263. JOSEPH'S TRIALS AND TRIUMPHS
"God did send me before you to preserve life"

Jacob dwelt at Shechem, until the slaughter of the Shechemites by Simeon and Levi caused him to leave in shame. He removed to Bethel where God confirmed His word to him. Rachel died in childbirth as Jacob travelled further south to Mamre where he reunited with Isaac. Jacob settled in Hebron and there his family of 12 sons and one daughter grew up. Jacob's affections turned to Joseph, the outstanding son of his cherished Rachel.

The aim of this lesson is to show how God increased Joseph and preserved Israel through him.

Genesis 37-45 

LOVE AND ENVY OF JOSEPH (Gen. 37).
The integrity and youthful comeliness of Joseph endeared him to his father above his brethren. Being the favourite, he was granted special privileges, among them a coat of many colours (cp. 2 Sam. 13:18-19) or ''long tunic" (Roth.). This made his brethren envious. When aged but 17, an event happened that crystallized their hatred: God revealed to Joseph two dreams which spoke of them bowing down to him. Envy and hatred grew in the hearts of his brethren. Then it happened one day that Jacob sent Joseph to his brethren as they grazed the sheep near Shechem. They saw him afar off and conspired to murder him (v.18). But God was with Joseph and intervened. The plea of Reuben to cast him into a pit instead was heeded, but finally Judah's counsel prevailed — that it was better to profit by selling him into slavery than merely to kill him! So they sold him to a band of Midianites for 20 pieces of silver. They dipped his coat in animal blood and showed it to Jacob as evidence that he had been killed.
The years passed. Joseph was 30 when he stood before Pharaoh. Much of the intervening 13 years Joseph spent in prison. Though separated from family and the godly influence of his father, his faith remained strong. He believed God and through all the injustices and reverses that came to him, he never doubted that the vision of his brethren bowing before him would be fulfilled. Indeed God was with him. So has it ever been: "If we suffer, we shall also reign" (2 Tim. 2:12). He had to wait upon God until faith gave way to sight.

POTIPHAR'S HOUSE AND PRISON (Gen. 39).
In Egypt Joseph was purchased by Potiphar, an Egyptian, an officer of Pharaoh, captain of the guard. God made all that Joseph did to prosper in his hand. This was soon observed by Potiphar as was Joseph's grace and integrity. He was soon made overseer of all his house and implicit trust was put in him. But Joseph was handsome and this attracted the notice of Potiphar's wife. She sought to seduce Joseph, but he steadfastly refused her and pointed out the great trust her husband had placed in him: "how then can I do this great wickedness, and sin against God?" (v.9). But she was determined and contrived a scheme whereby Joseph, if he failed to yield, would become the victim of her vengeance. As a result, Joseph was cast into prison, condemned indeed by men, but righteous in the sight of God. Righteousness cannot ever remain bound — "God was with him" and the prison keeper was impressed by his integrity and put him in charge of the prisoners.

There are here two great lessons for God's servants of the 20th century.

1. The way to overcome temptation (see v. 12) — flee from it and do not entertain the senses by contemplating indulgence. Otherwise, one is sure to fall. A positive pursuit of righteousness and active involvement in the Truth leave no time for the 'devil' (cp. Rom. 13:14; Gal. 5:16; James 4:7).
2. God is with the righteous in all their afflictions. Though they suffer He will lift them up. Adversity is a preparation for exaltation (read Psalm 34).

ELEVATION BY INTERPRETATION (Gen. 40:1 — 41:45).
In due course, two notable servants of Pharaoh, his butler and his baker, were cast into prison. The two prisoners had dreams which troubled them. Joseph invited their confidence and they told him their dreams. In the name of God, he interpreted their dreams, and his words were fulfilled. The butler was reinstated but the baker was hanged. Joseph asked the butler to remember him when he was restored, but he failed to do this, and Joseph was left in the dungeon to serve two more years. How blind and ungrateful are men who are filled with self-interest.
But God did not forget, and He acted — Pharaoh himself was troubled by two dreams which defied the interpretation of flesh! Circumstances forced memory upon the butler and he related his experiences with Joseph to Pharaoh. The servants of Pharaoh were hastily dispatched to the prison; Joseph was urgently wanted by the ruler of Egypt! Shaved and robed, Joseph was taken from prison to the palace. How faithful is Yahweh! His eyes are upon the righteous and His ears open to their cries.
Before Pharaoh, Joseph denied that he had any special ability but said that "God would give Pharaoh an answer of peace." He then explained the two dreams, which were one in meaning. They were "doubled unto Pharaoh twice" (41:32) to emphasize their certainty and imminence. The dreams warned Pharaoh that Egypt was about to experience seven years of great plenty followed by seven years of famine. This called for foresight and organization. Joseph advised the appointment of a wise man over Egypt to store food for the time of famine (41:33-36). Pharaoh was impressed. Who could perform this task better than the one before him who had revealed more wisdom than the wise of Egypt? Accordingly Joseph was promoted to second in the land. He was invested with riches, honour and authority. As Prime Minister of Egypt, only Pharaoh was greater than him. Truly promotion comes from God (Ps. 75:6-10). The first great step had been taken for Israel's salvation and also the development of the nation in a strange land (Gen. 45:5; 15:13-16).

EFFECTS OF FAMINE (Gen. 41:53-57).
Seven years of plenty came and went. Joseph made ample provision for the storage of grain, and so, when the famine commenced, the granaries of Egypt were full. The famine spread over all the countries of the ancient world, and when it was learned that there was grain in Egypt, there was a constant flow of foreigners to purchase corn.
Canaan likewise was affected by the dearth, including Jacob and his family. They decided to send to Egypt. Jacob refused to allow Benjamin to go with his brothers lest mischief befall him — in Jacob's mind, he was his sole surviving link with his beloved Rachel.

JOSEPH'S BROTHERS VISIT EGYPT (Gen. 42:1 — 43:14).
Thus one day 10 men appeared before Joseph in Egypt. They had bearded faces and were dressed as shepherds. He instantly recognized them as his brothers, but they did not recognize him. This stately prince of Egypt, with royal clothes, shaven face and grand appearance, in no way resembled the young shepherd boy they had thrown in the pit and sold to slavery. In addition, there was a language barrier. They could not speak Egyptian and Joseph's use of an interpreter made it appear that he did not speak Hebrew, so concealing his identity. To Joseph it was an exciting moment for as they bowed before him his dream of earlier years was fulfilled (42:6; 37:5-9). The hand of God was evident before his very eyes.
Joseph treated them abruptly. His purpose was to humble them so that they might realize the error of their previous ways. He accused them of being spies and demanded that they return home and bring Benjamin back as proof of their honesty. Meanwhile he would hold Simeon, as hostage. They started for home in fear of the rough prince of Egypt. To their amazement they found their money in their sacks of corn. Their fear increased.
Time passed by and it was not long before the food was exhausted again. It was apparent that the famine was not breaking and they would have to return to Egypt. But Jacob steadfastly refused to let Benjamin go. The brothers refused to go without him. Reuben tried to pacify Jacob without result. Finally Judah persuaded his father and promised to guarantee the welfare of his youngest brother. With reluctance the old man, Jacob, parted with his young son. He made every provision to ensure that they would find favour with the prince — as though this was necessary!

SECOND VISIT TO EGYPT (Gen. 43:15; 44:34).
They left for Egypt with presents, double money and the prayer of Jacob: "God Almighty give you mercy before the man" (43:11-14). In Egypt they were directed to Joseph's house where strange events awaited them. Feeling guilty because of the money in their sacks, they were surprised when the steward told them not to worry. Simeon was restored to them. They were honoured by Joseph, especially so Benjamin, over whom Joseph wept secretly with joy. They were astonished at the order in which they were seated, from the eldest to youngest, in the feast the Prime Minister gave them. Thus honoured, their sacks were filled, and they commenced for home greatly wondering at the strange events.
But Joseph was master of this situation and he imposed a further test upon them. He had hidden his special cup in the sack of Benjamin. He would test their affection for Rachel's son and for their father — had their attitude changed? On their return trip, an Egyptian rode after them, accosted them and accused them of stealing the Prime Minister's cup! They denied this and the sacks were searched, beginning at the eldest! At the end Benjamin's was opened, and alas, there was the cup. Hastily returning to Egypt they pleaded the mercy of Joseph. Judah personally appealed to Joseph to be punished in the place of Benjamin for the sake of his father. Here was true repentance — a vast change in a man who earlier had sold his younger brother with no regard for the effect upon his father (37:33-35).

JOSEPH REVEALS HIMSELF (Gen. 45:1 — 46:7).
Joseph could contain his passions no longer. He commanded all Egyptians to leave the room and then, to the utter astonishment and dismay of his brothers, he revealed his identity: "I am Joseph." They were dumbfounded and troubled. Joseph wept aloud and calmed their fears. He had no plan or desire for retaliation: "Now therefore be not grieved nor angry with yourselves, that ye sold me hither: for God did send me before you to preserve life" (45:5). Love covers a multitude of sins (1 Peter 4:8). His attitude was free of bitterness and revenge.
Joseph spoke to their hearts and explained God's purpose in the matter. He had been sent to "preserve a posterity of Israel in the earth" and to "save them by a great deliverance" (45:7). As they began to perceive that this lordly young prince was indeed their brother, he told them to hasten home and bring his beloved and aged father back to Egypt that he might care for him, and provide food and pasture for their cattle in the years of famine.
The brothers hurried home and told Jacob the joyous news. "Jacob's heart fainted, for he believed them not." But when he saw the presents and wagons, he was compelled to believe and his spirit revived. With thankfulness and great joy he worshipped God in Beersheba. God comforted him and advised him to depart. "God is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think" (Eph. 3:20).

LESSONS FOR US:
· Though Joseph suffered, God never left him in his adversity. Even in darkest Egypt, "God was with him."
· Though well out of sight of his family, Joseph would not commit immorality with Potiphar's wife for he knew that such an act would be a sin against God Who sees all. The same attitude should control our lives.
· Joseph knew that fleeing from compromising situations is the best way to avoid sin and its evil consequences.
· Suffering prepared Joseph for elevation. Difficult times in our own lives can mould us to be fit for the kingdom.
· Joseph perceived God's purpose with him and forgave his brothers their crime against him. We should not harbour bitterness against others who have harmed us, but should seek to elevate them, as Joseph did with his brothers.

REFERENCE LIBRARY:
"The Ways of Providence" (R. Roberts)—Chapter 8
"Joseph and His Brethren" (P. Pickering)—C.S.S.S. Study Notes

PARAGRAPH QUESTIONS:
1. What happened to Joseph in the house of Potiphar? What lessons can we learn from the incident with Potiphar's wife?
2. How did Joseph's brethren change when they came to him to buy corn in Egypt?
3. What ultimate purpose did Joseph see in his sufferings in Egypt?

ESSAY QUESTIONS:
1. Briefly describe the various events in Joseph's life which showed that God was with him.
2. How did Joseph treat his brethren when they came to Egypt to buy bread? Mention the various events which occurred and explain why Joseph acted in this way.
3. How is Joseph an example to the followers of Jesus Christ today?
4. Write a character study of Joseph.

