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I thought it might be helpful to review “who’s who” with Jacob’s twelve sons. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You might recall that when Jacob unexpectedly found out that he was married to Leah, 

that Laban gave his maid Zilpah to Leah to be her maid. In order for him to “gift” a 

person means that Zilpah was either an indentured servant or a slave. When Rachel (who 

was more beloved by Jacob) became his wife, her father Laban gave his maid Bilhah to 

her. Again this “gift” implied that Bilhah was also either an indentured servant or a slave. 

Despite the fact that these two maids were “given” to Leah and Rachel, we need to 

understand that as head of the extended family Laban still had “ownership” of the maids 

but he gave his permission for them to live in Leah and Rachel’s household.  And in that 

household Jacob would be the man in charge of their indentured servants or slaves. You 

might have noticed that in our reading today both Zilpah and Bilhah were referred to as 

“wives” of Jacob, and they were two of the four mothers of the twelve sons of Jacob. 

 

Leah, who was not Jacob’s first choice to be his wife, was the mother of his first born 

son, Reuben. In total Leah gave birth to six of Jacob’s twelve sons. The maids Zilpah and 

Bilhah each had two sons. Jacob’s beloved wife, Rachel, also had two sons. But what you 

can’t see on this chart is that Joseph and Benjamin were the youngest of all the brothers; 

and that their mother Rachel had no children for many years. Despite the fact that Leah 

quickly provided Jacob with so many sons, he still loved Rachel more. Given Jacob’s 

own history of using manipulation and deceit to obtain his brother’s birthright and 

father’s blessing it should come as no surprise to us that Jacob would choose to 

seemingly ignore his own first born son, Reuben; and instead favor Rachel’s first born 

son, Joseph. And despite the fact that the sons of Zilpah and Bilhah would lead four of 

the twelve tribes of Israel, they also seemed to be less loved and connected to Jacob.  

The Twelve Sons of Jacob 

By Leah:  By Zilpah,  By Rachel:  By Bilhah, 

Leah’s Maid      Rachel’s Maid: 

Reuben (1
st
 Born) Gad   Joseph   Dan 

Simeon  Asher   Benjamin  Naphtali 

Levi 

Judah 

Issachar 

Zebulun 

 



So there were twelve sons, but only ONE who was favored by their father. When I think 

about this I envision that pre-school toy with multiple pegs sticking up from a little work 

bench. A child can pick up a toy hammer to tap down each of the pegs into the bench. 

Now picture that there are twelve pegs – but only one is sticking up. What happens? That 

one peg gets hammered. That’s what you can expect as the one peg that stands out from 

the crowd. And Joseph was that special one who stood out in the crowd of brothers. 

 

Granted it did not help that the seventeen year old Joseph took it upon himself to bring 

back negative reports about his half-brothers – the sons of Zilpah and Bilhah – to his 

father. What a “good” son. What an unwise brother. . . . This was followed by Jacob 

making a special robe for Joseph. A robe that Joseph wore all the time so his brothers 

were constantly reminded that they were “less than” Joseph in their father’s eyes. . . . 

Then Joseph shared the dreams he had. Joseph did not offer an interpretation of his 

dreams – he just told his brothers and father what he dreamed, and left the interpretation 

up to them. Since they lived in a time and place where dreams like this would have been 

attributed as coming from God to hold a divine message, and would not have been the 

work of Joseph’s brain; these dreams widened the rift between Joseph and his brothers. 

God sent dreams to Joseph, but not to any of his brothers. And the brothers interpreted 

Joseph’s dreams to mean that Joseph would be lording it over them even more than he 

already did! Their father Jacob had to pause and consider these dreams. Jacob had, of 

course, had his own divine dream – but God had also spoken directly to him. Apparently 

even though Joseph had two dreams, God had not spoken directly to Joseph. So was God 

trying to tell Jacob and his sons that they would indeed have to bow down to Joseph – to 

become his servants or slaves? Or was Joseph lying through his teeth about having these 

dreams? Would Joseph turn out to be the great leader or the great deceiver of his 

generation in this family? Jacob continued to ponder and brood over this, and kept  

a sharp eye on his son. 

 

When we look at this situation with the brothers it is hard for us to tell if Joseph was 

extremely arrogant and callously dismissive of his brothers’ rapidly expanding hatred of 

him; or if he was just incredibly unaware and unable to read their animosity; but we do 

know that he didn’t go with his brothers when they took their fathers flocks out to find 

fresh pastures by Shechem. Previously Joseph had helped his brothers herd the flocks, so 

it might have been Jacob who held Joseph back to give his other sons time to cool down. 

And it was Jacob who sent Joseph out to find his brothers and to bring back a report on 

how they, and the flocks, were doing. 

 

Clearly the brothers had not cooled off by the time Joseph found them. As soon as they 

saw Joseph at a distance the brothers came up with a plan to kill him and make it look 

like a vicious animal had attacked and eaten him. Surprisingly Reuben was able to be 



heard when he spoke against the plan. But his intervention seemed to be rooted in his 

responsibility as the oldest son. He would be the one who would have to tell their father 

what happened. Reuben apparently didn’t want to be both a murderer and a liar. So he 

tried to play his brothers. If he could come back later and safely get Joseph out of the 

cistern and back to their father – surely Jacob would reward him for saving Joseph’s life! 

 

But then it seems that Reuben had to actually watch the herds while his other brothers ate 

supper – and he missed the exchange with the Ishmaelite traders. And by the time Reuben 

got back to their camp by the cistern – Joseph was long gone. There was only the fancy 

robe they had ripped off of Joseph before tossing him in the dry cistern, and the twenty 

pieces of silver from the trade. That worked out to two pieces of silver for each of the ten 

brothers to keep this secret. (And it was only ten brothers because Benjamin would have 

been too young to be there with them). The brothers proceeded to rip and bloody up 

Joseph’s robe and take it to their father so he could identify it as being Joseph’s. On his 

own Jacob reached the conclusion that his beloved Joseph must have been mauled and 

eaten by a wild animal. Here at home the brothers realized – too late – that their father 

would grieve long and hard over Joseph. They saw that Jacob would remain fixated on 

Joseph. And even though Joseph was probably still alive and someone’s slave – the 

brothers couldn’t tell their father that. They couldn’t ease his sorrow, nor could they 

escape from their own guilt and anger over the whole situation. 

 

Looking back at this mess, it didn’t have to play out like that, did it? Perhaps if Joseph 

had minded his own business and not ratted out his brothers to their father; or if Joseph 

had been more humble and told his Dad that he wanted to save that fancy robe for special 

occasions – that it was really much too nice to wear every day. . . . Or if Joseph had been 

mature enough to want to quietly ponder over his dreams, to wait and see how God 

would guide him to a clear interpretation, instead of rushing to tell his brothers and father 

what he had dreamed. . . . Maybe if Joseph had developed and continued to nurture a 

loving and caring relationship with each of his brothers – his brothers might not have 

turned on him. . . . But Joseph repeatedly failed to understand that no matter how special 

he was to his father Jacob, he just wasn’t all that special to his own brothers. He was even 

LESS special to the slave traders. 

 

I’m sure the trip to Egypt was an unpleasant one for Joseph. With every step he took he 

was moving further and further away from his home country – possibly never to see it 

again. And the knowledge that his brothers had deliberately sold him into slavery must 

have gotten to him. How could he ignore the fact that they wanted to get rid of him?! 

. . . It must have been a pretty tough adjustment for Joseph to go from being Dad’s 

Golden Boy to being the slave traders merchandise that needed to be sold for more than 



twenty pieces of silver to turn a profit. Joseph went from being the “oh-so special son” to 

“just another slave” in no time at all. A hard lesson for Joseph to learn. 

 

What we can learn from Joseph’s experience is that when we’re the privileged, special 

ones it can seem like everything is possible, and nothing stands in our way. But when 

we’re not privileged, when we’re not seen as being “special” – then our options become 

much more limited, and it takes substantially more effort to achieve anything. Sadly, 

most of us are oblivious to how privileged we are. We’re so accustomed to our privileges 

we can’t even see, or identify them, AS privileges. We think of our privileges as just 

being part of “normal life” – and readily available to anyone. And yet how fancy our 

clothes, cars, homes, schools, jobs, lives look to other people. We have great difficulty  

understanding how being more humble, more loving, and more caring, could make a 

huge difference in our relationships with all of God’s children. It is time for us to realize  

we can either be thrown in the cistern or we can wake up to reality and see the world 

through God’s eyes – and see each and every person as a special child of God, and know 

that in our family no one is a slave – but all serve each other with loving kindness. That is 

the family dynamic in the family of God. 

 

Amen. 


