Genesis 39: 6b-23

Putting God 1st – how far will you go
25th September
Recap

Joseph hacks his brothers off by telling them what God has shown him – that he would be the greatest among them. 

They sell him for money and tell their father that he’s dead.

Joe is then sold to a powerful Egyptian official, Potiphar, that we heard about last week and all seems to be going well – Joe works hard and as we heard last week, Potiphar notices that it was GOD who was giving Joe success. Potiphar trusts Joe so much that he puts him in charge of all of his household. At the time you think it would be nice if the story ended there – Joe trusted God and God made it alright for Joe. He had a really nice house, a really good job, nice car, sky TV with all the sports channels, shopping in the most exclusive shops – no more Tescos or Asda for him. He could simply relax back, take things easy and enjoy life. After all he’d earned it.

But you see if you’re a Christian, life will never be that simple. Wasn’t then, isn’t now. If you’re committed to following God, like Joe was, then at times we’re going to face difficulties, we’re going to have to make sacrifices and were going to have tough choices.

Dave was a local lad who had just started at the 6th form in one of the Slough schools. He pretty much had it all. He was pretty bright – he’d passed 7 GCSEs – got 2 A*s – and had been at the same school from year 7, so he knew lots of people, had lots of friends. He was pretty cool and so were most of his friends. He was funny and a good looking bloke and plenty of girls were just dying to go out with him. And it wasn’t just girls in his own year. One of the girls from the year above also started to take note of him. Wasn’t any old girl – this was Emma, the head girl, she was part of the group that everyone wanted to be in, everyone wanted to hang around with, she was the most popular girl in school and had the most powerful friends. Even the teachers seemed to do what ever she suggested. She always got what she wanted. One day she caught up with Dave after school and invited him back to her place. They seemed to get on well and so Dave accepted. Her parents were away. It wasn’t long before she started to force herself on Dave but he was having none of it. He told her he was a Christian and that this was more important to him than anything in the world. It’s not what God wanted for him – he could be her friend but no more. Emma was livid – no-one turned her down. She threw Dave out the house. Dave meanwhile tried to forget it – that was until the following morning at school. Dave was called to the headmaster’s office during the morning. The police were there and explained that he had been accused of attempted rape – Emma had reported it. And what Emma Smith said, the teachers were only too ready to believe. Dave was expelled. His friends deserted him – they didn’t want to hang around with a guy who tried to rape a girl. His parents were devastated, all the neighbours knew of course and this made it so much worse. When he walked down the street he knew people were staring at him, whispering to each other. His life was ruined. Imagine if it was you – what would you say to God? How would you feel if you’d done what God had wanted and yet everything that was important to you was in ruins? And if you knew it was going to end up like that would you still have followed what God wanted you to do? In other words how far are you prepared to go for God?

The frightening thing is that this story really did happen to someone – OK, his name wasn’t David and he didn’t live in Slough. His name was Joseph and he lived in Egypt. Just because it happened about 3500years ago doesn’t make it any less real. It doesn’t make it any less painful for Joseph.

Sarah promised you 2 weeks ago that the story of Joseph had it all and it does. Just when all is going well, disaster strikes again, Potiphar’s wife steps in. She just fancies Joe like mad and is determined to get him into bed. When Joe refuses she just keeps on trying. And eventually she just throws herself at Joe and more-or-less tries to drag him to the bedroom. Can I just say that this is not a good way to get a girlfriend or boyfriend generally. Grabbing someone’s clothes and saying “Come to bed with me” usually doesn’t work and it doesn’t work here. Joe does a runner leaving Potiphar’s wife in a bit of a rage. You see she’s an important person and she’s not used to people turning her down. So instead of Potiphar finding out the truth about how well Joe has behaved, his wife tells him a pack of lies and the result is that Joe loses so much of what he has worked so hard to achieve. He loses the trust that Potiphar had put in him, he loses his home, job, respect and even his freedom as he’s thrown in prison. So from someone who had so much going for him, he now has virtually nothing. And why? Because he’s committed some terrible crime or behaved in a bad way? No – because he did what God wanted him to do. He behaved in absolutely the right way. And for this he had now lost virtually everything and was now in prison. Try and imagine it again – it really did happen. And the story is left to us by God in the Bible because it has a lot to teach us – about us and the way we behave, about the world and how it wants us to behave, and about an incredible God who always keeps his promises.

Let’s look at the example of Joseph and we’ll see 3 major things we can learn:

When to put God 1st?

How to put God 1st?

The result of putting God 1st
1. When to put God 1st?

Well this is the key to the entire passage. God teaches us through Joe’s example that we clearly have to put him 1st at all times, even through the toughest temptation. Now it’s easy to talk about putting God 1st, it’s easy to talk about temptation, but just put yourself in Joe’s position for a second. He’s a young bloke, he’s in an empty house with probably a pretty woman – let’s face it she’s the wife of one of Pharoah’s top officials and these important people tend to have good looking wives or husbands. And she wants to have sex – she’s not going to tell anyone. No-one will know apart from him and her. So 1st of all there’s the temptation of sex here – he knows it’s wrong but it’s so easy and no-one will know. And just to add to that there’s the temptation of his career. He’s got a good job, good house, he’s important and HE KNOWS that if he turns down this woman, things are going to get really tough. He could lose all these things that he’s worked so hard to get. That’s just not fair. So he’s tempted by the chance to have sex and he’s tempted by the chance to hang on to his career. But if he gives in to these temptations, God is no longer 1st in his life. If you were Joe could you honestly have walked away? That is what God demands from us – if you’re a Christian, no matter how bad the temptation, God asks you to put him 1st? Does some non-Christian boy or girl really like you and you really want to go out with them? Tempted? God says we need to put him 1st. Tempted to start drinking alcohol or taking drugs at parties because your friends want you to? God says we need to put him 1st? Tempted to pick on the student that everyone picks on because you want to be part of the crowd? God says you need to put him 1st. Think it’s unfair? Think perhaps that God doesn’t understand what He’s asking of you – it’s just too much. Well let’s just look at someone else in the Bible that dealt with temptation.

Read Matt 26 vs 36-42

There are loads of examples of Jesus being tempted in the Bible, the most famous ones are when Jesus is in the desert – he’s tempted with food, power and being important and he refuses them all. But in this passage, the day before Jesus dies, he is FULLY aware of what he has to do and the pain that this will cause him – not just physical pain but rejection by His Father because He was about to take my punishment on a cross. And the thought of this is SO terrible that He says to His Father – “Look, if there is another way, let’s do another way”. But he knows that there is no other way, so when He’s faced with the temptation to leave us to the punishment that we deserve, what does He do? He says vs 39: “Let’s do what you want, not what I want.”

Even KNOWING the extreme suffering that he was going to face Jesus didn’t back out on us – God asks us not to back out on Him. He asks us to put Him 1st no matter what.

2. How to put God 1st?
Let’s see what Joe did:

Firstly let’s look at vs12…

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 faced with temptation, Joe does a runner. And that’s a fantastic example for us. I don’t mean you have to literally run when you’re tempted – that would look a bit odd sometimes, but you’ve got to do a runner from evil in every part of your life. If you KNOW you’re going to be tempted by something or someone – don’t go there. If you’re already there – leave NOW. Why put yourself through something that you know will only end in tears? Either you will follow God and have the pain of pulling yourself away from temptation, or worse you’ll give in to the temptation and basically spit in God’s face. And don’t pretend to yourself that it doesn’t hurt God or “I’m not doing anyone any harm”. Verse 9 is one of the most important parts in this passage – look what it says:  When Joseph is faced with the temptation of sleeping with Potiphar’s wife he says:

“How could I do such a wicked thing and sin against GOD”.

It is clearly God that Joe takes into account. So before you think: “I’m not hurting anyone” or “no-one will see” – remember it’s GOD that you’re sinning against, it’s GOD you’re hurting and this after all He has done for you.

Look at the treatment of alcoholics – the 1st thing they’re told when they’re being treated is to stay away from places where alcohol is going to be served – either the pub, or a party. Sometimes they think – “Oh, I can handle it. I’ll go to the party, but I won’t drink.” And 99 out of 100 times they fail – they go, they end up drinking. Well that’s like us. We’re addicted to sin. And certain sins more than others. I don’t know what it is for you – may be it’s some boy or girl who you know it’s not right for you to go out with, but you still want to. Maybe it’s sex itself. Maybe it’s gossiping about other people behind their backs, putting others down- just makes you feel good to do it.

Whatever it is, why put yourself in a position where you’re going to be tempted? Don’t go there. Or if you’re there, leave. Make sense?

The second way Joe puts God 1st is that he gives glory to God in everything he does. And, if you’re particularly good at something or you have a particular gift then you have even more of a responsibility to use this for God’s glory. He gave it to you after all. That’s what Joe did. Have a quick look ahead at Ch41 vs 15 & 16:

15Pharaoh said to Joseph, "I had a dream, and no one can interpret it. But I have heard it said of you that when you hear a dream you can interpret it." 

    16 "I cannot do it," Joseph replied to Pharaoh, "but God will give Pharaoh the answer he desires." 

Joe has this incredible gift of being able to interpret dreams. He knows where this gift from – it comes from God. But Pharoah who’s the King of Egypt basically, doesn’t know this. Joe could have been tempted to claim all the credit himself, make himself important. And Pharoah says to him: ”I hear you can interpret dreams” – Joseph says: ”I can’t but GOD CAN.” So when God gives us gifts he expects us to use them for HIS purposes not for ourselves.

Have a think for a second at what your good at…maybe sport, drama, music, maybe you’re an IT genius, maybe you’re good with children. As a Christian, God expects us to use them for him. And if success comes with it, we need to let people know just where this gift comes from. It comes from GOD.

Read Phil Ch2 vs 12-13

12Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 13for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.
Jonathan Edwards is an Olympic Gold medalist at 2 Olympic Games, he’s the best triple jumper this country has ever had and he’s held the world record for the triple jump. But this is what he said about his talent:

 “Ultimately I thank God. He's given me the talent and the ability and the drive and really it's in my motivation to serve him that I've been able to produce these performances. You know, I've received a lot of praise but today's newspaper is tomorrow's fish and chips paper, but God deserves praise forever and ever and ultimately it's to him that I give thanks.”

“Essentially, my relationship with Jesus and with God is fundamental to everything I do. I made a commitment to serve God in every area of my life. The basic philosophy of what I try and do is to glorify God through every aspect of my life.”
The result of putting God first

Now you might notice that this chapter begins and ends in the same way. Look at vs 4-6:

4 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. 5 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. 6 So he left in Joseph's care everything he had; with Joseph in charge, he did not concern himself with anything except the food he ate.
Potiphar trusted Joseph with everything

Now look at verses 22-23:

22 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. 23 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.
By the end of the chapter we now find the prison warder trusting Joe with everything.

Now you might start to think: “Oh I see, if I put God 1st in my life, I’ll have great success in my life.” But that’s not what this passage is teaching us. Sure Joe did have great success but he also had great suffering. In addition we must note why Joe becomes so powerful – NOT because he was being rewarded for following God – it was because this was part of God’s plan for the world. We’ll read later in this story that Joe will go on to save his family – his father and his brothers. One of Joe’s brothers is called Levi and from Levi’s family, a guy called Moses would eventually be born who would be so important to God’s plans and more importantly another of Joe’s brothers was called Judah and from Judah’s family a man called Jesus would be born and our whole life depends on Him.

You’re not promised success as the world sees it  - you may not get to play for Man U or you may not get to sing at the Royal Albert Hall – you might do but God doesn’t promise us that. What he does promise is something far far greater though. We’re promised God’s friendship – not just now but even after we’ve died and left this little world. The chance to be with God in heaven is better than you could ever imagine.

Conclusion
So this story of Joseph teaches us about how one bloke, not much older than you, decided that he was going to live for God, not for himself. He was going to put God 1st – even though he knew the cost. And it did cost him big time at certain points in his life. Nothing has changed. We still have the same loving God who is dying to know us better and to show us just how special He can make us if we put Him 1st in everything. That’s going to be tough and some of us are probably realizing that we’ve failed God when it’s come to the crunch. Hopefully we’ve learnt in our groups just what an amazing God we have and we’ve seen big players in the Bible like David and Peter fail when it came to the crunch. They were truly sorry and God forgave them. He’s offering the same for you IF you truly want to change and start again. Just like David and Peter did.

TOPICS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION

1. Discuss in your group the parts of our lives where we know we get tempted and where we need to put God first. How are you going to put God 1st in practice?

2. We’ve heard about Jesus and Joseph getting tempted and being able to walk away from it. That’s not always the case in the Bible. Read about the following people. What happened to them?

David and Bathsheba: 2 Samuel 11 vs 2-5

Peter and denial: Mark 14 vs 66-72

What happens when we’ve failed like David and Peter

Look at 1 John 1 vs 8-10

3. How does the Bible tell us we are to behave?

1 Thes 4:3-7

2 Tim 2:22 – flee from evil desires of your youth and pursue righteousness

4. How on earth are we going to manage to put God 1st?

Read 2 Pet1:3-4 

