JOSEPH

Did you know that Joseph emphasized his dreams of future grandeur beyond just relating it to his family? How hard-hearted would Joseph’s brothers have to have been in order to sell their blood brother into slavery? Did you know that the same dreams that caused Joseph trouble as a youth served his best interest and stabilized his faith through the dark, difficult years of imprisonment? These are a few of the things we will examine in this chapter.

Joseph’s name appeared in our previous chapter about his father, Jacob. In this chapter Joseph’s narrative carries forward another generation. When Moses recorded Israel’s history in the book of Exodus, years after Jacob’s and Joseph’s lifetimes, Joseph’s story received the most thorough treatment.
Joseph was a dreamer. Early in life these dreams caused him trouble, but later his dreams encouraged him to maintain his integrity and holiness, helping him through trouble. He eventually even interpreted dreams for others. Joseph knew the power of a dream.

Joseph’s Dreams Went to His Head
In his youth Joseph became proud. He allowed his dreams to make him believe he was better than his brothers. Joseph’s father questioned his favorite son, because Joseph seemed to believe he was superior even to his parents. 

 Joseph had a dream, and when he told it to his brothers, they hated him all the more. He said to them, “Listen to this dream I had: 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.”
 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.

 Then he had another dream, and he told it to his brothers. “Listen,” he said, “I had another dream, and this time the sun and moon and eleven stars were bowing down to me.” 

 When he told his father as well as his brothers, his father rebuked him and said, “What is this dream you had? Will your mother and I and your brothers actually come and bow down to the ground before you?’ His brothers were jealous of him, but his father kept the matter in mind. (Genesis 37:5–11)

The Hebrew form of the word translated “told” in verse 5 is an accentuated form of the verb. In the Hebrew language, a grammatical addition to a verb changes the nuance to a stronger form with the same meaning. For example, that same grammatical addition makes the verb kill become “slaughter.” In Joseph’s case, told becomes “told with emphasis” or “bragged.” In other words, young Joseph did not just tell his brothers about his dreams, he told them with apparent boasting. This paints a different picture than if Joseph had humbly related his dream in a neutral manner. Joseph had not yet learned God’s purpose for dreams.

Dreams give hope, focus, and direction for our energies. Energy without a dream is frantic and meaningless activity. Dreams hold us on target, inspire us to action. Dreams give us healthy ambition and motivate us. Dreams are not given to us by God to inflate our egos, but to encourage us to accomplish things for Him. Dreams are often from God, as were these two of Joseph’s.

But dreams are not always from God; sometimes they are the product of human imagination. It is far better to adopt a “wait and see” attitude toward dreams than to become puffed up and proud because of them. Let’s learn from Joseph’s error. Even if our dreams are from God, humility is the wiser attitude as we wait to see if the dream is from God or not.

Give God your dreams, and if He gives them back to you, they are yours; if He does not, they never were.

 When dreams get in our spirit, they can do us good and lead us forward, but when they go to our heads, they can become big problems for others and for ourselves.

Joseph’s Brothers Sold Him into Slavery
 While running an errand for his father, Joseph approached his brothers. As he did, they plotted against him.
 “Here comes that dreamer!” they said to each other. “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.”
 When Reuben heard this, he tried to rescue him from their hands. “Let’s not take his life,” he said. “Don’t shed any blood. Throw him into this cistern here in the wilderness, but don’t lay a hand on him.” Reuben said this to rescue him from them and take him back to his father. 

 So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe—the richly ornamented robe he was wearing—and they took him and threw him into the cistern. The cistern was empty; there was no water in it.

 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.

 Judah said to his brothers, “What will we gain if we kill our brother and cover up his blood? Come, let’s sell him to the Ishmaelites and not lay our hands on him; after all, he is our brother, our own flesh and blood.” His brothers agreed.

 So when the Midianite merchants came by, 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 37:19–28) 

The story of Joseph includes a vicious betrayal by blood brothers. Those who sold Joseph into slavery were not his enemies or even strangers; they were his family. Later in the narrative the brothers reflected on their betrayal. They said to one another, “Surely we are being punished because of our brother. We saw how distressed he was when he pleaded with us for his life, but we would not listen; that's why this distress has come on us” (Genesis 32:21).

Joseph’s character was about to be tested. He was seventeen when these developments occurred, and not until he was thirty years of age did he become prime minister of Egypt. With this incident, thirteen years of character development began for seventeen-year-old Joseph.

When reverses occur, do not assume all is lost. God is at work—working on you, perhaps.

Joseph Succeeded in Management and Resisted Temptation
 Satan will try to kill, steal, and destroy your dream. You will be tested as you wait on God to fulfill your dream. Joseph’s trust in God, after his character was refined, made him a loving son, magnanimous brother, and powerful national leader. Joseph’s God, coupled with faith, morality, and character on Joseph’s part, led him to success and the fulfillment of his dreams. 

When enduring the temptation of Potiphar’s wife, Joseph gave her a wise response: “How then could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God?" (Genesis 39:9). Joseph would not compromise his morality. 
 Now Joseph had been taken down to Egypt. Potiphar, an Egyptian who was one of Pharaoh’s officials, the captain of the guard, bought him from the Ishmaelites who had taken him there.

 The Lord was with Joseph so that he prospered, and he lived in the house of his Egyptian master. When his master saw that the Lord was with him and that the Lord gave him success in everything he did, Joseph found favor in his eyes and became his attendant. Potiphar put him in charge of his household, and he entrusted to his care everything he owned. From the time he put him in charge of his household and of all that he owned, the Lord blessed the household of the Egyptian because of Joseph. The blessing of the Lord was on everything Potiphar had, both in the house and in the field. So Potiphar left everything he had in Joseph’s care; with Joseph in charge, he did not concern himself with anything except the food he ate.

 Now Joseph was well-built and handsome, and after a while his master’s wife took notice of Joseph and said, “Come to bed with me!”
 But he refused. “With me in charge,” he told her, “my master does not concern himself with anything in the house; everything he owns he has entrusted to my care. No one is greater in this house than I am. My master has withheld nothing from me except you, because you are his wife. How then could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God?” And though she spoke to Joseph day after day, he refused to go to bed with her or even be with her.

 One day he went into the house to attend to his duties, and none of the household servants was inside. She caught him by his cloak and said, “Come to bed with me!” But he left his cloak in her hand and ran out of the house. When she saw that he had left his cloak in her hand and had run out of the house, she called her household servants. “Look,” she said to them, “this Hebrew has been brought to us to make sport of us! He came in here to sleep with me, but I screamed. When he heard me scream for help, he left his cloak beside me and ran out of the house.” 

 She kept his cloak beside her until his master came home. Then she told him this story: “That Hebrew slave you brought us came to me to make sport of me. But as soon as I screamed for help, he left his cloak beside me and ran out of the house.” (Genesis 39:1–18)
If men and women of God will keep their faith focused on the fulfillment of their God-given dreams, it will help them through temptations. Satan can only kill, steal, and destroy when we yield to his temptations. Knowing that sin is against the God we love gives us power to resist.
God Protected Joseph and Gave Him More Success in Prison
The narrative does not say that Potiphar was angry with Joseph, just that he was angry. Potiphar would have known all too well the nature of his own intimate relationship with his wife. He knew his wife’s moral level and was also aware of Joseph’s high moral character. If Potiphar had believed Joseph were guilty of his wife’s accusation, he would have had Joseph killed. Since Potiphar only put Joseph in prison, we may conjecture that Potiphar knew Joseph was innocent. Joseph’s reputation was already at work for him. Maybe the prison bars were not so much intended to keep Joseph in, but to keep Potiphar’s wife out.

 When his master heard the story his wife told him, saying, “This is how your slave treated me,” he burned with anger. Joseph’s master took him and put him in prison, the place where the king’s prisoners were confined.

 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. So the warden put Joseph in charge of all those held in the prison, and he was made responsible for all that was done there. The warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph’s care, because the Lord was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did. (Genesis 39:19–23) 

Joseph’s reputation for morality saved him. As a Christian of influence in the body of Christ, you too will experience accusations. The best defense is holiness, morality, ethical behavior, trustworthiness, and honesty. Arm yourself with these in advance, as Joseph did.

Joseph Developed Further and Even Served Others in Prison
We might think that Joseph had already endured enough, been tested sufficiently, and had proven himself true. But God was not finished developing him.
Some time later, the cupbearer and the baker of the king of Egypt offended their master, the king of Egypt. Pharaoh was angry with his two officials, the chief cupbearer and the chief baker, and put them in custody in the house of the captain of the guard, in the same prison where Joseph was confined. The captain of the guard assigned them to Joseph, and he attended them. 

 After they had been in custody for some time, each of the two men—the cupbearer and the baker of the king of Egypt, who were being held in prison—had a dream the same night, and each dream had a meaning of its own. (Genesis 40:1–5)

When his fellow prisoners asked for an interpretation of their dreams, Joseph could easily have responded by saying, “Ha! Dreams. They don’t mean anything.” But he did not. Joseph knew dreams could have meanings and interpreted their dreams for them. The king’s cupbearer received a good interpretation for his dream. 
 When the chief baker saw that Joseph had given a favorable interpretation, he said to Joseph, “I too had a dream: On my head were three baskets of bread. In the top basket were all kinds of baked goods for Pharaoh, but the birds were eating them out of the basket on my head.” 

 “This is what it means,” Joseph said. “The three baskets are three days. Within three days Pharaoh will lift off your head and impale your body on a pole. And the birds will eat away your flesh.”
 Now the third day was Pharaoh’s birthday, and he gave a feast for all his officials. He lifted up the heads of the chief cupbearer and the chief baker in the presence of his officials: he restored the chief cupbearer to his position, so that he once again put the cup into Pharaoh’s hand— but he impaled the chief baker, just as Joseph had said to them in his interpretation.

The chief cupbearer, however, did not remember Joseph; he forgot him. (Genesis 40:16–23)

This further delay would have been a difficult test for Joseph. He was in Egypt because his brothers had sold him, in prison on false charges, forgotten by a prison mate whom he had helped. Would it ever end? Yes, it would. Two years later, when Pharaoh had a dream that no one could interpret (or because the meaning was so bad that no one had the courage to interpret it), the stage was set. Joseph had been humbled, mellowed, tried, tested, and proven. He was ready.  If Joseph had not endured until this juncture, he would not have been able to seize the opportunity that came his way in a timely manner.

What events surround you today? What is happening in your neighborhood, village, city, and nation? What opportunities might the Lord be preparing for you at the same time He is preparing you for them? Remember Joseph and stay faithful. 
In God’s Time Joseph Received a Life-Changing Opportunity
Sovereign opportunities are providentially arranged. No human has the power to appear to another in a dream. No one could make Pharaoh have a certain kind of dream. No one can know the future or declare what will be and then make it happen the way God can. Christians who follow Joseph’s model also follow the God Joseph trusted.

 Then Joseph said to Pharaoh, “The dreams of Pharaoh are one and the same. God has revealed to Pharaoh what he is about to do. The seven good cows are seven years, and the seven good heads of grain are seven years; it is one and the same dream. The seven lean, ugly cows that came up afterward are seven years, and so are the seven worthless heads of grain scorched by the east wind: They are seven years of famine. 

 “It is just as I said to Pharaoh: God has shown Pharaoh what he is about to do. Seven years of great abundance are coming throughout the land of Egypt, but seven years of famine will follow them. Then all the abundance in Egypt will be forgotten, and the famine will ravage the land. The abundance in the land will not be remembered, because the famine that follows it will be so severe. The reason the dream was given to Pharaoh in two forms is that the matter has been firmly decided by God, and God will do it soon.” (Genesis 41:25–32)
Joseph told the king the meaning of the dream. His assignment was fulfilled. But Joseph did not stop there. He went beyond the requested interpretation of the dream and counseled the king regarding what to do about the problem. Joseph had an answer for a question that had not yet occurred to Pharaoh. 
Have you learned to anticipate questions and have an answer ready? This is a fine mark of a leader—whether in the military, academia, business, or church leadership. It is one thing to evaluate, analyze, or articulate the nature of a problem. It is quite another to be prepared to offer a concrete, practical, and workable solution.

Joseph did not have much time to develop a plan, but he seized the moment and rose to the occasion. He suggested the administrative strategy that would guide the Egyptian commodities policy for the next fourteen years, including the food crisis that loomed ahead. He was ready. Joseph suggested to the king:

“And now let Pharaoh look for a discerning and wise man and put him in charge of the land of Egypt. Let Pharaoh appoint commissioners over the land to take a fifth of the harvest of Egypt during the seven years of abundance. They should collect all the food of these good years that are coming and store up the grain under the authority of Pharaoh, to be kept in the cities for food. This food should be held in reserve for the country, to be used during the seven years of famine that will come upon Egypt, so that the country may not be ruined by the famine.” 

 The plan seemed good to Pharaoh and to all his officials. So Pharaoh asked them, “Can we find anyone like this man, one in whom is the spirit of God?” 

 Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has made all this known to you, there is no one so discerning and wise as you.” (Genesis 41:33–39)

Joseph’s hour had arrived. He had been humbled and stretched as he waited on God through discouraging trials. Now he had the wisdom needed for that hour. He was ready. Will you be ready when your hour arrives?
Joseph Was not Vindictive, but Recognized God’s Providence
Forgiveness is a mark of greatness. The foolish always try to prove they are right, seek to be vindicated, and desire to be recognized or honored. 

The mellowed and humbled Joseph was no longer bragging about his dreams and proudly proclaiming his superiority. He was kind, loving, and understanding. Those are the marks of great character.

When famine overtook the land of Canaan, Jacob sent his sons to Egypt to buy food on two different occasions. Joseph recognized them both times, but did not immediately reveal that he was their brother. Only after some time passed did he reveal his identity.
Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all his attendants, and he cried out, “Have everyone leave my presence!” So there was no one with Joseph when he made himself known to his brothers. And he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard him, and Pharaoh’s household heard about it.

Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph! Is my father still living?” But his brothers were not able to answer him, because they were terrified at his presence.

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! 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. For two years now there has been famine in the land, and for the next five years there will be no plowing and reaping. But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance. 

“So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God. He made me father to Pharaoh, lord of his entire household and ruler of all Egypt. Now hurry back to my father and say to him, ‘This is what your son Joseph says: God has made me lord of all Egypt. Come down to me; don't delay. You shall live in the region of Goshen and be near me—you, your children and grandchildren, your flocks and herds, and all you have. I will provide for you there, because five years of famine are still to come. Otherwise you and your household and all who belong to you will become destitute.’” (Genesis 45:1–11)
Joseph recognized that God had worked providentially through the betrayal of his brothers, the temptation by his boss’s seductive wife, the unjust prison years, and his successful administrative years as Egypt’s prime minister. God can use those who recognize His handiwork. Those who blame others and carry grudges are not good tools in God’s hands. Those whose character is a reflection of His compassionate, forgiving, and gracious heart, those who are easy to get along with and are easily entreated, are those who best represent Him. Those are the tools He uses the most. Strive to be that kind of tool in God’s hands. 
A Lesson Regarding Being as Opposed to Position

I wonder if Jesus had Abraham’s descendants in mind when He said, “The last shall be first, and the first last” (Matthew 19:30). Abraham’s son Isaac was elevated above Ishmael, the older. Although Jacob was Isaac’s second-born, he became greater than his brother Esau. In the next generation, Jacob’s eleventh son became ruler of the family. And Joseph’s second-born, Ephraim, was elevated above his older brother, Manasseh.
Now Israel’s eyes were failing because of old age, and he could hardly see. So Joseph brought his sons close to him, and his father kissed them and embraced them.

Israel said to Joseph, “I never expected to see your face again, and now God has allowed me to see your children too.”
Then Joseph removed them from Israel’s knees and bowed down with his face to the ground. And Joseph took both of them, Ephraim on his right toward Israel’s left hand and Manasseh on his left toward Israel’s right hand, and brought them close to him. But Israel reached out his right hand and put it on Ephraim’s head, though he was the younger, and crossing his arms, he put his left hand on Manasseh’s head, even though Manasseh was the firstborn. 

Then he blessed Joseph and said, “May the God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked faithfully, the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day, the Angel who has delivered me from all harm —may he bless these boys. May they be called by my name and the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac, and may they increase greatly on the earth.”
When Joseph saw his father placing his right hand on Ephraim’s head he was displeased; so he took hold of his father’s hand to move it from Ephraim’s head to Manasseh’s head. Joseph said to him, “No, my father, this one is the firstborn; put your right hand on his head.” 

But his father refused and said, “I know, my son, I know. He too will become a people, and he too will become great. Nevertheless, his younger brother will be greater than he, and his descendants will become a group of nations.” He blessed them that day and said, “In your name will Israel pronounce this blessing: ‘May God make you like Ephraim and Manasseh.’”  So he put Ephraim ahead of Manasseh. (Genesis 48:10–20)
Let no man or woman called and chosen by God regret, fret, or in any way concern him or herself with sequence among siblings within his or her family or position in an organization. God looks at the character of a person, not the position. Character is superior to position any day. Be what God wants you to be and He will place you where and use you how He wants to use you. 
“Who are you?” is a more important question than “Where are you?” “What is your character?” is a greater issue than “What is your rank?” The answer to “What are you?” is far more important than the answer to “What is your title?”

Joseph Forgave Those Who Had Treated Him Unfairly
After their father, Jacob, was no longer present to keep the peace among the family, the older brothers felt it necessary to guarantee their safety before the unjustly treated and offended Joseph. Joseph’s brothers had witnessed their father’s deep, ongoing, excessive grief over the “death” of Joseph. Perhaps they had not forgiven themselves. That could be part of the reason they fabricated a story to protect themselves.

When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?”
So they sent word to Joseph, saying, “Your father left these instructions before he died: ‘This is what you are to say to Joseph: I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs they committed in treating you so badly.’ Now please forgive the sins of the servants of the God of your father.” When their message came to him, Joseph wept.

His brothers then came and threw themselves down before him. “We are your slaves,” they said.

But Joseph said to them, “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives. So then, don’t be afraid. I will provide for you and your children.” And he reassured them and spoke kindly to them. (Genesis 50:15–21) 

Joseph had already put any idea of revenge so far out of his mind that he was grieved that his brothers even thought he might still carry a grudge. In character he was head and shoulders above his brothers. Someone who carries grudges is small in character. People who are big in character release those who have injured them.

How you treat those who treat you well does not reveal much about your character. How you treat those who cause you damage is a true test of your character.

Joseph Looked Forward to God’s Future for Israel
By faith Joseph anticipated God’s eternal purpose for the nation of Israel just as his father, Jacob, had. We may deduce this through the instructions Joseph gave his family regarding what to do with his body. His last wish was forward-looking. 

 Joseph stayed in Egypt, along with all his father’s family. He lived a hundred and ten years and saw the third generation of Ephraim’s children. Also the children of Makir son of Manasseh were placed at birth on Joseph’s knees.

 Then Joseph said to his brother Israelites, “I am about to die. But God will surely come to your aid and take you up out of this land to the land he promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” And Joseph made the Israelites swear an oath and said, “God will surely come to your aid, and then you must carry my bones up from this place.” (Genesis 50:22–25)

The sovereignty, greatness, wisdom, and excellence of our God is shown in many ways, and human history is one of them. The unfolding of the trans-generational plan of God for the nation of Israel is impossible to explain any other way than the direct work of God among people. How else could prophets have predicted millenniums ago that the nation of Israel would once again be gathered to its own land after centuries of dispersion? 

The events in the Holy Land since 1948 are a fulfillment of God’s plan for His people. Jacob and Joseph wanted to be buried there and instructed their families to take their remains back there. No other rationale can be given than that they saw into the future and knew God had a plan for their family to become a nation.

As you read the Hebrew prophets, notice how often they refer to the restoration and re-gathering of God’s people Israel to their Promised Land. Watching the unfolding history of Israel today enables us to know what time it is in God’s plan for the nations. We are indeed living in the last days.

Jesus will soon return to earth and set up His kingdom. Those who treasure this hope and look to the future with expectation share in the spirit and blessing of Jacob and Joseph. The prophets Ezekiel and Daniel also saw clearly into the distant future and recorded for us the fulfillment of God’s glorious plan for the human race. 
A strong eschatology (the doctrine of future things) is a good basis for the Christian’s hope. It is also a firm foundation for character development. The Christian with a clear sense of what God is doing in the world has kingdom-related motivation that favorably impacts his or her life, behavior, ministry, and leadership. 
For Further Thought:

· What unfair frame-ups similar to Joseph’s have you experienced, and how is God using them to develop you?
· Can you identify any way(s) in which you can serve others while you are in “prison” developing yourself for God?

· Does Joseph’s steadfastness during his prison years have any lesson(s) for you as you seek God and wait for Him to use you more influentially?

· Can you see the greatness in Joseph’s character in the noble way in which he forgave his brothers? How will you forgive those who have hurt you?

· Have you ever been distressed over your position when you should have been concerned about what kind of character you were developing and who you were becoming?

· What are you doing to make certain that you are forward-looking and expectant rather than backward-looking and despondent?
