesis with the journey of 
Joseph. We’ll see how it explores one of the themes that Richard Harwood mentioned 
already in our short Genesis sermon series: on waiting. But we’ll also look at the 
extraordinary ending of the story, that makes Joseph’s journey so astonishing, or as the 
writer Leo Tolstoy called it, the most beautiful of all stories. 

As we heard in our reading today, it begins with a precocious, spoilt and unpleasant 
teenager, Joseph, telling tales on his brothers. We have a great old English word for him. 
He’s a tattletale. His father sets him up for a fall by making him the obvious favourite of 
all the enormous family of boys, (and one girl), and even presenting him with a long 
sleeved tunic. It probably wasn’t multicoloured, but certainly an expensive princely 
outfit marking Joseph as the special one. And Joseph shows a total lack of self 
awareness when he tells his brothers about his dreams of his superiority over them. And 
in the end his boasting becomes insufferable and this dysfunctional family decide to do 
the unthinkable: to murder their brother. At just the right time though, some Midianite 
merchants appear and the brothers are able to sell Joseph for a pretty measly sum of 
twenty shekels. 

And that’s just the beginning of Joseph’s journey. It’s one of the most well-known of all 
Old Testament stories, even for those who rarely or ever go to church. You might have 
seen Donny Osmond, Jason Donovan, Gareth Gates and even Philip Schofield play 
Joseph in the Andrew Lloyd Webber musical, Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor 
Dreamcoat. It’s a pretty faithful account overall of Joseph’s story, of this rather arrogant 
and immature boy turning into a wise adviser who saved thousands from a coming 
famine. 

One thing the musical can’t do well though is help us understand the difference 
between the short distance of the journey and the years that pass in waiting for 



something to happen.  
There’s another famous old story about a journey that’s become popular recently, with 
the launch of Christopher Nolan’s film version of The Odyssey. At the end of the Trojan 
War, Odysseus and his men head off home to Ithaca. It’s not a particularly long journey 
of around 640 miles by sea. In Odysseus’ time, the journey on boat would take a week or 
two and modern day cruisers could cover the distance in a couple of days. In the end, 
Odysseus’ misadventures take him ten years to reach home. But that’s peanuts 
compared to Joseph’s journey. Although physically Joseph only goes around two 
hundred miles from Canaan to Egypt, he has to wait for twenty-two years until he sees 
his family again. For about eleven years, his golden years of youth, he’s serving as a 
slave under Potiphar, then spending two years in prison falsely accused of rape. These 
are tough times of waiting for Joseph, but he comes out from the experience a much 
wiser, more mature man.  

Waiting is difficult, particularly if we have no idea what the future holds. Or if we do, it 
might fill us with a dread of what is to come. Although Joseph had those early dreams to 
hold onto, God is strangely absent throughout his story. Joseph didn’t have the 
extraordinary encounters with God that his family from Abraham, Isaac to his father 
Jacob could rely on to sustain them.  Joseph shows true maturity in how he learns to live 
in the present and not fear all the horrible options that might happen to him. As Richard 
pointed out in his recent sermon on waiting, there is hope in the hands of our ever 
caring and loving God: even though, at times, it might be difficult to see our way 
through. Often we feel overwhelmed by what the future holds. But we continue to have 
this hope and trust God is forming and shaping us. This isn’t easy and I constantly 
struggle myself with waiting. But God is here with us now. And Joseph helps us ask the 
questions of ourselves: What am I to be now? Who can I help now? Who am I called to 
be now? 

But it’s what happens at the end of Joseph’s story that makes it so beautiful, so utterly 
different. If his story were a modern blockbuster, it would probably have ended up with 
Joseph becoming Pharaoh and wreaking a bloody vengeance on his family and all who’d 
subjected him to slavery and wrongful imprisonment.  

And this is the tragedy in the Odyssey film. Odysseus is supposedly the great hero 
whose cunning idea of the trojan horse leads to the destruction of Troy and the end of a 
ten year war.  
But his homecoming is a brutal one. After twenty years away he returns home to 
slaughter all the suitors vying to marry his wife and take over his kingdom.  And in the 
original text it’s even more bloody. He makes the maids who’d fallen in with the suitors 
wash clean the blood off the floor before hanging them all. Throughout The Odyssey 
film, there are rumours and fears of violent people from the sea coming to invade 
Ithaca’s shores. It turns out that these people from the sea are Odysseus and his men 



on their journey home. He has become the monster that his people fear. And he cannot 
settle in the home he has sought for so long. At the end of the film, Odysseus sets off on 
self-imposed exile away from his home. He has changed and he cannot remain in the 
home he has sought for so long. 

Joseph’s story is remarkable because he does not seek justice and vengeance, but only 
forgiveness and reconciliation. The writer Stephen Mitchell, who happens to be a 
Buddhist, wrote a successful translation of The Odyssey and also this book, Joseph and 
the way of forgiveness. 

It retells the story of Joseph through a lens of grace and forgiveness. No-one is treated 
as a villain in the story. Even people like Potiphar’s wife are seen as victims of their own 
circumstances, as well as their own bad decisions. Married to a eunuch in a sexless 
marriage, she seems to be given everything she wants except the one thing she desires. 
And over eleven years she has to struggle with temptation of living alongside young, 
handsome, charismatic Joseph before she succumbs to temptation. When her desire 
isn’t fulfilled she lashes out at Joseph and plans his downfall. But Potiphar shows 
remarkable forbearance. It was within his rights to torture and put Joseph to death for 
the supposed rape of his wife, but instead he imprisons him. 

At the end of the story, Joseph meets with his brothers. The pranks he plays on them, 
such as hiding a silver cup in Benjamin’s sack might seem rather petty. But he’s testing 
whether they have changed as well. Will they admit their guilt, will they show maturity 
on how they stand up for their younger brother now?   

And Joseph’s final act of forgiveness of his brothers is given without any malice or 
thought of revenge. It is given through tears of joy and pain to the brothers who treated 
him so unfairly and yet started his own remarkable journey. And there seem more tears 
spilled by Joseph than almost any other person who appears in the Bible.  As he says to 
his brothers ‘Do not be upset or blame yourselves because you sold me here. It was 
really God who sent me ahead of you to save people’s lives.’ There is only grace and 
forgiveness and reconciliation with his brothers. 

It takes a mature person to look back across their lives at all that’s happened and all the 
people they have met. To learn to forgive ourselves for what we have done wrong in our 
lives and those who have hurt us, to view people with the same grace and forgiveness 
that Joseph showed to his brothers. It’s perhaps no surprise that many have seen the 
story of Joseph as foreshadowing that of Christ. Facing unjust accusations and 
suffering, they both seek to save the very people who betrayed them, seeking 
reconciliation rather than revenge. The challenge to us is how we can also view people 
with this same lens of grace and forgiveness that has been shown to us. Amen. 
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