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Part I: God Gave Joseph Success
Genesis 39:1-23 (key verse 39:23) 
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.

Last week we saw how Joseph was sold as a slave by his very own brothers, due to the dreams the lord had bestowed upon him. We learned that, just because the lord give a clear dream in your life does not mean life is going to be easy. We are continuing in that theme. In spite of all this, verse 23b says, “…the lord was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did.” We want to learn what does it mean that the lord was with Joseph? And secondly, what does it mean that the lord gave him success in whatever he did? What is success when we see a young man Joseph, being sold as a slave, accused of sexual assault, and sent to prison over something he did not do? What really is success? May the lord grant us one clear word so we may experience the presence of God daily and be successful in whatever we do. Amen!  

After Joseph was sold as a slave to the Ishmaelites he was taken down to the Egyptian called Potiphar, who became his master. He was Pharaoh’s official, the captain of the guard, brought Joseph to live in his house [1-2]. Not after long Potiphar noticed something, look at verse 3-4, ”3When his master saw that the Lord was with him and that the Lord gave him success in everything he did, 4Joseph 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.” Let us look carefully at what Potiphar saw, firstly, he saw that the Lord was with Joseph. It is not clear to me how Potiphar could see that the lord was with Joseph. However, the reality is that God was with Joseph, God’s presence could be seen in Joseph’s life even by an unbelieving person. Secondly, the Lord gave Joseph success in everything he did. The very God who was in Joseph’s life, was not there to chill and be on a holiday, He was there with effect that impacted Josephs life and those around him. Joseph became successful in everything he did. Verse 5 tells us that, from the time Potiphar placed Joseph in charge, the lord blessed the household, both in the house and in the field. If you gave him cattle to look after, your cattle would grow in number and quality. If you gave him plants to plant, things would grow to become plentiful. If you gave him people to lead, he would lead well.

The result of all of this was, Potiphar favoured Joseph, such that he put him in charge of his household. In other words, Joseph became the most reliable person in Potiphar’s house. Look at verse 6, “6So 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.” Later on in the passage Joseph talking to Potiphar’s wife even says, “…“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.” That is how much Potiphar favoured Joseph. And more importantly that is how much God’s favour and presence was upon Jospeph. God’s presence in Joseph’s life was not hidden, it could be seen, it had an impact in the lives of others. 

Now Joseph was well-built and handsome, which resulted in something, look at verse 7, “…after a while his master’s wife took notice of Joseph and said, “Come to bed with me!” Probably Potiphar was an extremely busy man given his position in Egypt. Joseph was rather more present and even took a leading role in the house as though he was the husband. And together with the fact that he was attractive to Potiphar’s wife. She had been seeing him act like his husband in the home, plus he is well built and attractive, after many days of thinking and daydreaming about Joseph in bed with her. She finally broke the silence. “Come to bed with me!”

For the longest time she had been calculating how things should develop after she made this request, something of which any man would jump onto most especially given his position. How did Joseph respond? Look at verse 8, “8But 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.” His answer was a flat out NO! Joseph did not say please give me time to go think about it. Joseph did not entertain or negotiate with the temptation. Potiphar’s wife did not retract, she persisted day after day. Verse 10 says, Joseph refused to go to bed with her or even be with her. When Joseph said No! he was not playing hard to get, his No was final without any doubts whatsoever. Instead of concentrating on the one forbidden thing, he remembered everything that had been entrusted to him. How could Joseph respond this way? Joseph was far from his family and religious community. There was no Jacob or fellow believer nearby to hold him accountable. Joseph could have felt justified to accept. He could have blamed his loneliness, slavery, youthful desires or the injustice already committed against him. How could Joseph be so resolute? 

Look at verse 9, “9No 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?” Firstly, Joseph had a strong sense of responsibility and accountability. He says, my master has withheld nothing from me except you. He remembered the goodness entrusted to him. Instead of concentrating on the one forbidden thing, he remembered everything that had been entrusted to him. Secondly, Joseph valued marriage covenant. Joseph understood that though she was more available to him than her husband, she was still Potiphar’s wife. She was not his. He respected the marriage covenant. 

Thirdly, Joseph named the act truthfully, no sugar coating it. He said, how then could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God. He did not call the act affection, or some private relationship. It was outright sin against God, it was outright wicked. Fourthly, Joseph established practical boundaries. He did not rely on good intentions while remaining close to temptation. Look at verse 10b, “…he refused to go to bed with her or even be with her.” He even avoided unnecessary contact. He refused to even be with her. 

Joseph overcame temptation because the lord was with him. He understood his identity in the Lord. In this way, temptations can be resisted in all levels. Joseph refused it mentally, rejected it verbally, avoided it practically and run away from it when necessary. This was all possible because, Joseph lived consciously before God. Although no person might see the act, Joseph knew that God would see it. We should not ask, can I escape the consequences? But rather Joseph could ask ”How could I do this before the God who is with me.” The repeated statement, “The Lord was with Joseph” was not only a promise of blessing, it was a call to holiness and purity. Because realize that, Joseph does not mention his fear of Potiphar as a reason, but rather, “how then could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God.” He had reverence for God, some people say, nothing is more powerful against temptation than the fear of God. 

Temptation of the flesh is resisted by treasuring God, calling sin by its proper name, maintaining wise boundaries and fleeing when necessary. Immediate obedience may be costly as we will later see, but God remains with those who suffer for faithfulness.

Potiphar’s wife then came with a plan, look at verse 11-12, “11One day he went into the house to attend to his duties, and none of the household servants was inside. 12She 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.” Her plan failed badly and so when she saw he had left his cloak, she accused Joseph of having attempted to assaulted her [13-16]. And now because Joseph had refused her, she became bitter, she became determined to destroy his reputation and position. Potiphar believed his wife and Joseph was taken to prison [17-20]. Just like that Joseph lost everything once again, the position he held, freedom and reputation. Although he had protected Potiphar’s marriage and honoured Potiphar’s trust. 

Let us ponder a bit on how Joseph might have felt about God. Why has God allowed me to suffer after I obeyed Him? Why do my circumstances continue to contradict the dreams God gave me? If the Lord is with me, why am I now in prison? However, yet again, while in prison, the lord was with Joseph. Let us all read verses 21-23, “21the Lord was with him; he showed him kindness and granted him favour in the eyes of the prison warden. 22So the warden put Joseph in charge of all those held in the prison, and he was made responsible for all that was done there. 23The warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph’s care, because the Lord was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did.” The Lord did not prevent the imprisonment, but entered the suffering with Joseph. The Lord understood Joseph’s heart struggles, and so the Lord showed kindness and granted him favour in the eyes of the prison warden. What did this look like? Firstly, Joseph was put in charge of all those held in the prison. He was made responsible for all that was done in prison. Secondly, the warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph’s care. Just like in Potiphar’s house, one common denominator in all Josephs circumstances is that this one thing. The Lord was with Joseph. 

Let us all read verse 23 once again, “23The warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph’s care, because the Lord was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did.” The presence of God in Joseph’s life is the reason Joseph was successful in whatever he did. Whether at Potiphar’s house or in Prison. So far it is clear that God’s presence in Joseph’s life could be seen and impacted others. The other effect of God’s presence in Joseph’s is that. Firstly, he did not have a victim mentality. He was betrayed by his own brothers and sold as a slave. He did not wallow in despair and fatalistic thoughts about his future. He found a clear identity in the Lord, his identity was not based on what the world and other’s thought about him, either from work, school or family members. All because he based his identity in the character and presence of God. He could do so because the lord was with him. 

Secondly, because the Lord was with Joseph, he remained faithful and accountable in all that he was given to do. Joseph pursued faithfulness before God. Whatever task he was given, his goal was faithfulness to God. He was government by God’s presence in his life. As though nothing else mattered but the presence of God in his life. Therefore, Joseph’s faithfulness was based on God’s character and not receiving favourable outcomes. God was not a vending machine to Joseph, whom he would obey in order to get what he wanted. And so Joseph served and obeyed God, for who God is. Did not matter external circumstances, whether he was being sold as a slave, was sent to prison wrongfully. God’s presence remained with Joseph. And Joseph lived a life that pursued the presence of God in his life.

So back to our question, what is success? We can say many things, however, from Joseph’s life we can see that success is given. Verse 23b says, “….because the Lord was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did” Success comes from God. Proverbs 19:21 says, “Many are the plans in a person’s heart, but it is the LORD’s purpose that prevails.” 

Through this passage I am reminded that as much as we live in this ever changing world and different circumstances. God is providentially behind the scenes and is not shocked by anything. I regard myself to be a little bit ambitious, looking to be successfully at work place, in my home and ministry. However, I realize that the first thing I do is to make plans, and rely on my plans and thoughts. However, from Joseph I am learning, he understood his identity in the lord very well. He belonged to God, the presence of God was his identity. Today I stand here because Jesus saved me. I too belong to Jesus. However, unlike Joseph, I pursue success same way as the world. Trusting in my plans and ideas as of first importance. Instead of pursuing faithfulness before God as of first importance. I am moved by Joseph’s life and God’s mercy and faithfulness in his life. It is my prayer that I may daily live for God in whatever I do. By being faithful and responsible with all that is placed before me in this world. Through this passage am learning that, success is not about my circumstances. But to remain in the lord is my true success. Amen!   

In conclusion, Genesis 39 teaches us that success is not a life without hardship, injustice or disappointment. Joseph was successful in Potiphar’s house, but he was also successful in prison. His circumstances changed, but the central reality did not change: “The Lord was with Joseph” [Genesis 39:2, 21, 23]. True success is therefore not measured primarily by position, possessions or public recognition, but by God faithfully accomplishing His purpose in us and through us. Joseph also points us forward to Jesus Christ. Like Joseph, Jesus was rejected, falsely accused and made to suffer despite His innocence. Yet through His humiliation, God accomplished salvation, and afterwards highly exalted Him [Philippians 2:8–11].

Therefore, the final question is not simply, “Are we pursuing God’s presence?” as though His presence could be earned by our faithfulness. Rather, we should ask: Do we belong to Christ, and are we living by faith in the God who has promised to be with His people? Because we belong to Christ, we can resist temptation, remain faithful in ordinary responsibilities and endure injustice without surrendering to bitterness. we may not understand what God is doing in our present circumstances. The house and life we live may feel like prison, obedience may appear to bring suffering, and God’s promises may seem delayed. Yet the God who was with Joseph is faithful. Let us therefore reject sin, fulfil what God has entrusted to us and trust His sovereign providence. True success is to belong to Christ, to walk faithfully before God and to be used for His glory wherever he places us. Amen! 
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