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What We Can Learn from Joseph About Human Trafficking Today 
We tell the story of Joseph being sold into slavery by his brothers. The details of his story seem 
unimaginable to many of us but actually reflect fundamental aspects of human trafficking in our 
own context- particularly across international borders. This text study presents excerpts of the 
biblical story coupled with contemporary understandings of the conditions, experience and 
psychology of human trafficking today for discussion.     

Genesis 37:23-28: Joseph Sold into Slavery 

When Joseph came up to his brothers, they stripped 
Joseph of his tunic, the ornamented tunic that he was 
wearing, and took him and cast him into the pit. The pit 
was empty; there was no water in it. Then they sat 
down to a meal. Looking up, they saw a caravan of 
Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, their camels bearing 
gum, balm, and ladanum to be taken to Egypt. Then 
Judah said to his brothers, “What do we gain by killing 
our brother and covering up his blood? Come, let us 
sell him to the Ishmaelites, but let us not do away with 
him ourselves. After all, he is our brother, our own 
flesh.” His brothers agreed. When Midianite traders 
passed by, they pulled Joseph up out of the pit. They 
sold Joseph for twenty pieces of silver to the 
Ishmaelites, who brought Joseph to Egypt. 

יטוּ אֶת־יוֹסֵף֙ אֶת־כֻּתׇּנְתּ֔וֹ   יו וַיַּפְשִׁ֤ ף אֶל־אֶחָ֑ א יוֹסֵ֖ אֲשֶׁר־בָּ֥ י כַּֽ  יְהִ֕ וַֽ
יו׃ ר עָלָֽ ים אֲשֶׁ֥ נֶת הַפַּסִּ֖   אֶת־כְּתֹ֥

יִם׃  ין בּ֖וֹ מָֽ ק אֵ֥ רָה וְהַבּ֣וֹר רֵ֔ כוּ אֹת֖וֹ הַבֹּ֑ הוּ וַיַּשְׁלִ֥ קָּחֻ֔  וַיִּ֨
ת   ינֵיהֶם֙ וַיִּרְא֔וּ וְהִנֵּה֙ אֹרְחַ֣ חֶם֒ וַיִּשְׂא֤וּ עֵֽ אֱכׇל־לֶ֒ וַיֵּשְׁבוּ֮ לֶֽ

ט  ֔˄ י וָ ים נְכאֹת֙ וּצְרִ֣ שְׂאִ֗ ם נֹֽ ד וּגְמַלֵּיהֶ֣ ה מִגִּלְעָ֑ ים בָּאָ֖ יִשְׁמְעֵאלִ֔
יְמָה׃  יד מִצְרָֽ ים לְהוֹרִ֥  הוֹלְכִ֖

ינוּ   ינוּ וְכִסִּ֖ י נַהֲרֹג֙ אֶת־אָחִ֔ צַע כִּ֤ יו מַה־בֶּ֗ ה אֶל־אֶחָ֑ אמֶר יְהוּדָ֖ ֹ֥ וַיּ
 אֶת־דָּמֽוֹ׃ 

נוּ  ינוּ בְשָׂרֵ֖ י־אָחִ֥ נוּ֙ אַל־תְּהִי־ב֔וֹ כִּֽ ים וְיָדֵ֙ נּוּ לַיִּשְׁמְעֵאלִ֗ לְכ֞וּ וְנִמְכְּרֶ֣
יו׃   יִּשְׁמְע֖וּ אֶחָֽ  ה֑וּא וַֽ

עֲל֤וּ אֶת־יוֹסֵף֙ מִן־   יִּמְשְׁכוּ֙ וַיַּֽ ים וַֽ חֲרִ֗ ים סֹֽ ים מִדְיָנִ֜ עַבְרוּ֩ אֲנָשִׁ֨ וַיַּֽ
יאוּ אֶת־  סֶף וַיָּבִ֥ ים כָּ֑ ים בְּעֶשְׂרִ֣ ף לַיִּשְׁמְעֵאלִ֖ הַבּ֔וֹר וַיִּמְכְּר֧וּ אֶת־יוֹסֵ֛

יְמָה׃  ף מִצְרָֽ  יוֹסֵ֖
 

 

 “Joseph- Human Trafficking Survivor”  Roger Seth on tearfund.org 

Like so many victims of trafficking today, Joseph was sold by his own family. The fact that the Midianite caravan 
was ready to buy a slave to sell in Egypt (Genesis 37:26–28) tells us that the trade in people was already happening 
in the region at that time. Today, we are told, trafficking happens in every nation on earth, with many men and 
women involved in buying and selling fellow members of the human family. It is Judah who proposes that, rather 
than kill Joseph, his brothers sell him. Judah argues his point by saying, ‘Let’s not lay our hands on him; after all, he 
is our brother’ (Genesis 37:27), showing his confused belief that the slave trade is more acceptable than murder. 
Yet the shock, loss of home, torture and abuse Joseph would have suffered as a result of being sold still caused 
him deep pain. Today, we often see people selling their own family members, just as Joseph’s brothers did. These 
relatives may also explain their actions in ways similar to Judah.  
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One of the things I’ve noticed from a lot of survivors I’ve talked to is they have had dreams that have made them 
very vulnerable to being trafficked.  We sometimes think that it’s the weakest that become trafficking victims…what 
I saw with the 16, 17, 18 year old women was they had a mission.  They wanted to make something of their lives, to 
be important in helping their families.  So they would take risks because of those dreams.  And if someone offered 
them a position or a job… they often took risks and were very courageous that ended very badly. 
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Genesis 39:11-20: Potiphar’s Wife 

One such day, he came into the house to do his work. 
None of the household being there inside, she caught 
hold of him by his garment and said, “Lie with me!” But 
he left his garment in her hand and got away and fled 
outside. When she saw that he had left it in her hand and 
had fled outside, she called out to her servants and said 
to them, “Look, he had to bring us a Hebrew to dally with 
us! This one came to lie with me; but I screamed loud. 
And when he heard me screaming at the top of my voice, 
he left his garment with me and got away and fled 
outside.” She kept his garment beside her, until his 
master came home. Then she told him the same story, 
saying, “The Hebrew slave whom you brought into our 
house came to me to dally with me; but when I screamed 
at the top of my voice, he left his garment with me and 
fled outside.” When his master heard the story that his 
wife told him, namely, “Thus and so your slave did to 
me,” he was furious. So Joseph’s master had him put in 
prison, where the king’s prisoners were confined… 

ישׁ  ין אִ֜ יְתָה לַעֲשׂ֣וֹת מְלַאכְתּ֑וֹ וְאֵ֨ א הַבַּ֖ ֹ֥ ה וַיָּב וַיְהִי֙ כְּהַיּ֣וֹם הַזֶּ֔
יִת׃  ם בַּבָּֽ יִת שָׁ֖ י הַבַּ֛  מֵאַנְשֵׁ֥

הּ וַיָּ֖נׇס   ב בִּגְדוֹ֙ בְּיָדָ֔ י וַיַּעֲזֹ֤ ה עִמִּ֑ ר שִׁכְבָ֣ הוּ בְּבִגְד֛וֹ לֵאמֹ֖ וַתִּתְפְּשֵׂ֧
א הַחֽוּצָה׃   וַיֵּצֵ֥

הּ וַיָּ֖נׇס הַחֽוּצָה׃  י־עָזַ֥ב בִּגְד֖וֹ בְּיָדָ֑ הּ כִּֽ  וַיְהִי֙ כִּרְאוֹתָ֔
ישׁ   נוּ אִ֥ בִיא לָ֛ ר רְא֗וּ הֵ֥ אמֶר לָהֶם֙ לֵאמֹ֔ ֹ֤ הּ וַתּ י בֵיתָ֗ א לְאַנְשֵׁ֣ וַתִּקְרָ֞

א בְּק֥וֹל גָּדֽוֹל׃  י וָאֶקְרָ֖ ב עִמִּ֔ א אֵלַי֙ לִשְׁכַּ֣ נוּ בָּ֤ חֶק בָּ֑ י לְצַ֣  עִבְרִ֖
י וַיָּ֖נׇס   ב בִּגְדוֹ֙ אֶצְלִ֔ א וַיַּעֲזֹ֤ י וָאֶקְרָ֑ תִי קוֹלִ֖ י־הֲרִימֹ֥ י כְשׇׁמְע֔וֹ כִּֽ וַיְהִ֣

א הַחֽוּצָה׃   וַיֵּצֵ֥
הּ עַד־בּ֥וֹא אֲדֹנָ֖יו אֶל־בֵּיתֽוֹ׃   וַתַּנַּ֥ח בִּגְד֖וֹ אֶצְלָ֑

י   עִבְרִ֛ בֶד הָֽ י הָעֶ֧ א־אֵלַ֞ ר בָּֽ לֶּה לֵאמֹ֑ ים הָאֵ֖ יו כַּדְּבָרִ֥ ר אֵלָ֔ וַתְּדַבֵּ֣
י׃  חֶק בִּֽ נוּ לְצַ֥ אתָ לָּ֖  אֲשֶׁר־הֵבֵ֥

י וַיָּ֥נׇס הַחֽוּצָה׃  ב בִּגְד֛וֹ אֶצְלִ֖ א וַיַּעֲזֹ֥ י וָאֶקְרָ֑ י קוֹלִ֖ י כַּהֲרִימִ֥  וַיְהִ֕
ר   ה אֵלָיו֙ לֵאמֹ֔ ר דִּבְּרָ֤ י אִשְׁתּ֗וֹ אֲשֶׁ֨ יו אֶת־דִּבְרֵ֣ עַ אֲדֹנָ֜ וַיְהִי֩ כִשְׁמֹ֨

חַר אַפּֽוֹ׃  ˃ וַיִּ֖ י עַבְדֶּ֑ שָׂה לִ֖ לֶּה עָ֥ ים הָאֵ֔  כַּדְּבָרִ֣
הַר מְק֕וֹם אֲשֶׁר־  ית הַסֹּ֔ הוּ֙ אֶל־בֵּ֣  יִּתְּנֵ֙ ף אֹת֗וֹ וַֽ י יוֹסֵ֜ וַיִּקַּח֩ אֲדֹנֵ֨

ים לֶ˂ אֲסוּרִ֑ י] (אסורי) הַמֶּ֖   [אֲסִירֵ֥
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Domestic servitude is the technical term… and sexual harassment is a common theme, whether we’re talking 
about women or men… eventually the story line goes that he’s accused of something that he didn’t do and we have 
cases like that [today] too. 

 
 
Genesis 43:29-30: Joseph’s Emotional Trauma 

Looking about, he saw his brother Benjamin, his mother’s son, and asked, 
“Is this your youngest brother of whom you spoke to me?” And he went 
on, “May God be gracious to you, my boy.” 

With that, Joseph hurried out, for he was overcome with feeling toward his 
brother and was on the verge of tears; he went into a room and wept there. 

ין אָחִיו֮ בֶּן־  רְא אֶת־בִּנְיָמִ֣ יו וַיַּ֞ א עֵינָ֗ וַיִּשָּׂ֣
ר  ן אֲשֶׁ֥ אמֶר הֲזֶה֙ אֲחִיכֶ֣ם הַקָּטֹ֔ ֹ֗ אִמּוֹ֒ וַיּ

י׃ ˃֖ בְּנִֽ ים יׇחְנְ ר אֱ˄הִ֥ י וַיּאֹמַ֕ ם אֵלָ֑  אֲמַרְתֶּ֖
יו   י־נִכְמְר֤וּ רַחֲמָיו֙ אֶל־אָחִ֔ ף כִּֽ ר יוֹסֵ֗ וַיְמַהֵ֣
מָּה׃ דְרָה וַיֵּבְ֥ךְּ שָֽׁ א הַחַ֖ ֹ֥ שׁ לִבְכּ֑וֹת וַיָּב  וַיְבַקֵּ֖
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[Even with all his success and power] He weeps when he sees his younger brother.  It reminds us how years later, 
with lots of success, really we could call him a survivor now, he is still very, very susceptible to sorrow and grief over 
what he’s experienced. 
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