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St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church 
Joseph in Prison 
God is present and at work in dark places. 
Scripture: Genesis 39:1-23 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
October 2, 2022 
Opening Hymn: God of grace and God of glory  
Choruses: Psalm 23 (Townend), Blessed be your name  
Communion Hymn: Break now the bread of life 
Closing Hymn: A mighty fortress 
Communion Sunday 
 
We call it ‘rags to riches’, that is 
 a situation where “a person rises from poverty to wealth” 

Or from “obscurity to heights of fame,  
fortune and celebrity”.i  

 
This storyline can be seen in fairy tales like Cinderella or Aladdin. 
 And we sometimes see it in real life. 
 
J.K. Rowling, the author of the Harry Potter series, 
 Is a good example. 
 
After a series of unfortune events including: 

 the early death of her mother, 
  The loss of a child to miscarriage, 
   spousal violence and divorce, 
 
Rowling was “an unemployed single mother living on welfare benefits.  
 
She described her economic status as being  

‘poor as it is possible to be in modern Britain,  
without being homeless.’” 

 
But as most of us are well-aware, Rowling  

“found [extraordinary] success  
after writing the Harry Potter novels… 

 
She is the United Kingdom's best-selling living author  

and one of the richest people in [that] country.”ii  
Rowling is also the world’s first billionaire author.iii 

 
PAUSE 
 
Today we are continuing our journey 
 Through the world’s best-selling book. 
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The record-keeping people at Guinness tell us that while  

“It is impossible to know exactly  
how many copies have been printed  

in the roughly 1500 years  
since its contents were standardized… 

 
research conducted by the British and Foreign Bible Society in 2021  

suggests that the total number [of Bible in print] 
probably lies between 5 and 7 billion copies.”iv 

 
Today we continue exploring  

some of the most significant stories  
  Of this global best-seller.  
 
Two weeks ago we heard about Noah and the Flood. 
 Last week we listened in to the call of Abraham. 
  Today we take a peek into the saga of Joseph, 
   Abraham’s grandson. 
 
You may be surprised to realise  

that the material dealing with Joseph's life 
comprises nearly one third of the first book of the Bible.v 

 
All to say that the writers and editors of the Old Testament 

Recognised that Joseph’s story was extremely significant  
In revealing the character of our God 
 And describing the life of God’s people. 
 

At a cursory glance the Joseph saga  
 May seem to fit the ‘rags to riches’ archetype. 
 
It’s a story about a prisoner/slave 
 Who becomes the second in command in Egypt. 
 
But when we take a closer look 
 We discover that Joseph’s journey 
  Is much more complicated.  
 
There are more turns and twists, crashes and climbs. 
 The most desperate times are filled with blessings, 
  And seasons of success include sorrow. 
 
It is important to note from the outset 

that Joseph came privileged background.  
  His father Jacob was a wealthy rancher. 
   As the youngest of 12 boys, 
    Joseph was favoured by his father. 
 
You heard about that today in the children’s story, 
 How Jacob gave Joseph an ornate robe.vi 
 

Figure 1Joseph the Overseer of Pharaoh's Granaries 
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But between his father’s favoritism, 
 a God-given gift of dreams and dream-interpretation, 
  And Joseph’s own big mouth,  
   Joseph is hated by his older brothers. 
 
They sell him as a slave, 
 And cover up his disappearance 
  As a run-in with a wild animal. 
 
All of this is previous to today’s text, 
  A trajectory that might be described 
  Not as a ‘rags to riches’ story, 
   But a ‘riches to rags’ story. 
 
In many ways today’s text  
 Follows this downward trajectory. 
  Joseph goes from a household slave to a prisoner. 
 
And yet at the same time, 

God blesses Joseph in these situations 
  And causes him to thrive in each of these places. 
 
We begin with Joseph in Potiphar’s household. 
 We are told that “the Lord was with Joseph so that he prospered”.vii 
 
Potiphar had a keen eye to recognise  

that things went well in Joseph’s hands, 
  To the point that he entrusted Joseph  

with managing everything except for the dinner menu. 
 
Things are going well with Joseph. 
 His career, his life seems to be on the up and up. 
  That is until Joseph catches the eye of Potiphar’s wife. 
 
Like Potiphar she notices Joseph. 
 She notices in particular, 

 that he is ‘well-built and handsome’. 
She would like to be in his hands 
 Like the rest of Potiphar’s household. 

 
In her position of power, she ‘invites’ him to bed. 
 When Joseph refuses, she continues to harass him. 
  And Joseph does his best to avoid her altogether. 
 
 
But one day she catches him alone, without any witnesses. 
 She latches on to him…  

Joseph pulls away and runs to the door… 
   she is left holding his cloak in her hands. 
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She uses that cloak to falsely accuse Joseph.  
 She claims that he was trying to get her into bed! 
 
We are told that Potiphar burns with anger when he hears about this. 
 
[You should note that is completely possible  

that Potiphar sees through his wife’s accusation 
  And is angry that he must dispense with a good servant 
   To preserve the family honor,  
 
and just maybe 

this is why Joseph ends up in prison, and not dead.] 
 
Whether or not Potiphar sees through the ruse, 
 Joseph suffers in this situation: 
  He is sent to jail. 
 
But the same God that was with Joseph when he was a household slave 
 Continues to be with Joseph as an inmate. 
 
We are told again that “the Lord was with him; 
 He showed him kindness and granted him favor 
  In the eyes of the prison warden.”viii 
   
The English word ‘kindness’ is a translation of the Hebrew word 

ḥesed which “conveys divine constancy,  
loyalty, care and [provision].”ix 

 
Steadfast lovingkindness. 
 
Joseph’s saga continues in ongoing chapters. 
 His God-given ability to interpret dreams 
  Allows him to help others  

Even while he languishes in prison. 
 
Eventually, however, he is remembered, 
 And those same gifts give him an audience with the Pharoah 
  And a promotion to second-in-power in the land. 
 
But today’s section of the saga, 
 Describes a loss of status even while 
  It describes God’s steadfast care. 
 
So what are we to understand about God 
 And ourselves from this section of the story? 
 
I think that at least two lessons stand out. 
 
First of all, we are reminded that the world is a dangerous place. 
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You can be diligent, loyal, and faithful 
 And still get tangled up  
  In the wicked powerplays of others. 
 
It doesn’t matter who you are, 
 Whether a grandson of Abraham 
  Or a child of the living God. 
 
God’s people are not immune to the wickedness at work in the world. 
 Our reputation can be harmed, 
  Our careers can be damaged, 
   And our futures endangered  
    By the selfish actions of others. 
 
That’s the first lesson. 
 If we take Joseph’s story to heart 
  We are forced to recognise that being among God’s people 

is no guarantee of a live that is comfortable and easy. 
 
God lets suffer in many ways: 
 We bear the brokenness of our families, 
  We endure harassment in our workplaces, 
   We face miscarriages of justice. 
 
That’s the first lesson: 
 The world is a dangerous place. 
 
 
The second lesson is that God remains with us 
 In these dark situations, actively working for good  
  In our lives and in the world. 
 
While today’s text has Joseph moving in a downward trajectory 

from being a household slave to becoming an inmate, 
 in each of these situations God is prospering him, 
  and blessing those around him. 
 

This was the promise God made to his grandfather Abraham: 
 
I will bless those who bless you, 
    and whoever curses you I will curse; 
and all peoples on earth 
    will be blessed through you.”x 
  
Ultimately Joseph will be used to rescue the people of Egypt, 
 Rescue his very own family, 
  and provide a place where his family, 
   might grow into a nation. 
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But even in today’s small slice of his story 
 We see a vivid display of 

“the dominant theme of Joseph's life –  
 
that God [is] providentially preserving his life  

in spite of and through intense trial and injustice.  
 
No matter in whose 'hand' his life [is] held,  

ultimately it [is] the hand of God  
which [saves] and [prospers] Joseph.xi 

 
How does Joseph describe his own life in the end? 
 Speaking to the same brothers  

who sold him to slave-traders he said: 
 
You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good  

to accomplish what is now being done,  
the saving of many lives.”xii 

  
Is your life a ‘rags to riches’ story? 
 Or is it more like Joseph’s? 
  A story marked suffering, but also marked 
   By the gracious and sustaining hand of God? 
 
Sometimes when we are on those downward spirals 
 It is hard to recognise God’s favour and blessing. 
  It is hard to see the good that God is accomplishing. 
 
But if we are able to see even a hint of God’s grace,  

that awareness can be transformative. 
 
If we recognise, in the words of Paul, 

“that in all things God works for the good  
of those who love him,  

who have been called according to his purpose… 
 
[We are not merely victims 

In a cruel and unjust world, 
 doomed to defeat. No…]  

 
“in all these things we are more than conquerors  

through him who loved us.”xiii  
May God give us the eyes to see 

   God’s provident care. Amen. 
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