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Genesis 37:12-36; 39:1-23



Finding Jesus in Genesis ~ January 26, 2005

The Lord Was with Joseph

When we last heard about Joseph, we learned of his father’s favoritism, his dreams of greatness, and his brothers’ hatred and jealousy.  Such sins are a potent, deadly combination.  The stage is set for revenge.  The brothers strike back.  


The brothers are grazing the herd at Shechem.  Jacob sends the 17-year-old Joseph to check on their welfare.  Joseph’s insensitivity becomes even more evident!  He’s eager to go!  Either ignorant of his brothers’ hatred or unconcerned about it, Joseph sets out.  When he arrives at Shechem, he learns that his brothers have gone on to Dothan, a city some 13 miles north.


As Joseph catches up with his brothers, their pent-up hatred propels them into action.  They’ll see to it that Joseph’s dreams will not come to pass!  They’ll kill him and say that he was devoured by a “ferocious animal.  Then, no chance will remain that Joseph will ever rule over them!


Reuben, perhaps sensitive to his responsibility as the firstborn, tries to protect Joseph from death.  The brothers quickly strip the richly ornamented robe from Joseph.  No longer will his robe suggest a superior status!


They then throw him into a dry cistern.  These cisterns collected water in the rainy season for later use.  After the water was used, the cavity would remain dry until the next rainy season.  Many of these cisterns still exist today.


As the brothers celebrate with a meal, a caravan of Ishmaelites approaches.  Ancient trade routes crisscrossed Canaan, which occupied a strategic place between Egypt and the great civilizations of the Persian Gulf.  Archaeology has confirmed that commerce flourished during this period.  Spices, balm, myrrh, and many other goods would be transported by camels for quick sale and big profits.


Seeing the traders, Judah has an idea that could kill two birds with one stone.  “Why not make some money from these merchants?  Let’s sell Joseph to them rather than slay him, for he is our own “flesh and blood.”  Throughout the ancient world, this point was weighty.  Family bonds were guides to behavior.  Blood mattered!  Hence, Judah is reluctant to kill Joseph and “cover up his blood.”  So Joseph is sold to the Midianite merchants for 20 shekels of silver.  To cover up what they had done, the brothers dip Joseph’s robe into goat’s blood.


When Reuben returns and can’t find Joseph, he tears his clothing, the standard act of mourning.  Jacob responds in the same way, presuming that a wild animal had killed his favored son when his other sons present Joseph’s bloodied robe.  Then Jacob mourns inconsolably for many days.


Joseph finds himself headed in chains toward Egypt.  The one who dreamed of his father, mother, and brothers bowing down to him, now finds himself far away from his father, away from his little brother Benjamin, and away from his friends.  He finds himself in a strange land in which the people speak a different language, follow different customs, and worship other gods.


Joseph’s confidence in God’s kindness and care would be tested to the limits in the years that followed.  Nevertheless, Joseph, however, determines to remain faithful to his God.  And for awhile everything goes smoothly.  Verse two reports, “The Lord was with Joseph and he prospered.”  

Even his Egyptian master recognizes that the Lord is with Joseph!  Potiphar places more and more confidence in the young slave.  Eventually, he puts everything he owns into Joseph’s care.  But in such splendid circumstances, a serious problem still arises.  Having noticed how handsome and well-built Joseph is, Potiphar’s wife pleads with the him, “Come to bed with me!”  

What a temptation for a young man!  Who would know?  Not his father, nor his family—for all they knew he was dead.  Who would have been hurt?  After all, Joseph was a mere slave, he was supposed to do what his master or mistress commanded.  Perhaps she could even help him regain his freedom.

Joseph’s response is a model of resistance.  He sees the temptation immediately and strives to avoid it.  He gives three reasons why he’s obliged to be disobedient to his master’s wife.  First, it would be a disgraceful breach of the confidence placed in him by his master.  Second, it would be an outrage upon Potiphar’s rights as a husband.  And third and most importantly, it would be adultery, a great sin in the sight of God.  “How could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God?” he reasons.  

It is this thought of God, the fear of the Lord, the awareness that nothing is hidden from His knowledge, that can aid us in fighting temptations of every kind.  

No matter how clear the matter may have been to Joseph, it was not at all that clear to Potiphar’s wife.  She keeps after him day after day.  And though she hounds Joseph, he refuses to go to bed with her or even be with her.”  Joseph knows that God sees even those sins done in secret.  The contrast with Judah’s eager embrace of sin in last week’s text is complete and clear-cut.


But Joseph’s virtue doesn’t deliver him from difficulty!  Genesis repeatedly show the children of God in situations we can recognize or identify with.  It’s not easy to follow God’s will, and even to do so, does not guarantee immediate deliverance and happiness.  It frequently means suffering.


The One who said, “Take up your cross and follow Me,” also led the Old Testament saints through trouble.  To follow the Lord, to be Christ’s disciple means to walk by faith, not by sight.  Joseph’s life pointedly illustrates this truth.  He did the “right” thing.  The “right” thing got him into real trouble.  

One day while Potiphar is away from home, his wife dismisses all the other servants.  She then corners Joseph and tries to pull him into bed with her.  She physically grabs Joseph.  Joseph fights off her advances and flees the house.  But in his haste, he leaves her with his outer robe in her hand, preferring to lose his clothing and good name to losing his chastity and virtue.  

Still, the robe becomes Potiphar’s wife’s means for revenge.  Smarting from rejection, she begins to shout charges of rape to whomever will listen.  First, the household servants and then her husband are shown the robe as proof of Joseph’s alleged wicked action.  

And since slaves could not testify on their own behalf, Potiphar has no choice but to listen to his wife and throw Joseph into prison.  Though this seems severe, perhaps it’s a sign of his mercy, the respect he had for Joseph’s character, and an appreciation for his faithful service in the past.  By rights, if he believed the charge to be true, Potiphar should have had Joseph put to death.

As Joseph sits in prison for the next ten years, it must seem to him that his obedient faith has added up only to more trouble in his life.  But then the text repeats our important theme: “The Lord was with Joseph and gave him success.”  

Even in prison, the Lord gives Joseph success in whatever he does.  The keeper of the prison sees Joseph’s abilities and his character.  After awhile, he puts Joseph in charge of some of the prisoners, and eventually the entire prison.  God’s providence places Joseph with the king’s prisoners who will play an important role in next week’s message.  Even in the midst of suffering for a sin he did commit, Joseph is positioned by God for future service.  No matter what happened, “The Lord was with Joseph and gave him success (vv. 2, 3, 21, 23).  

Such a statement hardly seems appropriate to someone sold into slavery, falsely accused of a crime and imprisoned, and forgotten after an act of kindness.  But God’s thoughts are not our thoughts, nor are His ways our ways.  

That’s no more apparent than in the story of His own Son, our Savior Jesus Christ.  His is a story of the greater suffering of an even more righteous young man unjustly accused of crimes He did not commit.  Like Joseph, Christ was bound and taken away from His family and friends.  Though destined for royalty as the King of kings and Lord of lords in heaven, He found Himself in the very form of a slave here on earth.  Jesus didn’t just experience temporal loneliness and separation from His family and friends or the hopelessness of prison in Egypt; on the cross He suffered the eternal separation from God in hell that our sin deserves.  He wasn’t just thought to be dead and then years later discovered to be alive.  He was crucified, He died, and was buried, and on the third day He rose again from the dead.  His resurrection is proof that His perfect sacrifice was accepted and that the Lord was with Him in everything He did for our salvation.  

Even in, make that, especially in the pain and suffering God was at work blessing Him and many others, including you and me.  Through His suffering and death we receive abundant life—here on earth and in eternity.  We are placed in positions and provided with the experiences that can enable us to help advance God’s kingdom.  And through His Word and Sacrament, whether we’re in a palace or a prison, whether times are good or bad, whether our career is stellar or stale, His real presence means God is for us and with us.

The story of Joseph is the story of God transforming suffering into blessing.  If Joseph had been spared all the trouble that came his way, he would not have been in a position to be a great blessing to others.  In time, Joseph, by God’s grace would recognize that He had suffered so that others could be blessed.  Through his suffering, God would preserve a nation from the effects of a terrible famine, preparing the tribes of Israel to be a nation and to receive God’s teaching at Mt. Sinai, and ultimately to pave the way for the coming of Christ.  

Of course, it must have been difficult for Joseph to view his suffering as God’s blessing upon his life and people.  Only at the end of his suffering would Joseph recognize in a part, the way in which God had used him to be a blessing to others.  But for now he had to walk by faith not sight, trusting that though his situation might change drastically, God’s relationship to him did not.  In the good and the bad, the Lord was still with Joseph. 

Often the path on which God leads us is only visible from the end of the road.  Along the way we must trust that God’s purpose in our lives is being fulfilled.  Too often we suffer from spiritual nearsightedness.  When we look for God’s blessing, we tend to want immediate results.  But God has a long-term view of His creation.  God has the big picture in mind.  So St. Paul reminds us, “In all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose” (Romans 8:28).

As you read and hear the story of Joseph, remember the God who watched over Joseph and protected him with His presence has promised to do the same for us.  This does not mean that everything will be easy in this life.  Nor does it mean that we will have a life free from hardship, suffering, or persecution.  

God does promise, however, that through His Word and Sacrament, He is with us, at work blessing us and others through us in every circumstance of our life.  He does so now with these precious words:  “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.
