From a detailed analysis of the Joseph narrative, suggest the provenance and purpose of the story.
The Joseph narrative (Gen. 37-50) details the life of Joseph, who goes from being Jacob’s beloved son to being sold into slavery in Egypt by his brothers, before rising to eminence as the Pharaoh’s vizier and ultimately becoming the saviour of his father, his brothers, Egypt, and neighbouring peoples during the severe seven years of famine. The Joseph narrative has been subject to exegetical interest in the Genesis Rabba, by Rashi and Ramban, and by John Calvin, and has been received positively amongst those in the arts, from Goethe to Andrew Lloyd-Webber. This narrative had drawn scholarly attention around the narrative’s origins and functions, given that it stands in stark contrast to the preceding material in Genesis. This essay aims to suggest the provenance and purpose of the Joseph narrative through an analysis of Genesis 37-50 and will argue that, of the myriad proposed explanations for the origins of the Joseph narrative, convincing arguments have been proposed from form-critical and source-critical approaches: notably, that the story arose from the compilation of two separate and distinct narratives, and that the story arose from traditions pre-dating the source authors, such as legend and wisdom traditions. Additionally, this essay will argue that the purpose, or rather purposes, of the Joseph narrative are two-fold: to proclaim the existence of divine providence in particular individuals’ lives and to anticipate the Exodus and the fulfilment of the Abrahamic promises. Although other purposes may be gained from the text, these two purposes are arguably at the forefront of the narrative and of significant importance given the substantial roles that the Exodus, the fulfilment of God’s promises, and the motif of God being with His people through adversity play in the Hebrew Bible as a whole.
The Joseph story (Gen. 37-50) has long been understood both thematically and theologically distinctive in comparison to the preceding chapters of Genesis, with a general agreement amongst scholars that the Joseph story constitutes a unique long narrative with a well-defined plot. Despite this, the source-critical approach has been used as a solution to duplications and discrepancies found within the Joseph narrative, arguing for at least two sources of the narrative (Schwartz 2012: 263). Taking Genesis 37 as an example, doublets can be seen in the reason for Joseph’s brothers’ enmity towards him (37:2-3), in their decision to murder Joseph (37:20, 22), in Reuben’s and Judah’s plans to spare Joseph’s death (37:18, 19-20), and in the arrival of the Ishmaelites and of the Midianites (37:25, 28). Contradictions can also be seen in Gen. 37, for example, Jacob’s family are shepherds (37:2) but Joseph dreams of him and his brothers harvesting grain (37:7), Jacob’s understanding of his sons’ hatred toward Joseph (37:10-11) whilst sending him alone to meet them (37:14), Joseph being sold by his brothers to the Midianites (37:27) or the Midianites selling Joseph to the Ishmaelites (37:28) or the Midianites selling Joseph in Egypt to Potiphar (37:36). Having acknowledged these discrepancies and contradictions, one could argue for the existence of two literary groups or axes, at least within Genesis 37, which in isolation may constitute independent narratives belonging to the non-Priestly sources of the Pentateuch, the Yahwist and the Elohist (Schwartz 2012: 265). In a similar vein, the Joseph narrative as a whole has been argued to represent the compilation of J and E source material, alongside the Priestly source (Speiser 1964: 287-378; Ellis 1975: 63-65). The process of the Joseph narrative’s composition was canonical in nature, whereby the pre-existing forms of the narratives were compiled in such a way as to refrain from altering, minimising, or expanding the separate narratives (Schwartz 2012: 275; Antwi 2016: 260-263). 
Within the form-critical approach to the Joseph story, Hermann Gunkel viewed the Book of Genesis as a collection of Sagen or stories that, to be properly understood, need to have their original function, their Sitz im Leben, examined (Gunkel 1997). The Joseph story, however, stands out as a “novella”, a distinct story replete with folkloric elements (1997: 380). Gunkel argues that the Joseph story developed from legend traditions, of which references to the central figure found in Joseph were likely lacking (1922: 68), whereby the kernel of the legend was the sale of a character to a foreign land due to his brothers’ hatred, and the subsequent rise to power and pardoning (1922: 66-67). Gunkel argues that the legends were employed in telling the Joseph story at a later period than that of the Patriarchal narratives, whereby the J- and E-source authors or compilers collected them at some point in the 10th or 9th centuries B.C.E.  Remaining in the form-critical approach, Gerhard von Rad, whilst regarding Genesis 37-50 as being derived from the J and E sources, nonetheless argued that the original Joseph narrative (Gen. 37; 39-47; 50) is united in that it resembles a Novelle and due to what he sees as its origins in wisdom traditions (von Rad 1966: 292). For von Rad, Joseph’s dreams (Gen. 37:8) much less prepare for Israel’s future than they do for Joseph’s rise to eminence in Egypt (1972: 352). In a similar vein, Gen. 47:13-27 is intended to demonstrate Joseph’s wisdom and in overcoming novel complications in his handling of the famine, and the tribal history aspect of Gen. 47:27 is largely ignored (von Rad 1972: 410). For von Rad, the Joseph narrative was a distinct story that only gained its further theological components and tribal history through the inclusion of the narrative by the Yahwist (von Rad 1966b: 51). The argument for the Joseph narrative’s roots being in wisdom literature, although diminished over recent years (Fox 2001: 26), has nonetheless been forwarded by scholars since von Rad (Loader 1975; Wessels 1984; le Roux 1991). It is worth noting that von Rad’s argument has been met with valid criticism, notably that there is a lack of specific Wisdom indicators in the Joseph narrative (Crenshaw 1969: 135-137) and that Joseph, in fact, acts in ways that contradict the ideal espoused by wisdom literature (Redford 1970: 100-105).
[bookmark: _Hlk48663217]Just as the proposed origins of the Joseph narrative are numerous, so too are the narrative’s purpose. However, a key purpose of the Joseph narrative is to present a story of divine guidance and providence. The Joseph story constituted yet another example of the theme of danger to the heirs of the promise, once again due to famine, followed by their miraculous deliverance. Emphasised several times that his preservation is in danger and that his success is not his but due to the unseen operations of God. (39:3, 5, 21, 23; 41:51-52). The preceding chapters of Genesis are awash with the appearance of God or His messengers, whilst the Joseph story is void of divine speech bar the interaction Jacob has with God before going down into Egypt (quote). Yet Joseph’s efforts at pious living lead to him “finding favour” in the sight of key individuals (39:4, 21), and that God was with Joseph (39:2-3). The Joseph narrative addresses Joseph’s descent into slavery by stating that the presence of God in one’s life is not measured by the absence of adversity but by a faithful attitude amid adversity (Rydelnik and Vanlaningham 2014: 264). This likely gives the Joseph narrative an additional purpose of providing comfort and motivation for those who were experiencing hardship, made more likely if the dating of the Yahwist, provided by Van Seters (2015: 41-43), to the Babylonian captivity is accepted. Joseph’s adverse circumstances are seen to be secondary to the providence of God in achieving His purposes (Rydelnik and Vanlaningham 2014: 265). Therefore, the Joseph narrative appears to stress the unseen hand of God within people’s lives, an idea with which Joseph agrees: “it was God who planned it for good.. to keep many people alive” (Gen. 50:20). Joseph is seen to be affirming the hidden and decisive power God demonstrates, as God works out His purpose both through and despite Egypt, Joseph, and Joseph’s brothers. Instead, God works in a hidden way, secretly guiding the course of human events, bringing good out of human evil (50.20). Following the death of Jacob, Joseph reassures his brothers by reminding them that he forgave them not for his father’s sake but because he saw God working within his life (50:15-21), to the extent whereby the evil actions of his brothers were superseded by God’s good intentions (50:20). This interaction reiterates a central point of the narrative, that God arranged for Jacob to go to Egypt in order to preserve the lives of many (45:7). 
A further key purpose of the Joseph narrative is to anticipate both the Exodus and the fulfilment of the Abrahamic promises. Joseph’s descent into slavery and ascent to power as a whole provides a rubric with which to understand the Exodus. Joseph’s disgrace was a necessary preliminary for his future glory (Wenham 2000: 898). So too, the disgrace of slavery for the Israelites was necessary for their being brought up from Egypt into Canaan. In the first instance of divine speech in the Joseph story, God tells Jacob that He will make him into a great nation in Egypt and that He will go down into Egypt with him and will bring him up again to Canaan (46:3-4). Jacob can be seen to anticipate the fulfilment of the Abrahamic promises and desires to be a part of it, asking Joseph to ensure that he is buried in the promised land (47:28-31). By the end of the Joseph story, the family of Israel has grown from 12 to 70 members. This does not fully realise the promise that Abraham would become a great nation (12:2) but is not fulfilled until the beginning of the Book of Exodus.  The promise that Abraham’s name would become great was also partially fulfilled, as his great-grandson Joseph rose to eminence in Egypt as the vizier. Finally, through Joseph’s wisdom in Egypt families of the earth began to find blessing through being saved from certain death, and Pharaoh’s reward to Joseph and his family, notably the best of the land in Goshen (47:6), facilitated the growth of Jacob’s family into a nation as God had promised (Rydelnik and Vanlaningham 2014: 278). 
Although outside the scope of this essay, it is worth noting that one possible purpose of the Joseph narrative is to demonstrate that, even in exile, an Israelite can rise to eminence and bring benefit for themselves, their people, and other nations. The account of Joseph displays a pattern that was to be retained by God throughout the history of Israel in an expression of concern for Israel (Rydelnik and Vanlaningham 2014: 256). This pattern goes on to be used in the narratives of Moses (adopted by Pharaoh in Ex. 2:10), David (commander of the Philistine king Achish in 1 Sam. 28:2), Daniel (adviser to Nebuchadnezzar in Dan. 1:21), Esther (queen to King Ahasuerus in Est. 2:17), Mordecai (first chamberlain to Ahasuerus in Est. 2:21), and Nehemiah (cupbearer to King Artaxerxes in Neh. 1:11). The elevation of Joseph, and of the aforementioned figures following Joseph, resulted not only in benefits for the elevated, but also resulted in the elevation of Jewish sociopolitical standing, and often carried some degree of material benefit.  (Rydelnik and Vanlaningham 2014: 256). An additional minor purpose may be to provide a well-rounded end to the book of Genesis by connecting it to Genesis 1-11. Bruce Dahlberg (1976) argued that the primeval history of Genesis 1-11 and Genesis 37-50 constituted a cohesive narrative framework around the book of Genesis. Dahlberg has argued that Joseph’s wisdom, ability to discern between good and evil, and role in saving countless people from starvation represented a theological reversal of the human condition following the expulsion from the Garden of Eden (1976: 364), and Dahlberg goes on to propose a connection between Joseph saving people through careful management during a famine to Noah and his ark (1976: 365). Dahlberg’s proposal has not been taken up with significant vigour, but nonetheless provides an insight into the myriad layers of purpose that a text such as the Jospeh narrative has inspired people to find.
In conclusion, this essay has sought to suggest the provenance and purpose of the Joseph narrative through an analysis of Genesis 37-50. This essay has argued that, although numerous notions have been developed to explain the origin of the story, convincing arguments have come from source-critical and form-critical approaches. This essay has argued that the source-critical approach helps demonstrate the likelihood of the Joseph narrative stemming from at least two independent narratives, as witnessed by the many contradictions and discrepancies within the text, often separated by one verse, which had been compiled in a canonical approach in order to maintain the compiler’s conception of the veracity of the narrative. Conversely, this essay has also argued that form-critical approaches contribute to gaining a well-rounded understanding of the pre-compilation origins of the narrative. This essay has noted how the discrepancies within the story have given rise to alternative explanations, seeing the origins of the narrative within folktales, legend, and even wisdom. Furthermore, this essay has also argued that the purposes of the Joseph narrative have largely been two-fold: the affirm and declare the role of divine providence in the lives of humanity and to anticipate both the Exodus and the fulfilment of the Abrahamic promises. Moreover, this essay has suggested a minor purpose of the text, notably to initiate a pattern of relationship between exiled Jews and foreign potentates, whereby the elevation of a Jew in exile brings about benefits for all involved. Such a pattern was demonstrated to be seen elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. 
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