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Genesis 37:1-11 

A Call to Loving Service 

 

Have you ever sat there and tried to figure out what you dreams meant? You 

just woke up, your latest dream is still fresh and vivid, and you wonder, why 

that?  Did that person I haven’t seen in 10 years pop up in my dream because 

something the day before subliminally got my mind thinking about that time 

period in my life?  Was I forced to give that speech in front of everyone in my 

underwear or was I unable to where I was trying to go because of some deep 

seeded fears I have?  I’ve heard one explanation that dreams are really the 

brains way of processing all our random thoughts that need to sorted out so they 

can sort of be filled away.   

 

Whatever they are exactly, it’s safe to say dreams are all about me.  enerally 

dreams are about my thoughts, my fears, my hopes.  We even use the word 

“dream” to not only talk about what happens when you’re sleeping but to mean 

the things YOU want.  When MLK said, I have a dream, he was talking about 

how HE wanted the future to look.  When you’re told to follow your dreams, 

we’re talking about chasing after what YOU desire.  Dreams are a very me-

focused concept.   

 

So it shouldn’t surprise us when a dream centered around one brother ruling 

over his siblings would cause a whole bunch of anger and jealousy.  It 

shouldn’t surprise us because what else could anyone conclude but that this 

dream was really just the inner desires of a young man’s heart?  

 

This morning we encounter that situation with Joseph and his brothers.  We of 

course know that this was not just the inner desires of one younger sibling’s 

heart.  It was a direct message from God.  And as we see examine how those all 

too predictable reactions play out, we find that in all of it, we learn a lesson 

about service.  We are reminded that God has called us, not to the greatness of 

glory but to the greatness of loving service. 

 

In some ways it’s easy to feel very detached from the story of the patriarchs in 

Genesis.  Joseph had dreams that showed him the future. God sent them to him 

to give him a glimpse of the role he would play in salvation history. Joseph’s 

dad, Jacob, wrestled with God once. When he was coming back to face the 

brother whose last word on their relationship was that he wanted to kill Jacob, 

God came to him in the form of a man and wrestled with him all night long, and 

Jacob won. Joseph’s grandfather Isaac was almost sacrificed on an altar by his 

father Abraham, but God sent an angel from heaven to stop Abraham at just the 



last second.  The people you meet in the pages of the first book of the Bible go 

to war with kings and win.  They follow angels to escape cities in the nick of 

time before they’re destroyed by fire from heaven, they become leaders of 

mighty countries. It sounds like the stuff of legends. It’s enough to leave you 

wondering, What does that have to do with me?  

 

But in other ways, it’s easy to find close connection with these ancient people, 

because there’s another side to them. Take Joseph. When we meet him, he’s a 

seventeen year old kid. Do you remember what that’s like? Or are you almost 

there? His home life was pretty tough. You see, he came from a broken family. 

His father Jacob hadn’t been a faithful husband, and because of that Joseph’s 

home life was filled with half-brothers and step-moms, but instead of traveling 

between their houses on weekends or holidays, they all lived together. Does it 

surprise you that they didn’t always get along? And Father Jacob didn’t make 

things easier. He liked to play favorites, and the way he did it upset the older 

brothers so much that they wouldn’t even speak to Joseph. Little fights in the 

family, big hurts, so much built up anger that family members aren’t even 

bickering anymore, they’re just sitting in the same room without a kind word to 

say to each other – it doesn’t sound like the stuff of legend; it sounds like the 

stuff of daily life. It’s enough to leave you thinking, This could be my story. The 

problems they faced really aren’t that different from my problems.  

 

Where’d it all go wrong? If you know the rest of the story, you know how bad 

it gets. All of those little hurts and unspoken angers led up to some pretty big 

evil. Joseph’s brothers got so sick of him that after hatching a plan to actually 

kill their brother they decided to do the merciful, brotherly thing and just sell 

him into slavery. Then they told their father that his son – the one he thought 

he’d never have, the one he bounced on his knee with joy, the one born of his 

wife who had died too soon, the one who was just starting to become a man 

before his eyes – that that son had been torn apart by a wild animal. They even 

gave him the fancy robe, ripped to shreds and stained with blood, to prove it.  

 

So where’d it all go wrong? It’s was Jacob’s fault – the way he kept showing 

favoritism would have torn apart any family! Maybe. It was the brothers’ fault 

– there’s no excuse for that kind of evil! To be sure. It was Joseph’s fault – it 

was bad enough that he paraded around in a fancy robe; what did he think he 

was doing, rubbing his brothers’ noses in it with his dreams! Yeah. It was all of 

that – and it was really none of that. It was all a mess. And the problem that led 

to family members hating each other and lying to each other and even thinking 

about killing each other wasn’t a fancy robe or Joseph’s dreams. It was sinful 

hearts. As different as they all sounded, Jacob and his sons–even Joseph, it 

seems – all had hearts that said, “What I WANT is most important. What YOU 

NEED really doesn’t matter.”  



Luther liked to say to that sinners have a nature that is curved in on itself.  I 

often picture a sphere.  My sinful heart is sort of on the surface at one point.  

And no matter which direction out from there my heart goes, as it follows the 

contours of the sphere, it always ends up bending back around and coming right 

where it started.  It’s a picture of the selfishness our sinful nature has.   

 

We look at Joseph and his family and these same problems and we think, this 

could be my story. This is my story. And it is, isn’t it? Think about your own 

life. Think about the fights that have ended friendships, the struggles that have 

ended marriages, the problems that take families who love each Love for the 

Savior leads to Loving Service other and reduce them to people living in the 

same house but have a hard time even saying a kind word to each other. And 

what’s at the heart of it? Is it always – even USUALLY – a deep betrayal, a 

horrible act of violence? Or is it days, weeks, months, years of: But he didn’t do 

the dishes the way I asked him to! But she doesn’t understand that after 

working so hard I need a chance to unwind without someone getting on my 

case! But they just don’t understand that this is what all my friends are doing! 

Isn’t it just a mess when we do that to each other? How could it be that we 

actually let our lives get torn apart by such little things?  

 

But it’s not just that. Because you know the way your heart wants to react: This 

isn’t just about dishes or schedules or hanging out with friends. This is about 

how someone treats me! I deserve something better than this! This isn’t the way 

it’s supposed to be. And you’re right! It’s not. But it’s what always happens 

when the most important person is me. And that’s something that all people are 

guilty of – even the ancestors or our Savior, even you and me. And Joseph’s 

story stands as that big warning sign saying: There is only one place where this 

will end – it’s broken families, it’s broken hearts, and it’s not just that: it’s a 

broken relationship with God.  

 

When you look at Joseph’s story, it says a lot about human hearts and what’s 

most important to us. What it doesn’t tell us a word about is how to fix it. 

There’s a clue, though: His brothers were jealous of him, but his father kept 

what he had said in mind.  Just like the virgin Mary treasured up everything 

about the night of Christ’s birth – the message of the angels and the visit of the 

shepherds – and thought about what it said about God’s plan, father Jacob 

thought about what God was saying to his son. He knew God had made a 

promise of love to him, and was sure it would work out. To see how, you have 

to go to the end of the story. Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery. He spent 

the next years of his life bouncing between being a slave and being a prisoner 

in Egypt, until God stepped in and used his service to raise him to being the 

second most powerful man in the most powerful country of the world. Joseph 

saw in a beautiful way that God was using every last hardship, every bit of pain 



to SERVE Joseph. All his fear and worry was for nothing. Then the day came 

when God brought Joseph’s brothers down to Egypt begging for food in time of 

famine. Joseph’s two dreams were fulfilled when they bowed low before him. 

They didn’t recognize him yet, but God had led Joseph to recognize something. 

He said, You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to 

accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  Even through 

your evil, God was serving me and bringing me here. And now I know why: 

it’s so I can serve you. The place where I find my importance and worth is in 

showing God’s love; it’s not in being served, but in serving.  

 

But that’s not really the end of the story. 2,000 years after Joseph, his 

descendant had all the power in the world – literally. But when his disciples 

bickered about who had the most important place, Jesus let them know: I do. 

I’m here to suffer and die for you. I find my greatness in showing my Father’s 

love – it’s not in being served, but in serving.  

 

But that’s not the end of the story. 2,000 years after Jesus, there’s you. And 

every day you’re put in positions that aren’t fair. Where people take advantage 

of you or hurt you or put themselves over you – even sometimes intending to 

harm you, just like Joseph’s brothers. And it’s all the more hurtful because 

YOU KNOW how valuable you are – so valuable that God himself would love 

you, serve you, die for you! But what will ALWAYS be true? God will still 

always be serving you. He’ll always be using the same love he showed for you 

on the cross to bless you through your crosses now. And the more he teaches 

you about his love, the more he’ll lead you to understand: My value is founding 

in showing God’s love to others; it’s not in being served, it’s in serving. God 

will take care of the rest.  

 

But that’s not the end of the story, either. The end of the story is – who knows: 

2,000 more years away? 20 years away? 20 minutes away? It’s when the Lord 

who promised that greatness isn’t found in being served but in serving comes 

back. And he rejoices to see that his love in serving you has created a faith-

filled heart that doesn’t love itself above everyone else, but loves its Savior and 

loves to serve like its Savior. It’s when that Lord says, Well done, good and 

faithful servant. Come and share in my happiness. But that’s not really the end 

of the story either. It’s the beginning. It’s the beginning of an eternity of 

marveling that even when God called you to serve others, even when it was 

hard, it was his way of holding you to the love of Jesus so that you would never 

forget the way he served you. Amen. 


