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From Prison to the Palace (Joseph)
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Genesis 41
I met a wonderful young man this week.  As a teenager while riding his bike, this was in the days before riding helmets, a car struck him and he suffered a major head injury.  He was barely alive and in a coma.  His doctors wondered if he was brain dead, and felt he would not recover much if anything.  He awoke from the coma after 4 months, learned to walk and talk again.  He still has great difficulty talking and parts of his body are still paralyzed, but that did not stop him.  He finished high school, then college and has taken graduate courses.  He does struggle to do normal things, but he does them.  Some may want to pity him, but he does not want the pity.  He wants to serve the Lord in ministry, helping others who have faced such great trauma.  He knows his life is a miracle; and with all the suffering he has gone through, also knows he has been gifted with something greater than a normal life.  He is a man of great faith.
I have known others like this young man; people of amazing faith in spite of many great trials and sufferings.  One of the Christian brothers in my High School youth group suffered from a debilitating nerve and muscle illness, yet he openly shared his love for the Lord.  I have talked to people from terribly abusive childhoods who refuse to be bitter about their lives, and serve the Lord with gladness.  I know people who have endured round after round of chemo and radiation therapy fighting cancer and were incredible models of hope and faith through them all.  While most of us would crumble under such calamity, they grew stronger – living witnesses to the power of Christ who overcomes our adversities.
Let’s consider the roller coaster life of Joseph today and see what we can learn from him about a faithful trust in the Lord through all situations; whether going way up, descending straight down into the depths, coming back up again, only to freefall once more, and have this continue over and over again.  (Here is a chart of Joseph’s life.)

The description of Joseph’s life begins in Genesis 37.  His life began way up.  Joseph lived as the favorite son of the wealthy Israel, dressing nobly and having dreams of prominence.  His life was one of ease and fun, full of the joys of being a teenager with money and comforts.  Then his life suddenly crashed down.  Sent out by his father to find his brothers in the fields, his jealous brothers captured Joseph and threw him into a cistern (a deep pit for holding water).  At first they wanted to kill him, but sold him instead to some traders who took him to Egypt to sell as a slave.  Joseph’s life collapsed from ease and wealth to rejections, slavery and hardship.
In Genesis 39, we hear how Potiphar, the captain of Pharaoh’s guard in Egypt, bought Joseph, then noticed how God blessed everything Joseph touched.  Genesis 39:2, “The LORD was with Joseph, so he succeeded in everything he did as he served in the home of his Egyptian master.”  Joseph’s life began to rise again.  He served faithfully even as a slave, doing what was right in the eyes of God.  Potiphar appreciated Joseph, so he put him in charge of his whole household.  He became the chief steward and manager of Potiphar’s business and concerns.  No longer just a slave, Joseph at least had some comfort and meaningful employment.  Everyone appreciated Joseph.  This rising lifestyle was not to last.  Potiphar’s wife tried to seduce Joseph as she thought him very handsome.  Joseph would not give in to her as he would not compromise his faith in God nor harm Potiphar.  Running away from her, she ripped off his cloak.  In anger, this scorned woman falsely accused Joseph of attempted rape.  In rage, thinking Joseph had wronged him, Potiphar unjustly sent Joseph to prison.
Joseph’s life dips even further from slave to prisoner, unjustly accused and unfairly sentenced.  Yet, Joseph did not give up on God.  He served God even in prison, doing what was right in the eyes of the Lord there.  God honors Joseph for his faithfulness.  Genesis 39:20-21, “But while Joseph was there in the prison, the LORD was with him; He showed him kindness and granted him favor in the eyes of the prison warden.”  The Lord blessed Joseph in prison and the warden of the prison noticed.  He came to appreciate Joseph, so he put him in charge of all the prison’s management.  He was still a prisoner, but at least this gave him some meaningful work to do there and made being in prison a little more bearable.
In Genesis 40, Pharaoh sends two of his servants to this same prison, his baker and cupbearer (wine steward).  They each have a dream.  By God’s inspiration, Joseph interpreted the dreams of Pharaoh’s cupbearer and baker.  He told them exactly what would happen.  Just as Joseph predicted, the cupbearer went back to work for Pharaoh, while the baker was executed.  Joseph asked the cupbearer to remember him to Pharaoh, because he was unjustly imprisoned.  But the cupbearer forgot about Joseph, and Joseph continued in prison for two more years.  By now Joseph had served 13 years as either a slave or prisoner, yet he remained faithful to the Lord God.
Finally in Genesis 41, Joseph’s life takes a huge swing upward.  Pharaoh had dreams which none of his counselors, priests or wise men could interpret.  The cupbearer remembered how Joseph interpreted his dream and told Pharaoh.  Joseph came before Pharaoh and interpreted his dreams, both of which foretold of seven years of great abundance coming upon the land of Egypt then seven years of great famine.  Joseph told Pharaoh that he must put wise men in charge of saving the abundance so all could make it through the famine.  Pharaoh, so impressed by Joseph, put him in charge of everything in Egypt, 2nd under Pharaoh as his Prime Minister.  The seven good years came while Joseph carefully gathered the abundance of the harvest.  Then the Lord prospered Egypt under Joseph even during the severe famine that followed.  Next Sunday, we will continue with Joseph’s life and learn what happened next.  Today, let’s stop and examine some key lessons learned from Joseph’s life and faith that we can apply to our lives.
Lesson 1) The Lord blessed Joseph in each part of his life through all the ups and downs.  The Lord never gave up on Joseph.  God was with him in the Promised Land, in slavery, in the prison and in the palace.  The Lord blessed Joseph wherever he was.  The Lord used him right where he was to help others, make his situation better and bring glory to God.  Don’t think that God does not know you when you are down or if you are small and unimportant.  God does not just know kings, presidents, big-wigs and celebrities.  He knows common people, down and out people, people in low paying positions and even people in prison.  He cares about all of us and wants to help us wherever we are in life; with prestige or without, with power or without.  The Lord can use us wherever we are in life.  It does not matter what you do or where you live.  God knows what we do and how well we do it.  God knows where we live and cares about us here.  How many times have you had to tell others where Apple Valley is when you meet them somewhere else?  Everyone knows where Los Angeles is and some know where San Bernardino is, but very few know where Apple Valley is.  (Am I right?)  It is easy to start thinking we are nobodies; funny folk who live out in the desert; unimportant, unimpressive and unneeded.  No, don’t think that way.  God knows where we live and cares greatly about us here in the High Desert.  He has great plans for us to bless us and to use us for His glory.  We are important because God knows us here and loves us.
Lesson 2) Joseph served the Lord faithfully wherever he was through the ups and downs.  I am sure there were times when Joseph was bitter, lonely, frustrated and depressed.  He spent 13 years as a slave or a prisoner.  He got his hopes up of rescue, only to have them dashed again.  I am sure he had many talks with God in which he asked God why and wondered if God still remembered him.  But he never gave up on God through all of this: He was sold by his own family with success always snatched from his grasp just as he reached for it.  He was unjustly accused of false crimes, a registered sexual offender.  He must have had a great mix of emotions; depression, anger, discouragement and doubt about God.  Yet, he did not give up his faith.  He did not fight against God but struggled with Him.  We don’t know what feelings Joseph had, but we do know his actions.  He served God wherever he was placed, whether it was in prison or in the palace.  We can do the same.  Serve God where you are now, and who knows what will happen later.  Learn to serve the Lord faithfully in the small things, and you will be given greater things to do for the Lord.  Remember what Jesus said in talking about good servants who serve their master faithfully, (Matthew 25:23) “Well done, good and faithful servant!  You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.  Come and share your master’s happiness!”  The Lord honors anyone who serves Him wherever that person serves Him.  He notices when we help anyone who is hungry, thirsty, unclothed, in prison, in a hospital, needing encouragement and needing help in any way.  The Lord appreciates every act of love shared in His name for His sake.  We all serve the Lord whenever we love Him, each other and our neighbors in Christ’s love.  And the Lord notices, appreciates and rewards everything we do for Him.  Joseph showed us God cares about us in our ups and downs, and uses us wherever we live and whatever our situation.
Lesson 3) In God’s eyes, Joseph was just as successful in the prison as he was in the palace, maybe more successful.  Joseph remained faithful in the tough times, which in my book counts far more than being faithful in the good times.  Anyone can be faithful in the good times.  Few are faithful in the tough times.  Although I am not a Cubs fan, I appreciate them.  As I remember, the Chicago Cubs are the professional team that has gone the longest without winning a championship.  So, kudos to Cubs fans.  Greater kudos to those of you who serve the Lord in the tough times.  You are successful in God’s eyes and mine.  You are my heroes, my examples of real faith.  Thank you for showing me how God works through your life in the tough times.  Joseph opened his life to be used by the Lord wherever he was, and the Lord used him.  He went into slavery and changed a whole household through his faithfulness to God.  He went to prison and changed the prison through his faithfulness to God.  When you are faithful, especially in the tough times, you will be successful.  God can then use you to change your place; your street, your work place, your school, your neighborhood, your town.  Then you will be ready to be used by God on a greater scale.
Lesson 4) Joseph was successful in the palace because he was successful in the prison.  If he had not been faithful in prison, he would not have had the opportunity to serve in the palace.  If he had not helped the cupbearer interpret his dream, Joseph would not have been ready to help Pharaoh interpret his dream.  Joseph built his character in the difficult situations – in the down times - so that he was ready to serve in the up times – the better and greater situations of the palace.  Everything that happened to Joseph in the down times prepared Joseph for that service.  Because of that God blessed many people through Joseph whether he was in the prison or the palace.  Everything that happened to Joseph works for Joseph’s better future.  Everything he learned about managing Potiphar’s household prepared Joseph to manage Pharaoh’s country.  Everything Joseph learned about supervising the prison prepared Joseph to supervise Egypt.  Joseph was successful in the palace because he was successful in the prison and as Potiphar’s slave.
How is the Lord using your current position and situations to prepare you to serve Him in greater ways tomorrow?  That will happen if we give our present position and situations to God now, and serve Him in them.  If you feel like you are in prison, let God change your prison to His glory through this life to the next!  Remember that prison and slavery do not have the last word in your life.  Remember that injustice and betrayal do not have the last word.  Remember that divorce and rejection do not have the last word.  Remember that depression and loneliness do not have the last word.  Remember that failure and disappointment do not have the last word.  Remember that illness and cancer do not have the last word.  Remember that death does not have the last word.  Jesus is the First Word and the Last Word, the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.  He places us where we will learn, mature and be ready to serve to God’s greater glory.  Serve the Lord faithfully here in Apple Valley and the High Desert and watch what will happen.  Serve the Lord faithfully in your present situations and know the Lord is with you and will bless you there.  Remember Joseph’s life and watch how faith moves us from the depths to the heights, from prison to the palace, from death to life, and from nobodies to somebodies in the Lord!
 “Look to His face, not to His hand.”

“A young pastor friend has been through the trial of his life.  When I saw him recently, he asked me, ‘What do you do when God doesn't say yes--doesn't give it, doesn't make it happen?’  Then he answered his own question: ‘Through agony I've gotten to know God better; I love him more.’  He showed me a piece of paper he keeps in his wallet.  It says, ‘Look to his face, not to his hand.’"

Anne Ortlund (quoted in “My Heart Sings”, Christianity Today, Vol. 41, no. 7.)

