18th September 2011 
Joseph
Readings:  Genesis 37, 39-47

To read these passages, click on www.biblegateway.com 
So in E100 (the Essential  100 readings of the bible) this week we’re reading the story of Joseph - the favourite son of Jacob –  the one with the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat… 
A very quick resumé of the story if you don’t know it:
We’ve seen the beginning – and he’s sold into slavery in Egypt.  And when he got there, his new master Potiphar found out that he was quite a good administrator
BUT,  because he rejected Potiphar’s wife’s advances,  and she lied about who assaulted who......  , he was thrown into prison.  
Then in prison, his administrative skills shone through again, and he was placed in charge of the whole place.  While he was there, he interpreted the dreams of Pharaoh’s cup-bearer and baker (one with good news – the other with bad), only to be forgotten by the cup-bearer, once things started to go well for him again.     But two years later, when Pharaoh dreamed a weird dream, the cup-bearer finally remembered Joseph, and he was called upon to interpret them… 
Egypt was going to have 7 years of plenty, followed by 7 years of devastating famine, so Pharaoh needed to get ready… 
Well, Pharaoh did get ready by placing Joseph in charge of the preparations and making him second in command over all of Egypt.  When the famine hit they were able to sustain the lives of everyone around... including the treacherous brothers who came calling for food, but didn’t recognize their dear brother, Joe… 
After a series of tests, Joseph revealed himself to his family, and was reunited with them (including his elderly father) and set them up for prosperity for the foreseeable future – getting  them jobs and homes in the lushest part of the land.

It’s difficult to know whether we should really be sympathetic to Joseph at the  beginning of the story.  In the film, he’s portrayed as the tragic hero – but even there he is pretty naive – “I’m Father’s favourite!”   In the original account in Genesis, it says that when he went to care for the sheep with his brothers, he tells tales about them....   hardly likely to endear himself to them!  
So at the beginning of the story, I find I’m rooting for the brothers.  They hated Joseph  –  Genesis says they “could not speak a kind word to him”,   and after he told them of his dreams, “they hated him all the more”.   Not a good beginning! 
And of course, there’s the problem of his father Jacob’s favouritism.  Last week we read about Jacob’s start in life – as his mother’s favourite son, and the way he tricked his brother Esau out of his father’s blessing, and therefore of the larger share of their inheritance.  
That led to enormous trouble when he was older, so you would think he might have learnt that favouritism wasn’t such a good idea.  Not a bit of it – not only did he have a favourite wife, Rachel  –  an understandable but 
risky way of going about things, but when Rachel finally had a son, he also became  Jacob’s favourite  – to the annoyance, no doubt, of his other 10 sons (who by that time were pretty much running the family business for him).

We can’t really blame Joseph for the folly of his father.  though perhaps by 17, though, he might have learnt better...   But it does provide us with food for thought as we deal with our own families.   It seems to me that children are born with an extraordinary sense of what is fair – it’s why we are always hearing from younger children that ‘It’s not ...fair!’    Favouritism almost always leads to jealousy for the ones not favoured  – it’s just not fair!
So we need to remember once again to deal fairly – and not just with our children.  Are we always fair in the way we deal with colleagues or employees at work?   It is human nature to prefer some people to others, but we do need to work at the way that can manifest itself in preferential treatment.  Sometimes we might even need to pray for God’s help in loving them all equally, even if we like some more than others!
Fortunately for Joseph, we learn, pretty early on, that God is with him.  When he arrives at Potiphar’s house, (Genesis 39) we are told, “The Lord was with Joseph, and he prospered”  and it is the Lord’s blessing on his endeavours that is noticed – Potiphar, a high-ranking Egyptian, sees that this Hebrew slave is good in his dealings with others, and puts him in charge of the household. 
Joseph seems to have learnt a lot as a result of his brothers’ treatment of him – presumably he had plenty of time to think on the journey from Canaan down to Egypt – so when Potiphar’s wife makes a pass at him, he speaks passionately about his duty to his master and to God, and refuses her obviously persistent and persuasive charms!   
Even in jail, we hear that “the Lord gave him success in everything he did” – and he ends being responsible for all that goes on there, too.
And when he is called before Pharaoh to interpret his dreams, he acknowledges that he can’t do anything in his own strength – but that it is The Lord who will give him an interpretation.
So Joseph has learnt something which makes a difference to everything he does – that The Lord is with him, and is directing his life.
Much later in the story, when he is reunited with his brothers, Joseph tells them, “Do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here.   It was not you who sent me here, but God – so that through me he could save your lives.
At the end of Genesis, he says to his brothers, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good.” 
So perhaps another thing we will learn from this long and involved saga of Joseph is that God is in control.
This is true even when things make little to no sense to us… 
When your brothers beat you up and sell you into slavery… 
When your boss’s wife makes passes at you and then cries “rape” when you reject her advances… 
When you are forgotten and rejected by the one to whom you did that huge favour… 
Or when you don’t know how you’re going to take care of your family… 
When you have to tolerate an employer who is unreasonable… 
When illness strikes your family…    or you unexpectedly lose a loved one… 
When the national and global economy seems to be swirling down the drain… 
God is ultimately in control, and His ultimate plans will not be overthrown.


Some of the time, though, it certainly doesn’t feel like that!  
I would imagine that as Joseph fell down into the pit, he didn’t brim with confidence in the love of his heavenly father.    As he was accused of rape, and thrown into a prison from which he was unlikely to be freed, 
did he praise God for humbling him?        Probably not.  
But when he was there, he began to see that God was turning things round for him, even in those desperate circumstances.
Romans 8:28 says:  “We know that in all things God works for good for those who love him.”

It doesn’t say:  

“Good things will always happen to Christians.  

They will live charmed lives, and will know nothing of grief and illness, 

hardship or unemployment, depression or low self-esteem.”

No – it says “in all things... God works for good for those who seek to follow him.”  In the daily grind, the joys and the sorrows.  Even when we can’t see it at the time.  
I have a card above my desk which says this:

“God didn’t promise days without pain, 

laughter without sorrow, sun without rain.

But he did promise strength for the day, 

comfort for the tears, and light for the way.”
And it encourages me when I’m inclined to give up, or feel life is unfair, or that I’ve been forgotten.

Because our Father really does love us – and always will, no matter what things look like. 
God cares for us not only as friends, but as His children… 
He loves us immeasurably and perfectly, and wants what’s best for us – even if we can’t see it.  

He loves us when life throws pain and anguish at us – in fact I think he is especially close to us at those times.  
And he wants to trust him, and to see us grow and learn through those experiences.
And there’s another lesson from Joseph’s story:  The choices we make in life really do matter!
In Joseph’s case, look at the choices that people made:

Because of God’s love and faithfulness, and his promise to Abraham to bless his family, He was going to get Joseph (or someone else) down to Egypt to preserve the family but, because of the horrible choices on everybody’s part (Joseph’s early arrogance, the brother’s jealousy and deceitfulness, Jacob’s favoritism, Potiphar’s wife’s lust, etc.), 
Joseph was forced to travel the most painful road to save those lives and preserve God’s promise.  
There are several points in the story where Joseph’s suffering could have been short-circuited had someone made a better choice, but they never did until the end.

Joseph had some hard lessons to learn, but clearly in the midst of some pretty unpleasant stuff, he did turn to God, and ask for His help.  He learnt, perhaps, that he’d behaved pretty badly towards his brothers, and that their jealousy wasn’t unreasonable.  And, when it really counted, he forgave them for their hatred of him, and for trying to do away with him.  
It can’t have been easy – particularly because, by then, he was in such a powerful position.  How easy it would have been to pay them back for their treachery.  
C.S. Lewis once said,

 “There is no use in talking as if forgiveness were easy… 

For we find that the work of forgiveness has to be done over and over again. 

We forgive, and we put to death our resentment; but a week later, 

some chain of thought carries us back to the original offence 

and we discover the old resentment blazing away 

as if nothing had been done about it at all. 

We need to forgive our brother seventy times seven,  

not for 490 offences,  but for each one.”
The choice Joseph makes is to forgive his brothers, and to be reconciled.    It really was the right choice, and one we would do well to follow.
We may find ourselves in many difficult circumstances, and some of them may even be unjust, as they were for  Joseph.  But, as we learn from the account of Joseph’s life, by remaining faithful and accepting that God is ultimately in charge, we can be confident that God will respond to our faithfulness in the fullness of time. 
So there is much to learn from Joseph’s story: 
As parents, we have warnings concerning Jacob’s favoritism and the effects that can have on other children. 
We have a good example of how to handle sexual temptation:  run!  
And we have a clear picture of God’s faithfulness - He does not forsake His children, even in the midst of suffering, “The Lord was with Joseph”.  Joseph learnt that God can work all things for good for those who love him. 
 I heard a brilliant illustration of this last weekend:   Jo was speaking at the Second Sunday service, and she said something which I have thought about all week – and it concerned Sat Navs!  
When we on a journey, and we take a wrong turning, (especially when we think we can 'improve' on their directions... and get lost), the SatNav doesn't get cross or say "I told you so", but quietly says "Recalculating the route."
So often, we think we know better than God– we can run our lives quite well thank you.  So we depart from the route he has planned for us, and we go our own way.  But our heavenly father doesn’t get angry, and blame us.
He loves us, and when we finally admit our mistake and come back to him, he quietly says, “That’s OK, I’ll just recalculate the route, and we’ll find a new way to get there.”

Journeying with God is a great adventure, and we have the very best guide – one who loves us, and deals with us oh so patiently.   May we know his love, and seek to follow him more closely day by day.     Amen.
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