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Hear now the Word of the Lord:

Joseph, a young man of seventeen, was tending the flocks with his brothers, the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his father's wives, and he brought their father a bad report about them. 

3 Now Israel loved Joseph more than any of his other sons, because he had been born to him in his old age; and he made a richly ornamented robe for him. 4 When his brothers saw that their father loved him more than any of them, they hated him and could not speak a kind word to him. 

5 Joseph had a dream, and when he told it to his brothers, they hated him all the more. 6 He said to them, "Listen to this dream I had: 7 We were binding sheaves of grain out in the field when suddenly my sheaf rose and stood upright, while your sheaves gathered around mine and bowed down to it." 

8 His brothers said to him, "Do you intend to reign over us? Will you actually rule us?"  And they hated him all the more because of his dream and what he had said. …

Genesis 37:17-25
So Joseph went after his brothers and found them near Dothan. 18 But they saw him in the distance, and before he reached them, they plotted to kill him. 

19 "Here comes that dreamer!" they said to each other.  20 "Come now, let's kill him and throw him into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious animal devoured him.  Then we'll see what comes of his dreams."  …
23 So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe — the richly ornamented robe he was wearing —  24 and they took him and threw him into the cistern. …
25 As they sat down to eat their meal, they looked up and saw a caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead.  Their camels were loaded with spices, balm and myrrh, and they were on their way to take them down to Egypt.  … … his brothers pulled Joseph up out of the cistern and sold him for twenty shekels of silver to the Ishmaelites, who took him to Egypt. 

Genesis 45:4-8

4 Then Joseph said to his brothers, "Come close to me."  When they had done so, he said, "I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt!  5 And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you.  6 For two years now there has been famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be plowing and reaping.  7 But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance. 

8 "So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God.

Genesis 50:20

20 You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  21 So then, don't be afraid. I will provide for you and your children." And he reassured them and spoke kindly to them. 

May God add His blessing to this reading of His Word.
Today we continue the sermon series entitled “Real People,” in which will look at major figures from the Bible, and the important spiritual lessons we can learn from them.  
Our series is called “Real People” because these biblical men and women really lived – they were REAL historical figures; but also because – they are “REAL” in the sense of being realistic.  They have successes and failings, virtues and weaknesses that allow us to understand them as the real people they were.  And by learning from their stories and experiences, we can be helped to grow in our own faith.

So far we have looked at the Faith of Abraham, at the Courage of Moses, and the Ambition of Jacob.  And in every case we have seen that these great servants of God – these men whom God used to change the world and make His will known – were not without their own faults and failings.
The faithful Abraham had times when his faith faltered; the courageous Moses had times when he was reluctant and afraid; and the ambitious Jacob could be just that – ambitious for his own gain and advancement, even if it mean lying and tricking others.

And yet these were all great men of God.

Today – the Integrity of Joseph.

The STORY…

Joseph was the 11th son of Jacob, and the first child by Jacob’s favorite wife Rachel.  Before Joseph, Jacob had seven children by Leah – sons Rueben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, and daughter Dinah; by Bilhah, Rachel’s maid – Dan and Naphtali; by Zilpah, Leah’s maid – Gad and Asher. 

FINALLY Jacob had a child – and a son – by his beloved Rachel, and he proceeds to spoil the young boy… in ways that make his other children quite jealous.

And Joseph, it must be admitted, was not exactly diplomatic in his youth.  He snitched on his brothers to his father (about what we do not know); he received a special “coat of many colors” from his father; and he unwisely told his brothers about dreams where he ruled over them and they bowed down to him.  Even a dream where his father and mother would boy down to him.  

And this didn’t go over very well with the family
So, as we heard in the Scripture passages for today…
· Joseph’s brother grab him, tear off his beautiful coat, and throw him down into a dry cistern – after the oldest brother, Rueben, convinces them not to kill him.

· When a caravan of Ishmaelite traders come along on their way to Egypt, and the brothers sell Joseph to them for twenty shekels of silver.

· Joseph is taken to Egypt and sold as a slave to Potiphar, an Egyptian official who is captain of the Pharaoh’s guard.
· In Potiphar’s household, Joseph works hard and is so successful that Potiphar puts him in charge of the entire household.

· But Joseph is handsome, and Potiphar’s wife has a roving eye, and she tried over and over to seduce young Joseph – but Joseph refuses.

· Finally, when everyone else is gone from the house one day, Potiphar’s wife grabs Joseph and tries to force him to sleep with her, and Joseph is only able to escape by slipping out of his cloak and leaving it in her hands.

· In her frustration and anger, Potiphar’s wife accuses Joseph of trying to rape her, and Potiphar has Joseph thrown in prison.

· But even in prison the Lord is with Joseph and he proves himself valuable, so that again he is put in charge of all the daily activities of the jail.

· In prison, Joseph meets Pharaoh’s chief cupbearer and chief baker – both of whom had displeased Pharaoh and been imprisoned.    

· Both the cupbearer and the baker had troubling dreams which they did not understand, so Joseph – who points out that all interpretation is God’s – asks about their dreams.  He interprets the cupbearer’s dream as meaning in three days the cupbearer will be released and reinstated to his position – and Joseph asks the cupbearer to remember his plight of unfair imprisonment when he gets out.  (But the cupbearer promptly forgets.)

· The chief baker’s dream – not so good, and in three days he is executed, just as Joseph said.

· Then the Pharaoh has two troubling dreams which none of his magicians or wise men can interpret – that seven fat cows came up out of the Nile river, followed by seven skinny and ugly cows that ate up the fat cows; and of seven fat and healthy heads of grain sprouted, only to be swallowed up by seven thin and withered heads of grain.

· The cupbearer then remembered Joseph’s ability to interpret dreams, and he is called in to interpret Pharaoh’s dreams.

· Joseph interprets the dreams as both meaning Egypt will experience seven years of prosperity, followed by seven years of famine.  He then wisely tells Pharaoh that he needs to find a wise man to manage the process of gathering and storing grain during the prosperous years, so Egypt can survive through the years of famine.

· Pharaoh makes the natural jump to thinking since Joseph clearly is wise in interpreting dreams and therefore has the Spirit of God on him, that Joseph is the one who would manage the process.  So Joseph is made viceroy of all Egypt – second only to Pharaoh himself, in charge of the whole country, at the age of 30.
· The seven years of abundance came as Joseph predicted, and Joseph made sure 1/5 of all the grain in Egypt was gathered and stored.  Then started the seven years of famine – not just in Egypt, but through the entire Eastern Mediterranean region.

· Back in Canaan, Joseph’s father Jacob and Joseph’s siblings and all their families started experiencing the famine, and so Jacob order ten of his sons – all except the youngest, Benjamin, who was Joseph’s only full brother, both born to Rachel – to go down to Egypt to buy grain, since only in Egypt was there grain available.
· They appear before Joseph, viceroy of all Egypt, who immediately recognizes them – though they do not recognize him.  (It’s been 21 years since they parted.) 

· Joseph asks them questions about themselves and their families, and then accuses them of being spies.  He agrees to sell them grain, but demands that he hold one of them – Simeon – as hostage while the others go back to Canaan to bring back their youngest brother to prove their good faith.    

· The brothers – minus Simeon – depart back to Canaan with the purchased grain – but also with all their silver, which Joseph had ordered put back in their packs.  On the way they discover they still have their silver, and they’re frightened… bt they have to explain all this to their Father Jacob, who mourns the loss of Simeon.
· But after a while they run out of food again and have to go back to Egypt, taking along gifts for the viceroy (Joseph) and young Benjamin – whom Jacob had only reluctantly let go.

· Joseph gives them a banquet, with extra portions for Benjamin, sells them the grain and releases them to return home – but he secretly has his own silver cup hidden in Benjamin’s pack.  After the brothers had gone a ways, Joseph sends his guards to bring them back, on the pretense that Benjamin has stolen Joseph’s silver cup.  So they come back, sure they will all be made slaves.
· But Joseph finally makes himself know to tem as their brother, and he appears to hold no grudges over the fact they sold him into slavery.  In fact he says,

“Now do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you.  6 For two years now there has been famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be plowing and reaping.  7 But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance. 

8 "So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God.”





Genesis 45:5-8

· Joseph introduces some of his brothers to Pharaoh, then sends them all back to Canaan to bring Jacob and all the rest of the family and their possessions back to live in Egypt, to be honored guests and to be cared for through the rest of the famine.

· Jacob and the entire family (70 people) come, Jacob is introduced to the Pharaoh, and they settle in Egypt.  
· After several years Jacob dies and is returned, as Joseph and the others had promised, to Canaan, to be buried in the same tomb as Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Jacob’s first wife, Leah.

· After Jacob’s death, Joseph’s brothers are afraid Joseph will finally get them back for the terrible things they did to him so many years before, and they tell him that before dying their Father had left instructions that Joseph should forgive them.

· But when they appeal to Joseph, he weeps and says, 

"Don't be afraid.  Am I in the place of God?  20 You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  21 So then, don't be afraid. I will provide for you and your children."  And he reassured them and spoke kindly to them. 




Genesis 50:19-21
As some translations have it: You meant it for evil… but God meant it for good.

This is the point of this whole, long story of Joseph and his brothers.
You see, up to a point, EVERYTHING had apparently gone wrong for Joseph, no matter how hard he tried…  

· His brothers sold him into slavery in Egypt and told their father he was dead.

· He works so hard as a slave in the house of Potiphar the captain of Pharaoh’s guard that he’s put in charge of the entire household – only to have Potiphar’s lascivious wife try to seduce him.  And when Joseph doesn’t go along she accuses him of attempted rape and has him thrown into prison.

· In prison he correctly interprets a dream for Pharaoh’s cup-bearer, and gets the cupbearer to promise to remember Joseph when he is reinstated to his position of influence.  But the cupbearer promptly forgets about Joseph after he is released.

Yes, nothing seemed to be going right for Joseph – for YEARS – no matter how hard he tried.
But still he looked to God, and had faith, and pushed forward.  And great things happened as a result.

I think there are three key Principles we can draw from this great story:

    THREE Principles:
1. There is nothing that happens to you that is outside God’s control, or outside His ability to use for good.  There is no event, no matter how malicious, that God cannot turn to the benefit of those who love Him.

And when I say there is nothing God cannot use for good, I’m including disappointments, and lies, and betrayals, and great pain, and even death.  There is nothing God cannot use for good, if we trust Him.  

Joseph had to learn that the hard way, through experience, over many years, and often that’s the way we have to learn it, too.
2. While we may be able to see only evil and unfairness, it may be God has specifically engineered events for the greater good in ways we cannot see.  
This is slightly different from point #1 above – it’s more than God using bad things that occur to make everything turn out well… This is when God actually orchestrates things to happen that look like disasters to us, but which are part of His plan to do something good.

As Joseph was able to say to his brothers, “You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.”

This is an important point in our understanding of evil and suffering in the world.  It covers the fact that we are neither wise enough nor do we see far enough to always know in advance what God is doing.  It is why we are unable, so often, to accurately judge the justice of things happening to us, or around us, in our world.
What appears to us as the greatest of injustices may be a part of God’s specific plan, through which he plans to do good.

3. Knowing this, we need to have patience and forgiveness – as Joseph did – with those who do evil, for it may well be that people have evil intent, but that God has plans to turn that evil to a greater good.

Make no mistake, people can be negative and malicious and selfish, deceitful and gossipy, and they may do all manner of evil under the pretense that they are justified or that they are working for the common good – and sometimes this is nowhere more true than in the church.  
In Joseph’s case, it was within his own family that the betrayal and evil occurred; so how can we really expect any less in our own family – the Church?
But when we feel the sting of gossip and backbiting and political maneuvering, we still need to pray for the misguided perpetrators and ask God to forgive them, knowing God may very well be planning to use even such sinful conduct to accomplish His good will – often even for the good of those who are being deceitful and causing the problems.  

So these are the take-away points from Scripture for today:

1. There is nothing that happens to you that is outside God’s control, or outside His ability to use for good.  There is no event, no matter how malicious, that God cannot turn to the benefit of those who love Him.

2. While we may be able to see only evil and unfairness, it may be God has specifically engineered events for the greater good in ways we cannot see.  

3. We need to have patience and forgiveness – as Joseph did – with those who do evil, for it may well be that people have evil intent, but that God has plans to turn that evil to a greater good – perhaps even for the people who are committing the sins.

Amen.
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