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ABSTRACT

The ambiguity of Joseph’s image is due mainly to readers’ different (or even
contradictory) evaluations of his actions. This thesis attempts to provide a portrayal

of this character by scrutinising his speeches in order to expose the problematic

nature of his claims to knowing God’s intentions.

Judah is forced by Joseph’s test to choose slavery for the sake of his father’s
survival (44.33-34); the ironic reversal of his role as a victimiser to becoming a
victim of his rationale to sell Joseph in order to save him (37.26-27) 1s unmistakable.
Unwittingly, Joseph mistakes the rationale for a divine principle to explain his
suffering and dreams of domination and subordination for the same purpose of
survival (45.5-11). To complicate the matter further, his repeated pronouncements of
the God-sent famine (45.25, 28, 32) portray God as the source of destruction and
deliverance, the same role Judah played in his betrayal. His final declaration of divine
good overriding human evil (50.20), intended to draw a radical distinction between
God’s intentions and those of his brothers, would make it harder for him to explain
the remarkable similarity between God’s actions and those of Judah. However, he 1s
unaware of the anomaly his speeches yield due to his 1ignorance of Judah’s excuse.

This double blindness calls into doubt any certainty about the coalescence of

perspectives of Joseph and the narrator.

It is also Joseph’s assertion of domination over Egypt (45.8-9) instead of over his
brothers that exposes its link with his subsequent policy of enslavement of a whole
nation (47.13-26). However benevolent his measures are, his ambiguous behaviour
clearly derives from his belief in his right to subjugate others in order to save them. It
is undoubtedly an ironic and tragic ending that the protagonist would repeat the

enslavement (which he has suffered, abhorred and condemned as evil) on such a

grand scale.
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CHAPTER 1

PROBLEMATIC NATURE OF JOSEPH'S CLAIM OF DIVINE
PROVIDENCE

A. Overview

The Joseph story is well researched in studies of biblical narrative, especially with
regard to the method of New Criticism. This literary approach enables readers to
appreciate the artistry of the biblical text and to understand its structure, plot,
character, point of view and themes. However, the basic moral and ideological stance
towards the text by literary scholars' does not differ much from those of historical-
critical scholars.? Joseph remains as an example and a spokesman of God’s divine
providence. In the light of recent developments in the application of literary theory to
the biblical text, the Joseph story and its interpretations will be revisited to see

whether or not a more radical portrayal of Joseph will emerge.

1. Binary oppositions In the Joseph story

Among the many facets of the deconstructive approach of reading, I restrict myself to
focusing on the unsettling effect of its deconstruction of binary opposition. Jacques
Derrida demonstrates that prior metaphysical, epistemological and ethical systems
have been constructed on the basis of conceptual oppositions such as
original/derivative, central/marginal, internal/external, transcendental/empirical,
universal/particular, good/evil, self/other, and presence/absence. One of the terms in
each binary opposition is privileged and the other suppressed or excluded. By
analysing the denigrated or marginalized terms and the nature of their exclusion,
Derrida’s strategy of reading is to prove that such preference for one term over its
opposite is ultimately untenable. The privileged term can always be found to depend

on and be invaded by its ostensibly excluded opposite. In other words, the privileged

' E.g. Robert Alter, Meir Sternberg, Jan P. Fokkelman, Shimon Bar-Efrat, Adele Berlin, Eric 1.
Lowenthal,

* E.g. Gerhard von Rad, Samuel R. Driver, John Skinner, Ephraim A. Speiscr.
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term is constituted by what it suppresses, and the latter returns to haunt it. Thus the
privileged term never achieves perfect identity or conceptual purity; it is always
already parasitic on or contaminated by the marginalized term. Derrida’s aim is not
simply to reverse the opposition but to problematize such a hierarchy of binary
opposition. The above description of Derrida’s deconstruction of binary opposition is
best summarised in his interview with Jean-Louis Houdebine and Guy Scarpetta in
his book Positions.> Below is a concise description and aim of the deconstructive

approach employed by biblical scholars:

A text typically sets forth or takes for granted some set of oppositions, one term
being privileged over its partner; but in so doing it cannot help allowing glimpses of
the impossibility of sustaining those oppositions. In deconstruction it is not a matter
of reversing the oppositions, of privileging the unprivileged and vice versa, but of
rewriting, reinscribing, the structures that have previously been constructed. The
deconstruction of texts relativizes the authornty attributed to them, and makes it
evident that much of the power that is felt to lie in texts is really the power of their
sanctioning community.*

A deconstructive reading of Joseph’s portrayal will find no better starting point

than his final theological claim within his reassurance and comfort to his brothers:

But Joseph said to them, ‘Fear not, for am [ in the place of God? As for you, you
meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people
should be kept alive, as they are today. So do not fear; 1 will provide for you and
your little ones.’ Thus he reassured them and comforted them (50.19-21).

Joseph’s concise summary of the past, his intricate interaction with his brothers
and God’s relation with them, centres on two obvious pairs of oppositions: divine
intention/human intention and good/evil (‘You meant evil against me; but God meant
it for good’). Any portrayal of Joseph will not be complete without confronting this
claim and its implied oppositions. There are other series of binary oppositions

intertwined with these two pairs within the narrative and its interpretations by many

’ Jacques Derrida, Positions (tr. Alan Bass; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981),
Positions, pp. 37-96. Derrida’s deconstruction is first meticulously argued in his three books (Of
Grammatology, Writing and Difference, Speech and Phenomena) published in French in the same
ycar 1967 and further expounded in another three books (Dissemination, Margins of Philosophy,
Positions) published in 1972, The translators, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak to Of Grammatology and
Barbara Johnson to Dissemination, give reader two good introductions to Derrida’s complex thought.
The three interviews in Positions provide a concise summary of Derrida’s Deconstruction.

1. Cheryl Exum and David J.A. Clines, ‘The New Literary Criticism’, in The New Literary
Criticism and the Hebrew Bible (ed. J. Cheryl Exum and David J.A. Clines, JSOTSup, 143; Sheffield:
JSOT Press, 1993), pp. 19-20.
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historical-critical or literary scholars. The prominent ones are lord/slave, life/death,
brother/foreigner, and knowledge/ignorance.” Under close scrutiny of the text, these
oppositions do not provide a sustainable and authoritative anchor for the argument
within the narrative. As a result, interpretations relying uncritically on these
oppositions will soon be found wanting. Deconstruction wamns us that one always
undermines what one has affirmed due to unexamined hierarchical oppositions. This

chapter will chart this process of self-undermining in Joseph’s famous theological

dictum.

Joseph's dreams about his brothers and parents bowing down before him predict
a relationship of lord/slave (or lord/servant, to use a less severe term) between them.
The brothers plot to murder him in order to frustrate any chance of his dreams being
fulfilled. Judah successfully persuades the brothers not to kill their own brother but to
turn this master of dreams into a slave by selling him to foreigners. Instead of being a
lord over his brothers, Joseph begins a downward turn from Canaan to Egypt, from
being a favoured son to a slave in a foreigner’s house and finally a slave in a prison.
However, his ability to interpret dreams, at first for Pharaoh’s two officers and later
for Pharaoh himself, reverses his descent and finally helps him to rise from the
position of a foreign slave in prison to be the lord over Egypt, second in power only
after Pharaoh. Joseph’s own dreams come true (at least partially) when his brothers
come to bow themselves down before him in their trip to Egypt to buy food during
the famine. Hiding his identity, Joseph begins a series of accusations of spying and of
theft against his brothers until Judah offers himself as a slave in place of Benjamin.
Joseph then reveals himself and reassures them with two famous theological
declarations in 45.5-8 and 50.19-20, which most readers (ancient or modem,
historical-critical or literary scholars) consider as the governing centre for
interpreting or uniting the whole Joseph story, a centre upon which a doctrine of

divine providence is firmly grounded.’

* Frederick E. Greenspahn in his book, When Brothers Dwell Together: The Preeminence of
Younger Siblings in the Hebrew Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), offers an extensive
discussion on the opposition of younger versus elder in Genesis.

® E.g. Walter A. Brueggemann, Genesis (Interpretation; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986),
p. 290, considers Joseph’s claims in these two passages as ‘the major theological statements which
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The portraits of Joseph given by readers, ancient or modern, are obviously not

homogeneous. Despite the diversity of opinions on various details of Joseph’s words
and deeds, favourable and positive evaluations of his character on the whole
outnumber negative ones. Those who are well aware of human complexity and prefer
a more rounded figure would nevertheless tend to consider his vices in the end to be
overshadowed by his virtues. While the time he spends in years of captivity (chapters
39-41) generally elicits admiration from readers for his integrity and endurance, his
behaviour towards his brothers both at the beginning of the conflict (chapter 37) and
in the long and tortuous test (chapters 42-44) casts a shadow on his portrait. But for
some readers his final disclosure of identity without exacting revenge mitigates, if not
obliterates, the impression of his previous harsh treatment of the brothers. And his
consolation of his brothers’ fear with the revelation of divine providence also gives
an impression of his growth in maturity and sensitivity. Whatever defects (real or
apparent) Joseph previously had, his reconciliation with his brothers and his
recognition of divine providence in their shared past seems to give him a favourable

portrait in the end.

2. Divine Intention overriding human intention

Therefore, the overall and final evaluation of Joseph’s character hinges crucially on
the responses of readers to his final theological claims in 45.4-8 and 50.19-20. The

final portrait of Joseph will be utterly shattered if his claims can be proved to be

interpret the entire narrative’, and he also makes it clear that the narrator shares Joseph's viewpoint,
‘In these two places only does the narrator make obvious the programmatic claim that God's
leadership, though hidden, is the real subject of the narrative’; Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A
Commentary, p. 251, ‘Joseph’s words... meant to bring together the whole event from the beginning to
end. It is God's action that gives unity to the whole course of happenings. All passages... are to be
brought into synthesis under this key sentence... [which] covers the whole structure that determines
the Joseph narrative’; Robert E. Longacre, Joseph: A Story of Divine Providence (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns, 1989), pp. 42-43, deduces from Joseph’s remarks here a macrostructure, ‘the overall
plan and global purpose of a story’, which in this case is the divine providence revealed by Joseph,
which can scrve as ‘an (explanatory) control’ in the composition and interpretation of the Joseph
story; Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary (ir. John H. Marks, revised edition; London: SCM
Press, 1972), p. 438, ‘It is truc that the passages in which Joseph really speaks about God have
programmatic significance for the interpretation of the narrative as a whole’; George W. Coats, From
Canaan to Egypt: Structural and Theological Context for the Joseph Story, pp. 90-91, considers that
Joscph's statement of God's purpose to prescrve a remnant for them not only explains the tragedics
within the Joseph’s story, but goes beyond it to the entire Pentatcuch and ‘ties directly with the
promisc to the patriarchs for a great progeny’; Donald A. Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the
Joseph Narrative’, p. 71, remarks that ‘the controlling deep structure of the entire narrative’ is, as
rcvczlilcd by Joseph, ‘the whole paradoxical purposc of his “dcath™ as God's way of preserving the
family’,
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problematic in the light of the textual evidence in the narrative. While other details of
his words and behaviour are constantly subjected to questioning, his claim of divine
providence has never been seriously challenged in a detailed way. John Rogerson in
his article ‘Can a Doctrine of Providence be based on the Old Testament?’’ begins
his discussion by quoting Joseph’s words and then he moves on to argue against the
view that ‘God is believed [by the OT writers] to be leading all history to a definite
goal according to a fixed plan’.” In his view, Joseph’s words here have been seen as
the ‘classical’ passages for a belief in divine providence. However, after his initial
quotation, his discussion makes no attempt to study Joseph’s claim within the context

of the Joseph story.

Donald Redford stages a more direct assault on Joseph’s claim of an underlying
divine plan. Joseph’s claim of divine ‘preconceived design’ is accused of rendering
human motivation ‘trivial’, human effort ‘needless’ and human passion ‘pointless’.
Apart from his sarcastic remark that ‘God had manipulated the principals of the
drama like so many marionettes’, Redford has not contested Joseph’s claim in any
details.” W. Lee Humphreys counters Redford’s version of the Joseph story as a
‘grand puppet show staged by a divine puppeteer’ by affirming that the ‘claims of
God’s providential design working around and through the tug and pull of the life of

this family are not allowed to blunt human freedom and responsibility for the

exercise of that freedom in this novella’.' Therefore, the usual reaction to Redford’s

7 John W. Rogerson, ‘Can a Doctrine of Providence Be Based on the OT?', in Ascribe to the
Lord: Biblical & Other Essays in Memory of Peter C. Craigie (ed. Lyle M. Eslinger and Glen. Taylor,
JSOTSup, 67; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988), pp. 529-43.

® Rogerson, ‘Can a Doctrine of Providence Be Based on the OT?', p. $35. According to
Rogerson, this notion of divine providence has been held in Old Testament scholarship since the first
half of the nincteenth century when the concept of ‘history as an organic, unfolding process directed
by God towards a goal’ (p. 5§37) has been commonly accepted. But Rogerson thinks that the OT
writers ‘could not have had a conception of history as a totality or as a process’ (p. S41).

? Donald B. Redford, A Study of the Biblical Story of Joseph, p. 74. Redford considers Joseph's
claim (both in 45.5f and 50.15({f) as ‘denigrating to the story as a whole' (cf. pp. 74, 104). Gerhard
von Rad, ‘The Joseph Narrative and Ancient Wisdom®, in The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other
Essays (tr. E.W. Trueman Dicken; Edinburgh/London: Oliver and Boyd, 1965), p. 298, also considers
that Joseph’s claim poses a danger in portraying ‘the purposes of God as altogether hidden,
incomprehensible and unfathomable’.

W, Lee Humphreys, Joseph and His Family: A Literary Study (Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press, 1988), p. 128. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, p. 90, interprets Joseph’s word not as
saying that ‘God pulled the string for the brothers® plot against Joseph’, but rather as relating all those
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charge of God’s manipulation of human affairs is to insist that Joseph’s claim does

not exclude human freedom and responsibility. Gordon Wenham emphasised that the
relationship between the two is a ‘theological mystery’ and ‘ultimately beyond
human comprehension’, but both are true and strongly affirmed by the Joseph story

and the rest of Scripturc."

For many readers, Joseph’s poles of divine providence and human action are
constantly in tension. They are, in von Rad’s words, ‘ultimately very unyielding side
by side’.'* Neither of them can be excluded or neglected. However they are also not
equal terms. The former is always privileged over the latter.”® This hierarchy is easily
detectable in the words being used by many readers to relate these two poles. For
example, ‘God’s overall action has subsumed the brothers’ evil action";14 ‘God’s
overruling of human affairs’;"” “The overriding power of God’s rule’.'® This concept
of God’s overriding power tries to maintain both God’s ultimate power and human
responsibility. But the former always easily overpowers the latter. Von Rad is aware
of this danger. He comments, “This rule of God for the salvation of men continuously
permeates all realms of life and includes even man’s evil by making the plans of the
human heart serve divine purposes, without hindering them or excusing them’. By his

phrase, ‘without hindering or excusing’ human evil, von Rad asserts human

past tragedies to the coming event of preservation of the family of Jacob.

"' Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 16-50 (Word Biblical Commentary; Dallas, TX: Word Books,
1994), p. 432.

'* Von Rad, Genesis, p. 432.

' Derrida, Positions, n. 41, states that ‘in a classical philosophical opposition we are not dealing
with the peaceful coexistence of a vis-d-vis, but rather with a violent hierarchy. One of the two terms
governs the other (axiologically, logically, etc.), or has the upper hand.’

" Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary, p. 251. However, Westermann does not
think that Joseph’s words explicitly speak of God’s providence which ‘could only be described as a
reflective conclusion from what has been said’ (p. 143).

'* Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 432. Samuel R. Driver, The Book of Genesis (London: Methuen,
10th ed., 1916), p. 397, comments that ‘he has no intention of exacting vengeance for actions which,
however intended, have been overruled by God’s providence for good'; John Skinner, Genesis
(International Critical Commentary; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2nd ed., 1994), p. 487, *Joscph
reassurcs them by pointing out the providential purpose which had overruled their crime for good’.

' Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 294.
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responsibility. But immediately, he confesses, ‘this all-sufficiency of divine
sovereignty makes human action almost irrelevant’.!’ The human action becomes
insignificant before the privileged divine one. The divine sovereignty will inevitably
swallow the human action without a trace. Therefore, Brueggemann declares, ‘the
ways of God are at work, regardless of human attitudes or actions... This story takes a
high view of God, so high that human action is declared irrelevant’, ‘God’s way will

triumph without the contribution of any human actor, including even Joseph

himself”.'®

Laurence Turner in his book Announcements of Plot in Genesis tries to address
this problem by emphasising the human factor, He first gives an insightful analysis of
all announcements in Genesis and concludes that most, if not all of them, have hardly
been fulfilled in a straightforward and literal way as most readers believe. For
example, the promise of progeny/nationhood to Abraham does not enjoy spectacular
success; by the end of Genesis, the promise of land possession remains a promise; the
command to Abraham to ‘be a blessing’ is an almost unmitigated disaster; and
Jacob’s lordship over his brothers is simply negated.'” Turner explains the reasons

behind the frustration of providence and concludes:

divine providence is essentially ‘reciprocal’; that is, the degree of success it enjoys
is related to the type of activity humans engage in when responding to its dictates.
While it may succeed in reaction to human opposition, or in sympathy with human
inability or despite apathy, it cannot be {fulfilled if humanity attempts to take matters
into its own hand. Such human strategics lead to the frustration of providence.”

It is in expounding the Joseph story that Tumer best explains his ‘formula’
concerning the reciprocal nature of divine providence: ‘human attempts to frustrate

the Announcements tend to fulfill them; human attempts to fulfill the

Announcements tend to frustrate them’.?' According to his interpretation, in spite of

‘" Von Rad, Genesis, p. 438.

'* Brueggemann, Genesis, pp. 289, 292.

'» Laurence A. Tumner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, pp. 175-76.

Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 169.

' Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 179.
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the attempt by his brothers to frustrate his dreams and in spite of Joseph’s own
‘apathy’ towards them, the first dream of his brothers bowing before him comes to
fruition. The second dream (the obeisance of his parents) is not fulfilled because
‘Joseph tries to make it happen through his playing God with his f:-.unily’....:"2 Human
activity plays a part in determining the outcome of the divine plan. Tumner, therefore,
warns us not to take Joseph’s speeches in 45.5 and 50.20 as the ‘predestinarian’
model, as stating that God’s plans succeed regardless of any human activity; nor
should it be taken as the ‘marionette’ model commented on by Redford. Instead of
the ‘overriding’ model of divine providence, Turner offers us a ‘reciprocal’ model
that balances divine providence and human activity. In Tumer’s view there are three
types of action which will affect the outcome of God’s plan. Both the attempt to
frustrate and the apathetic inactivity will bring about (or even will speed) the
fulfilment of God’s plan. The third kind of action is the attempt to fulfil God’s plan.
The first action is not recommended, even if it may speed God’s plan, because it is an
evil action. The third type of action is not good in Turner’s view because humanity

should not attempt ‘to take matters into its own hands’ and try ‘to force the issue’.”

The problem of Tumer’s proposal becomes evident when he advocates that the
proper human attitude and activity to divine announcement are ‘apathy’, ‘forgetting’,
‘[being] in a state of not caring’, ‘unquestioning, passive obedience’, ‘resigning’
oneself, ‘apathetic inactivity’, and being in a ‘passive’ phase.” What is apathetic
inactivity? Is it really a type of activity? Turner has just demonstrated that human
action can affect the outcome of the divine plan; he then advocates human non-action
as the best response to the divine plan. He condemns Redford’s ‘marionette’ model
but his understanding of the teaching of the Joseph story in effect advises readers to
act as marionettes. He is against a ‘high view of divine providence’ in theory, but he

is for it in practice.” The problem of divine providence and human responsibility

2 Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 163.
2 Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 169.
* Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, pp. 164, 165, 178, 179.

£ Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 182.
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remains.

My strategy of reading is via a different route. Instead of discussing the
relationship between divine action and human action, I try to scrutinise the
underlying oppositions (chains of oppositions) behind Joseph’s claim. I want to see
whether his claim can be sustained by his adopted oppositions. When Joseph
proclaims, ‘You meant evil, but God meant it for good’, I do not confront his claim
directly. I will take a detour through the evil of his brothers to deconstruct his claim

about divine good.

B. Pit as a symbol of death or slavery

Once the brothers see Joseph afar off and before he comes near, they are not only
quick in deciding to kill him but the way of the subsequent cover-up is also already

chosen. Their plot to get rid of this master-dreamer and his dreams involves three
stages: killing, throwing him into a pit (113)® to hide their crime, and fabricating an

accident in which he is devoured by a wild beast.

Reuben’s words, ‘Let us not take his life; shed no blood’ (37.21-22), break up
the consensus about the killing, and only the second stage - that of throwing Joseph
Into a pit - is allowed to proceed. Reuben’s intervention turns the pit into a temporary
refuge instead of the grave they intended in their original plot.®” Seybold rightly
notes that the pit serves an important symbolic role: standing ‘ambiguously between
freedom and death’, it is ‘the place where Joseph is both condemned and saved’ and
‘becomes a paradox central to the story’s outcome and meaning’.” The pit as

grave/refuge repeats itself in Joseph's further descent, as Seybold summarises:

The pit itsclf prefigures his enslavement in Potiphar’s houschold and his
incarceration in the prison. Both the enslavement and the incarceration, like the pit,
arc first ambiguous and finally paradoxical events. Each step is a movement
downward in the relative fortunes of Joseph; it is better to be the favored son than

% Sce Gen. 37.20, 22, 24, 28-29

! Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joscph Narrative', p. 61, describes the pit (later the
prison) as ‘a refuge which allows Joseph's life to be preserved’.

" Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, pp. 61, 64.
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the favored slave, better to be the favored slave than the favored prisoncr.”

The eldest brother’s attempt to save and restore Joseph to his father is frustrated
by Judah. He also appeals to the brothers to avoid murder and suggests that the
selling of Joseph into slavery to the Midianite traders is a more profitable way to get
rid of this dreamer. And Joseph then ends up in Potiphar’s house which functions as a
pit for him, a place where he finally escapes fratricide. But the temporary loss of

freedom in the pit becomes permanent slavery in Potiphar’s house.

Joseph’s downfall continues when Potiphar’s wife falsely accuses him of
attempted rape. His master is angry and puts him in another house, the house of
prison (197 N'3). The seriousness of the crime seems to demand a more severe

punishment than imprisonment. Within Genesis, the rapist Shechem perishes with all
the male population in his city.*” The lighter sentence may indicate that Potiphar is
not convinced of Joseph's guilt.’! As an accused slave, Joseph is unlikely to be able

to defend himself. But his master can be seen to be kind enough to spare his life.

Reuben, Judah and Potiphar in different ways and in various degrees help Joseph

to escape from death, However, the alternative to death is the loss of freedom:

temporarily in the pit (M3), permanently in Potiphar’s house (N*3) and finally in the
prison (1197 N°3). When Joseph later pleads with the chief butler to remember to
get him out of this house (N'3), he uses the word pit (M3) to describe the prison
(40.14-15).>* The phrase 7121 1*2™ is normally used for prison in this story. But

the narrator temporarily adopts Joseph’s perception in using the same word T3 for

29 Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, pp. 62-63.

* In hearing the news of Shechem'’s rape, Jacob's sons are also very angry (i1711, 34.7), the same
word used to describe Potiphar’s anger (39.19).

1 Cf. Westermann, Genesis 37-50; A Commentary, p. 67; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 377,
however, von Rad, Genesis, pp. 366-367, ascribes Joseph’s escape from death solely due to God’s
protection, as expressed in the statement ‘the Lord was with Joseph’ in the next verse as.
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