
Facing Envy: Jacob’s Son at Dothan

We are in a series on how we can successfully face our most powerful temptations.  In this study 
we consider the temptation of Envy.  Envy is the resentful awareness of another's advantage, with a 
desire to have it for yourself, even at the risk of another's loss. 

Even before the time of Christ, Socrates once said, “Envy is the ulcer of the soul.”  Solomon said, 
“Envy makes the bones rot.” (Pr. 14:30b)  Frederick Buechner said, “Envy is the consuming desire 
to have everybody else as unsuccessful as you are.”  Envy is serious business, and we see it in our 
text for today:

Genesis 37

1 Jacob lived in the land of his father’s sojournings, in the land of Canaan. 2 These are the 
generations of Jacob. Joseph, being seventeen years old, was pasturing the flock with his brothers. 
He was a boy with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, his father's wives. And Joseph brought a bad 
report of them to their father. 
3 Now Israel loved Joseph more than any other of his sons, because he was the son of his old age. 
And he made him a robe of many colors. 4 But when his brothers saw that their father loved him 
more than all his brothers, they hated him and could not speak peacefully to him.
5 Now Joseph had a dream, and when he told it to his brothers they hated him even more. 
6 He said to them, “Hear this dream that I have dreamed: 7 Behold, we were binding sheaves in the 
field, and behold, my sheaf arose and stood upright. And behold, your sheaves gathered around it 
and bowed down to my sheaf.” 
8 His brothers said to him, “Are you indeed to reign over us? Or are you indeed to rule over us?” So 
they hated him even more for his dreams and for his words.
9 Then he dreamed another dream and told it to his brothers and said, “Behold, I have dreamed 
another dream. Behold, the sun, the moon, and eleven stars were bowing down to me.” 
10 But when he told it to his father and to his brothers, his father rebuked him and said to him, 
“What is this dream that you have dreamed? Shall I and your mother and your brothers indeed 
come to bow ourselves to the ground before you?” 
11 And his brothers were jealous of him, but his father kept the saying in mind.
12 Now his brothers went to pasture their father's flock near Shechem.
13 And Israel said to Joseph, “Are not your brothers pasturing the flock at Shechem? Come, I will 
send you to them.” And he said to him, “Here I am.” 
14 So he said to him, “Go now, see if it is well with your brothers and with the flock, and bring me 
word.” So he sent him from the Valley of Hebron, and he came to Shechem. 15 And a man found 
him wandering in the fields. And the man asked him, “What are you seeking?” 
16 “I am seeking my brothers,” he said. “Tell me, please, where they are pasturing the flock.” 17 And 
the man said, “They have gone away, for I heard them say, ‘Let us go to Dothan.’” So Joseph went 
after his brothers and found them at Dothan.
18 They saw him from afar, and before he came near to them they conspired against him to kill him. 
19 They said to one another, “Here comes this dreamer. 20 Come now, let us kill him and throw him  
into one of the pits. Then we will say that a fierce animal has devoured him, and we will see what 
will become of his dreams.” 21 But when Reuben heard it, he rescued him out of their hands, saying, 
“Let us not take his life.” 22 And Reuben said to them, “Shed no blood; throw him into this pit here 
in the wilderness, but do not lay a hand on him”—that he might rescue him out of their hand to 
restore him to his father. 23 So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe, the 
robe of many colors that he wore. 24 And they took him and threw him into a pit. The pit was 
empty; there was no water in it. 25 Then they sat down to eat. And looking up they saw a caravan of 
Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, with their camels bearing gum, balm, and myrrh, on their way to 
carry it down to Egypt. 
26 Then Judah said to his brothers, “What profit is it if we kill our brother and conceal his blood? 
27 Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and let not our hand be upon him, for he is our brother, 
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our own flesh.” And his brothers listened to him. 28 Then Midianite traders passed by. And they 
drew Joseph up and lifted him out of the pit, and sold him to the Ishmaelites for twenty shekels of 
silver. They took Joseph to Egypt.
29 When Reuben returned to the pit and saw that Joseph was not in the pit, he tore his clothes 
30 and returned to his brothers and said, “The boy is gone, and I, where shall I go?” 
31 Then they took Joseph’s robe and slaughtered a goat and dipped the robe in the blood. 32 And 
they sent the robe of many colors and brought it to their father and said, “This we have found; 
please identify whether it is your son’s robe or not.” 
33 And he identified it and said, “It is my son’s robe. A fierce animal has devoured him. Joseph is 
without doubt torn to pieces.” 34 Then Jacob tore his garments and put sackcloth on his loins and 
mourned for his son many days. 
35 All his sons and all his daughters rose up to comfort him, but he refused to be comforted and 
said, “No, I shall go down to Sheol to my son, mourning.” Thus his father wept for him. 
36 Meanwhile the Midianites had sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh, the captain 
of the guard.

I.  Envy is universal (vs. 1-2)

Here, Moses introduces the “generations of Jacob,” which reminds us of the pervasive nature of 
envy (and every other form of sin) in the patriarch’s family: the envy of Esau and Jacob and the 
envy of Rachel and Leah. As someone once said, “if envy is a fever, the whole world is ill.”

II.   Envy is profoundly wicked  (vs. 3-35)

Envy is profoundly wicked for two main reasons:

! A. Envy arises from evil causes

! The two key driving causes of envy are ingratitude for God’s rich mercies toward us and lack 
! of faith that He will care for us in the future. 

! B. Envy leads to further wickedness

! Notice in the text that Joseph’s brothers’ envy leads to:
! ! 1. Hatred (vs. 4,5 & 8)
! ! 2. Murder (vs.18-24)
! ! 3. Enslavement (vs. 25-28)
! ! 4. Deceit (vs. 29-35)

III. Envy is curable (vs. 36)

Moses is telling this story to the Israelites, who are traipsing through the wilderness, as an 
encouragement for them to persevere until they reach the promised land. He tells them in verse 36 
that Joseph was sold in the land of Egypt, reminding them of God’s amazing love: He used their 
forefathers’ wickedness to provide for them when there was famine in Canaan, and He delivered 
them out of Egyptian bondage by His mighty power. They were carrying Joseph’s bones with them 
because Joseph instructed them to do so, knowing that God would one day fulfill His promise to 
bring them into the holy land. 

This is the cure for envy: a knowledge with gratitude for what God has done for us and an 
unwavering faith that He will care for us in the future. The great Puritan, Stephen Charnock, once 
said, “envy is a denial of providence.”
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Discussion Questions
1. How have you seen envy erode the spiritual life of God’s people?

2. What prompts us to be envious?

3. Why is it so important to deal with envy in its early stages of development?

4. What is remarkable to you about Genesis 37?

5. Look at Philippians 2:1-11.  What sort of attitudes and behaviors emanate from the person who 
renounces pride?
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Going Deeper

1. Are there any recurring circumstances in which you find yourself succumbing to the 
temptation to envy?  Why?

2. How can you better prepare yourself right now for the next time you will be tempted?


