Today, we come to the final major section of Genesis – indicated by the familiar heading “These are the generations of...” (37:2).  This final section focuses on the family of Jacob, and today we will begin by looking at 37:2-41:57.  Once again, this is a long section, but it is a section that is held together by a common story as well as several common themes. 

So that we can understand the story as a whole, we should take a moment to walk through the events of these chapters.  They begin with an account of conflict between the 12 sons of Jacob – particularly between Joseph and his older brothers.  Do to Joseph's favored position with Jacob, and his willingness to blab about the dream he had of ruling over the rest of his family, Joseph was eventually attacked by his brothers and sold to a group of Midianite traders who took him down to Egypt (37:2-28).  The brothers covered up their transgression by telling Jacob that Joseph was killed by an animal – news which grieved Jacob greatly (37:29-36).  The text then inserts a parenthesis of sorts by telling about a later incident in the life of the Judah.  Sometime later, Judah had three sons.  His eldest, Er, married a woman named Tamar, but was put to death because of his wickedness.  His younger brother, Onan – in according with the custom of the time – then married Tamar.  Onan, however, sinned by refusing to carry on his brother's line and have children with Tamar, so the Lord killed him as well.  Judah promised Tamar she could marry the third son when he was old enough.  However, Judah eventually broke his promise, and in frustration and despair, Tamar posed as a prostitute and got Judah himself to sleep with her and get her pregnant.  Obviously planning for the future, she procured Judah's staff and cord and kept them for herself.  When her pregnancy was revealed, Judah demanded she be executed, but she revealed to him that he was the father, and he relented – recognizing his own sin in the process.  And Tamar had twins: Perez and Zerah.  Meanwhile, back in Egypt, Joseph was bought by Potiphar and prospered in his house – gaining favor with Potiphar (39:1-6).  Also, because of his good looks, he gained favor with Potiphar's wife who tried to seduce him.  When Joseph refused, Potiphar's wife falsely accused him of assaulting her which resulted in Joseph being thrown in prison (39:6-20).  While in prison, however, Joseph once again gains favor and is put in charge of other prisoners.  Eventually, two of these prisoners included the cupbearer and baker of Pharaoh.  As these men were in prison, they each had a dream and were greatly distressed about the meaning of it.  Seeing their distress, Joseph inquired about them and eventually interpreted their dreams: the cupbearer's future restoration and the baker's future death.  He asked the cupbearer to mention his name to Pharaoh when he was restored, but the cupbearer forgot and Joseph remained in prison (39:21-40:23).  However, after a while, Pharaoh himself had a dream that could not be interpreted.  At that point, the cupbearer remembered Joseph and Pharaoh brought him in to interpret the dream.  Joseph revealed that the dream was a sign from God that Egypt would have 7 years of great abundance followed by 7 years of great famine.  He suggested that Pharaoh and the Egyptians prepare – a proposal which pleased Pharaoh.  And because Joseph was able to interpret the dreams, he put Joseph in charge.  Everything happened just as Joseph said, and eventually Joseph was highly exalted in Egypt (second only to Pharaoh), and everyone came to him to get food during the famine (41:1-57).  

Without a doubt, this is a long, and in some places complicated, story.  Nevertheless, it does hold out certain truths for us about God, ourselves and the world.  Let us look at a few of them together.  

I. God is intimately involved in, and in control of, this world. 

The first thing that is glaringly obvious in this text is that God is intimately involved in what happens in this world.  Even more, He is not only involved but in control of what is happening.  At numerous points in these stories, we see God ruling and acting – communicating, directing, guiding and working.  

First of all, we see God communicating to young Joseph in the form of a dream (37:2-11).  At first glance, there is some question about whether the dream is from of God, but these questions are eventually answered when the dreams come true (43:34; 44:14).  God told Joseph what was going to happen.  Then, we see God putting Judah's  first two sons, Er and Onan, to  death for their wickedness (38:7,10).  These were not natural deaths but direct judgments from God.  Moreover, once Joseph's brothers sell him and he is taken to Egypt, he has great success, and the text makes clear that it was because God caused all that he did to succeed (39:3).  Even after Joseph is unjustly imprisoned, he gains favor with the prison-keeper, and the text also says this happened because God gave him such favor (39:21).  Also while Joseph is in prison, we continue to see God intimately involving himself by sending dreams to Pharaoh's cupbearer and baker and allowing Joseph to interpret them (40:1-19).  Once again, we see not only God's involvement but His power when the dreams come true (40:20-23).  And, in the bigger picture, we see God orchestrating Joseph's rescue long before it ever came to pass because God continues to communicate by sending dreams to Pharaoh to reveal what will happen in the future (41:1-8,25-32).  Even further, God not only told Pharaoh there would be a famine but actually sent the famine (41:25,28,32).  Once again, the dream happened just as God declared (41:46-49,53-57).  And, in God's power and sovereignty, He brought about the redemption of Joseph by putting him in a position of power from which he could make sure people had food during the famine.  Joseph himself would later declare that God sent him to Egypt so that he would be there to lead during the famine (Gen. 45:5-8).  

In short, this text makes abundantly clear that God is actively working in this world.  And He is constantly working in ways that we cannot even see or recognize.  Moreover, He is not just working but controlling.  He is guiding this world and orchestrating the events around us in order to accomplish His will.  

As we sit here today, we should remember that the God who was so involved in the world of Genesis 37-41 is still that involved today.  The Scriptures make this clear.  Deut. 32:39 declares, “See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god beside me; I kill and I make alive; I wound and I heal; and there is none that can deliver out of my hand.”  Ps. 24:1-2 says, “The earth is the Lord's and the fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell therein, for he has founded it upon the seas and established it upon the rivers.”  Ps. 135:5-7 says, “  For I know that the Lord is great, and that our Lord is above all gods.  Whatever the Lord pleases, he does, in heaven and on earth, in the seas and all deeps.  He it is who makes the clouds rise at the end of the earth, who makes lightnings for the rain and brings forth the wind from his storehouses.”  And Dan. 4:34b-35 says, “...for his dominion is an everlasting dominion, and his kingdom endures from generation to generation; all the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and he does according to his will among the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay his hand or say to him, 'What have you done?'”  Clearly, God is working in this world.  And no one can stop Him or thwart Him.  He is intimately involved, and He is in control – communicating, guiding, directing.  God made this world, and it is His.  Because He made it, He cares what happens in it.  Because He made it, it is all under His power and His authority. 

This is vitally important because it means that none of us are in control.  Ultimately, we all must submit to the sovereign hand of God.  We also must be careful not to fall into the trap of thinking that what we can see is all there is.  There is another dimension, a spiritual dimension, that transcends our senses.  Like the wind, we can see its effects though we cannot see it.  It is very real, and we neglect it to our own peril.  God is intimately involved in the world He has made, and He is control of all that happens in it.  He is carrying out His plan.  

II. God is able to use any circumstance or person to accomplish His purposes.   

The second thing we see in this text is something we have seen before in the book of Genesis: God is able to (and actually does) use all kinds of circumstances and people to bring about His purposes.  A situation does not have to be entirely good or just or sin-free for the Lord to use it.  And a person does not have to be perfectly righteous in order for God to use them and work through them.  He is able to us any, and every, circumstance – even the most sinful and wicked – to bring about His will. 

We see this, first of all, in Joseph's personal life.  To begin with, God used the sinful actions of Joseph's brothers (37:12-36) to bring about preservation during the famine (41:37-57).  Interestingly, the very actions of Joseph's brothers – intended to thwart the fulfillment of the dreams – actually serve to ensure their fulfillment.   Joseph goes to Egypt and is exalted to a high position of authority – with everyone bowing to him.  Because Joseph ended up in Egypt, his family was saved from the famine.  Because Joseph ended up in Egypt, the people of God were preserved.  Because Joseph ended up in Egypt, all the nations were blessed through Abraham and Jacob's offspring.  God used the wicked, sinful actions of Joseph's brothers to bring about good – according to His good and sovereign plan.   Moreover, God used the sinful actions of Potiphar's wife (39:1-23) to bring about the revelation that Joseph was able to interpret dreams (41:9-14).  Had Joseph not interpreted the cupbearer's dream in prison, it is possible he never would have been asked about Pharaoh's dream.  God used the wicked, sinful actions of Potiphar's wife to bring about good.  Joseph himself later declared this reality most clearly: “...you meant evil against me, but god meant it for good” (Gen. 50:20).  God does not need ideal circumstances to work.  He uses the worst people and situations for His glory.  

We see this same reality in the story of Judah and Tamar.  As with other stories we have seen in Genesis, this is a situation where no one distinguishes themselves as holy.  Judah's sons sin and are judged by God – leaving their wife a widow.  Then Judah – based on his own erroneous interpretation of the problem (38:11) sins by not keeping his word to give his third son to Tamar.  Then, in desparation, Tamar sins by presenting herself as a prostitute and sleeping with her father-in-law.  And Judah sins by sleeping with a prostitute!  The whole situation is full of sordid wickedness.  And yet, it results in Tamar having twins: Perez and Zerah.  Interestingly, God decided to make Perez one of the ancestors of David – and eventually, of Christ.  In fact, Tamar is actually mentioned in Jesus' genealogy (Matt. 1:3).  Amazingly, just like with Joseph, God brought good from this terrible situation and used it for His glory.  

Once again, as we consider this reality for ourselves, we must remember that God is no different today.  Just as He was able to use even sinful and wicked circumstances and people to bring about His will in Genesis, He is still able to do so today.  This is incredibly comforting, because it means that no matter how crazy or messed up or sinful our circumstances (in marriage, at work, with family, etc), God is able to use that and work in that and bring good from that.  As we have often seen throughout Genesis, we are reminded again of Rom. 8:28-29: “And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.  For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.”  Moreover, this is also incredibly comforting because it means that no matter how messed up and weak and shameful we are, or someone else is, God is able to use us (and them) and work in us (and them) and bring good from us (and them).  In fact, God delights in using weak and sinful people to show His glory.  As Paul wrote in 1 Cor. 1:26-29, “For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.  But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even thing that are not, to bring to nothing thing that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God.”  God can (and does) use messed up situations and messed up people to demonstrate His power.  And He delights to do so.  

III. True wisdom comes from God.  

A third thing we see in this text, particularly in the person and circumstances of Joseph, is that true, genuine wisdom and knowledge comes only from God.  

We see this primarily in Joseph's interpretation of dreams throughout this episode.  It is no coincidence that Joseph is the only one who is able to interpret the dreams.  Joseph himself acknowledges that such interpretations belong to God (40:8; 41:16).  And because God grants it to him, Joseph is able to interpret the dreams of the cupbearer, the baker and Pharaoh.  

But it is not merely the wisdom of interpreting dreams that is granted by God to Joseph.  Even his wise plan for responding to the dreams of Pharaoh is attributed – by Pharaoh himself! - to “the Spirit of God” in him.  

On a much broader and grander level, the point here is that Joseph was able to understand and interpret many of the things that were happening around him because he listened to what the Lord said.  Particularly with regard to Pharaoh's dreams, Joseph believed that what God said would come to pass.  Therefore, he proposed a plan and, with Pharaoh's blessing, enacted that plan – demonstrating true faith in God's revelation.  

In the same way, we need to recognize that true wisdom comes from God.  True wisdom about the world (how it works and what is going to happen in the future), ourselves (why we are here, what we are like and how we should live) and God (who He is, what He is like, what that means) can only come from God.  If we want to understand God and ourselves and the world, we must seek such wisdom from God and God alone, because that is the only place from which it can truly come.  It may come in dreams (like with Joseph) or it may come in many other ways (like through the Bible itself), but we must understand that it only comes from God.  The Scriptures declare this routinely.  Prov. 2:6-8 declares, “For the Lord gives wisdom; from his mouth come knowledge and understanding; he stores up sound wisdom for the upright; he is a shield to those who walk in integrity, guarding the paths of justice and watching over the way of his saints.”  Prov. 9:10 also declares, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight.”  And Paul, writing to a group of believers, declared, 

For who knows a person's thoughts except the spirit of that person, which is in him?  So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.  Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God.  And we impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual.  The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned.  The spiritual person judges all things, but is himself to be judged by no one.  'For who has understood the mind of the Lord so as to instruct him?'  But we have the mind of Christ. (1 Cor. 2:11-16)

Just like Joseph, we must recognize that true wisdom will come only from knowing and following and fearing and trusting the Lord.  And then we should seek that wisdom by seeking to know and follow and fear and trust the Lord.  It is the only way to true, abiding wisdom.  

IV. Suffering is real. 

A fourth thing that we see very clearly in this text – particularly in the life of Joseph – is the reality of suffering.  Trials and tribulations are sure to come – even to God's people.  

It is almost a colossal understatement to say that Joseph was mistreated because he was treated so unjustly.  Time and time again, Joseph experienced things that were not brought on by his own actions.  In fact, some of them happened even though he had acted in an entirely righteous way.  First of all, because they were jealous of him, Joseph's brothers attacked him and eventually sold him to some Midianite traders who took him to Egypt (37:12-28).  Even if we admit that Joseph was a bit of a snobbish tattle-tale, this is harsh treatment.  And because of it, Joseph is separated from his family for a number of years.  Then, once he gets to Egypt and gains favor and prosperity in the land, he is unjustly accused of sexual assault by Potiphar's wife because he would not have sex with her.  As a result, he is thrown in prison – even though he acted righteously (39:1-20).  Because of the lies of Potiphar's wife, Joseph was put in prison for a number of years.  Nevertheless, just as when he came to Egypt, Joseph prospers and is blessed in prison because God is with him.  Eventually, he is able to interpret the dreams of two other prisoners (Pharaoh's cupbearer and baker), and all he asks in return is that the cupbearer plead his case to Pharaoh once he is restored.  As Joseph predicted from the dream, the cupbearer was restored, but he forgot about Joseph and did not mention it to Pharaoh until at least 2 years later (40:1-20).  Because of the cupbearer's forgetfulness and his broken promise, Joseph remained in prison even longer.  Clearly, Joseph's life was full of misfortune and difficulty and suffering. 

And the interesting thing about all of this suffering and difficulty in Joseph's life is that it happened even though it is clear that he was, so far as we can tell, a righteous man who sought to honor and follow the Lord.  Joseph suffered these things even though he honored God.  The Lord did not keep Joseph from experiencing trials.  But the text also makes clear that the Lord was with Joseph in the midst of those trials – protecting, working and blessing.  After Joseph was sold by his brothers, the Lord blessed him in Egypt and he prospered (39:2-5). After Joseph was put in prison, the Lord blessed him in the prison and he prospered (39:21-23).  After Joseph's many trials were finally ended, the Lord blessed him abundantly (41:39-45,50-52).  Just as the text makes abundantly clear that Joseph suffered many things, it also makes abundantly clear that the Lord was with him through them all.  

As we once again consider this for ourselves, we need to recognize that Joseph's situation is not unusual or out of the ordinary.  The idea that following God will keep us from experiencing difficulty or suffering is wrong and unbiblical.  Trials and  tribulations are sure to come.  God has not promised to keep us from experiencing those things.  In fact, the Scriptures say the exact opposite.  In John 16:33, Jesus declares, “In the world you will have tribulation.”  And Acts 14:22 says, “...through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.”  And 2 Tim. 3:12 declares, “Indeed, all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”  Suffering is sure – even in the lives of God's people.  God has not promised to keep us from that.  

However, God has promised to be with us in the midst of those trials.  That is the key difference between those who are God's people and those who are not.  Both experience trials, but only one has the blessing of God's presence with them in those trials.  We see this in Isa. 43:1b-2 which says, “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you.”  Interestingly, this glorious promise says nothing about keeping the people of God from waters or rivers or fire or flame.  It simply promises God's presence in those things.  And 2 Cor. 4:8-9 says, “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed...”.   The glory of following Christ is not that affliction and perplexion and persecution are avoided but that affliction does not lead to crushing and perplexion does not lead to despair and persecution does not mean we have been forsaken.  

As we read this story of Joseph, we should remember that suffering and trial and tribulation are sure to come – even if we follow the Lord, just like they came on Joseph.  However, as they come, we have the promise of our God that He will keep us and protect us and even bless us and use it for good.  

V. God is faithful: He will vindicate His people – blessing and delivering them in the end through the person of Jesus Christ. 

Thankfully, Joseph's story does not end with his suffering.  In the end, he was delivered from his trials and exalted to a position of great power and influence in Egypt (41:39-45,50-52).  In the end, he was fully delivered and vindicated.  In the end, he was exalted to a position of supreme authority – under only the supreme ruler.  In the end, it did turn out for good.  

But how can we be sure that such a reality will happen for us?  How can we know it will be like that?  We can know it because Joseph's situation actually points us forward to someone else.  Ultimately, Joseph points us forward to Jesus Christ.  Just like Joseph, Jesus suffered unjustly – because of the transgressions of someone else.  And just like Joseph, Jesus was delivered and vindicated by God and exalted to a position of supreme power.  In that position, Jesus was given authority over everyone except the Supreme Ruler, the Father, and He was given a position so glorious that every knee bows at His name – just like they did for Joseph (Acts 2:22-24,32,36; Phil. 2:5-11; 1 Tim. 3:16).  And because Jesus experienced all of those things, He is able to rescue all of those who come to Him in humble repentance and obedient faith.  Because Jesus died, we can be forgiven – because he suffered the punishment for our sins.  Because Jesus was raised from the dead, we can be justified.  In the end, it is all of those who are joined together with Christ – who was truly, fully vindicated and exalted – who will, likewise, be blessed and delivered and justified.  

Communion

If you are here today and you have never bowed the knee to Jesus – repenting of your sins and following Him as King, then I would plead with you to do so.  As we saw, God is the sovereign ruler of this world.  He is working all things according to the counsel of His will.  And He has made clear that His plan is to eternally punish everyone who rejects Jesus Christ.  You must repent or you will be crushed as an enemy of God.  But the good news is that the sovereign God has also made clear that His plan is to rescue and redeem everyone who follows Jesus Christ.  Repent and believe, and you will be saved.  This is your only hope.  

And if you are here today and you are a follower of Christ, I would urge you to do a number of things.  First of all, recognize that God can use even the worst, most atrocious circumstances and people in your life – even you – to accomplish His plan and bring about good.  Do not despair or give up hope.  Recognize that suffering is sure – and it is not a sign that God has abandoned you or forgotten you.  Joseph suffered and struggled for years before he saw blessing and vindication.  Hold fast and trust the Lord.  Second of all, fervently seek the wisdom of God.  Do not be deceived by the false wisdom of the world.  Soak yourself in the Scriptures – in the truth of God.  Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you will know what the will of God is.  And third, rejoice in your Savior.  Rejoice in the fact that you can be forgiven and justified because He suffered unjustly and gained the victory.  As we come to the table, let us come with joy and hope.  Amen.  
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