
GROWING UP

Genesis 39:1-23

UPROOTED FROM HOME

I heard of two parents who brought their baby, Angela, to church for the first time. The pastor took keen interest in her and said, "You have a cute baby." 


Prodding him a bit, the wife said, "You probably say that to all new parents." 


"No," he replied, "just to those whose babies really are good-looking."
"So what do you say to the others?"


I say, "She looks just like you."


We are following the stories of the development of young, spoiled, egocentric Joseph and talking about family dynamics. 1 We can say, “Rachel, Joseph looks just like you!” and that would be a compliment. Rachel is described as stunningly beautiful (29:17) and in today’s story we hear that Joseph is strikingly handsome (39:6, The Message). 

Last Sunday we left Joseph walking as a prisoner with Midianite traders on the way to Egypt. It’s not what Joseph or we expected. Joseph was the favored son of 13 children. When his mother, Rachel, died in childbirth with Benjamin, his father Jacob transferred all the love and devotion he had for his favored wife onto this boy. Jacob sparkled over Joseph and only over Joseph, and because of this favoritism all kinds of jealousy, anger and hatred was roiling in this family

In his dreams Joseph stands above his brothers, but far away from his father’s protection he finds himself below them in the depths of a pit hearing them talk over lunch about whether or not to kill him. I imagine Joseph was shocked that his brothers did not sparkle on him as did his father and mother! And now he is a slave walking toward only God knows where. 


What chance would you give a spoiled, egocentric seventeen-year-old boy who was given everything and nothing was expected of him? What chance would you give a boy who was given a long-sleeved leisure coat and was not asked to work and be productive? I think the odds are against Joseph surviving in the cold, cruel world. 


Our story ended last week not with the death of Joseph, however, but with his rescue. The last verse of chapter 37 tells us, Meanwhile the Midianites had sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s officials, the captain of the guard (37:36). We have not heard the last of Joseph! We consider Joseph down for the count only if we neglect the character of Joseph and the character of God. 
PLANTED IN EGYPT

Somehow Joseph lands on his feet. I wonder what would have happened to Joseph if he had stayed in his family of origin with the overt favoritism from his father and the overt hatred from his brothers. Far away from his father’s indulgence, however, Joseph thrives. Joseph is a lot like his father—strong, industrious, and a visionary. The story tells us, The LORD was with Joseph and he became successful man (39:2). 

What happened to Joseph on the road south from Canaan to Egypt? Well, I said last week that every child has at least two basic emotional needs in life. Besides the physical needs for food, liquids and a place to live, I offered last week that every child (and every adult) needs someone who will sparkle over him or her. Each of us needs a significant adult whose eye sparkles whenever we enter the room. That sparkle comes not from what we do but from the sheer fact that we exist in this world. Each of us needs to be the delight in at least one adult’s eye.


Joseph has that. The special coat is a symbol of that favor Joseph has in his father’s eye. Jacob sparkles all over the teenager Joseph. Jacob fails, however, to meet the second important need for Joseph, but that need is met far away in another home—Potiphar’s house—there in Egypt. Joseph’s new father-figure—Potiphar—expects something of Joseph. In this military home, the master expects Joseph to use his gifts for someone besides himself. 


Here is the sign that Joseph is growing up. He begins to realize that even though he is the sparkle in someone’s eye, the whole world does not revolve around him and his needs. Yes, he has special gifts, but these gifts are for service to others and not just for himself. In Egypt Joseph is expected to use his gifts in service, and Joseph begins to grow up. 


And grow up he does! He lives out his name, “Joseph,” which means, “He adds.” And the Lord adds to Joseph and to those around him in many ways. All those around Joseph are blessed, as we see in verse 5: From the time that he made him overseer in his house and over all that he had, the LORD blessed the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s sake; the blessing of the LORD was on all that he had, in house and field. Wherever Joseph goes, people are blessed. 

We hear in verse 6: So Potiphar left all that he had in Joseph’s charge; and, with him there, he had no concern for anything but the food that he ate. “What’s for dinner?” was the only concern the man of the house has. 

Joseph’s strong qualities, however, become again his downfall. We hear the transitional phrase, Now Joseph was handsome and good-looking. (39:6c). Potiphar has a wife. We can almost read between the lines that this unnamed wife is frustrated with her husband whose only concern is what’s for dinner. She has her eye on Joseph, who has his mother’s looks. And she propositions her slave to have sex with her. Joseph refuses and says, “By the authority of my master, I have concern over everything and everyone in this house—except you, his wife. I refuse your offer.“

Every day she tries to seduce him, but every day Joseph says, “No!” Do you see how Joseph has grown up? He does not make decisions based on how much pleasure is in it for him. He responds because of the covenant/promise he has with his master. “You are not within my realm of authority!” Joseph maintains. 


And one day when the two of them are alone in the house, she reaches for him and grabs his coat. Joseph slips out of the coat and runs away. When Potiphar comes home for dinner “(Honey, I’m home and I've had a hard day. Pour me a cold one and oh, by the way, what’s for dinner?”) she has the evidence. She fabricates a story and places on Joseph her own desires and actions. 


What is this husband and military man going to do? In most cultures, the slave would be executed immediately, but Potiphar throws Joseph in the prison in his own house. I wonder if Potiphar’s eye sparkled on Joseph and if Potiphar’s watchful eye has been on his seductive wife all of this time. He does not execute Joseph, and, for the second time in his short life, Joseph is almost killed. 


For the second time in his life Joseph goes from the peak of grandeur to the pit of despair. Again he is down below others and again circumstances beyond his control have brought him to the brink of death. And each time a coat is involved.

Now that we know that Joseph has grown up, what happens next is not that surprising in this story. In the captain of the guard’s prison Joseph again lands on his feet. Again he begins to use his tremendous gifts in service to others. The chief jailer gives Joseph authority in the prison and Joseph cares for the other prisoners. The storyteller says, The chief jailer paid no heed to anything that was in Joseph’s care, because the LORD was with him; and whatever he did, the LORD made it prosper. (38:23). Joseph continues to live up to his name, “He adds.” Again, we have not heard the last of Joseph!
GROWING UP


So what? That’s the question I always ask when I read and study a story from our Bible. So what? What does Joseph’s story from 3700 years ago have to say to us today in Northern Virginia in 2008? This is a story of a young man who has been sparkled upon all his life and who finally realizes that his gifts and powers are for more than his own ego. So many plays, novels and movies revolve around this theme of growing up. Think about the plots of Groundhog Day, Bruce Almighty and The Lion King. In each the hero realizes gifts are for more than my own benefit. To grow up is to realize that the power and gifts and sparkle given are not for me to hoard but to share with others for a larger purpose. 


Joseph’s story is very applicable to our lives in Northern Virginia as many of us work with government agencies and other businesses. You notice in this story that Joseph lands on his feet and works as a competent, diligent and efficient administrator. 2 For the rest of his life Joseph is in government work for the empire and is able to use his status and his authority to work for the good of others. By being a competent, diligent and efficient administrator, Joseph is available for God to work effectively through him.  Joseph grows up and uses his gifts in service for others. 

But that’s not all this story tells us today. Throughout these chapters in Genesis, God does not speak and does not come in overt divine visitations. The Lord comes to Joseph through dreams.  Through all these everyday events, the promises of God and the Divine activity are underneath the entire Joseph story. This is not just the story of a young man growing up. It is the story of God fulfilling covenant promises through an imperfect person like Joseph who begins, as do we all, not in the beginning but in the middle of a complex family drama.

The promises of a nation, land and children ride on this child Joseph, and twice now he comes within a hair’s breath of his own extinction. And his extinction means the extinction of God’s covenant promise to Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. Somehow Joseph and the promise of God survive. Some would call it chance. The storytellers in Genesis, however, see the survival of Joseph and his family as the result of the invisible hand of God in their lives. But that is next week’s story. 

In Egypt Joseph grows up when he realizes his gifts are not for him to hoard but to share for a purpose larger than himself. In what ways do you look just like your parent Joseph?
COMMUNION 
1 Some insights for this sermon come from John Claypool's sermon, Why, What, and the Capacity to Cope, preached at Princeton Theological Seminary, June 30, 1988

2 See Terrence Fretheim, New Interpreters Bible, Vol.  I, page 612
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