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Getting the Most Out of Joseph




Several years ago, I came across Chuck Swindoll’s book Joseph: A Man of Integrity and Forgiveness (Nashville: Word, 1998). Joseph was already one of my favorite biblical characters, so it did not take much convincing to get me to buy the book. The subtitle really confirmed my decision. I thought to myself, That’s the kind of person I want to be!


Both words speak to the issue of spiritual depth. A person of character—especially in the context of the Christian life—sets himself or herself apart from others by moral uprightness, ethical courage and the strength to stand against evil. Integrity takes character a step further. Warren Wiersbe writes:




Integrity is to personal or corporate character what health is to the body or 20/20 vision is to the eyes. A person with integrity is not divided (that’s duplicity) or merely pretending (that’s hypocrisy). He or she is “whole”; life is “put together,” and things are working together harmoniously. People with integrity have nothing to hide and nothing to fear. Their lives are open books. They are integers. (The Integrity Crisis [Nashville: Oliver-Nelson, 1988], p. 21)





People who have integrity live integrated lives. Their life convictions and their lifestyles match. What they say they believe gets worked out in the way that they live. Their actions, values and behavior stay consistent—whether celebrating Sunday worship with the fellowship of the faithful or transacting business on Monday in the marketplace. Their character distinguishes itself by consistency—whether relating to family and friends on weeknights, or retreating to moments of isolation where only God sees their actions.


Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones tells the tragic story of the young preacher who preached so well yet lived such an immoral life that people “wished that when he was in the pulpit he wouldn’t leave, and when he was out of the pulpit, he’d never return.” The problem? He lacked integrity. His teaching and his behavior were not integrated.


Isn’t integrity what every follower of Jesus Christ desires? To be known as a person of deep and honest character? To be characterized as a person of consistent behavior that reflects Christ in us—no matter what the circumstances?


That’s why this study guide takes us into an in-depth examination of the family, experiences, choices and impact of the life of Old Testament Joseph, one of the twelve sons of Israel. He is known as a dreamer, the possessor of the “coat of many colors” and the key character of the musical Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.


But there is much more to Joseph—so much more that Joseph’s story in the book of Genesis takes up more chapters than Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac or Jacob. Genesis 37 and then 39—50 focus primarily on the life of Joseph. In the studies that follow, we’ll explore these chapters in an effort to discover what Joseph’s life teaches us, several millennia later, about being people of character and integrity.




Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Building on Damaged Foundations


Genesis 29:14—30:24; 37:1-4




Did you ever wish that you had come from a different family? Are there things about your family background and your growing-up years that you’d change if you could? If your answer is yes, you are not alone. Many of us—even if we love our families deeply—speculate how life would be different if certain situations from our childhood were changed.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Think about your growth years at home—before the age of eighteen. As you reflect on the impact of your childhood and family background on the person you are now, what trait or characteristic that you learned are you most grateful for? What trait or characteristic would you most like to change?


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. If you were to ask God one question about the childhood that you’ve lived, what would you ask him?






 


 


Often we think that being a person of depth, character or integrity comes easiest to those who grew up in perfect family situations with wonderful parents in nurturing homes. Our introduction to Joseph and his family sets the stage for quite a different scenario. Read Genesis 29:14—30:24.




1. Outline Joseph’s family structure as revealed in these verses—dad, moms, sons.











2. What do these verses reveal about Joseph’s family life?











3. Imagine growing up in Joseph’s family. What interpersonal dynamics can you most identify with from your own family?











4. What conditions set the tone for Joseph being Jacob’s favorite son?











5. Read Genesis 37:1-4. Joseph served as a shepherd with his half-brothers (same father, different mothers). Imagine this blended family living and working in virtual isolation in a desert community. What relational or interpersonal dynamics might you expect to find in a normal day of work?











6. Imagine yourself as one of the other brothers of Joseph. Given what you know from these verses, how would you have felt toward Joseph?











toward your father?











Have you ever had similar struggles with your own family members?











7. What might have motivated Joseph to bring a bad report to his father about his brothers?











8. What did Jacob (Israel), Joseph’s father, do that also could have intensified the rivalry?











What do you think this action meant to Joseph?











What do you think it meant to his brothers?











9. How did the brothers demonstrate that all was not well between themselves and brother Joseph?











10. As you look at your own family background and relational experiences, what negative factors can you identify that make you wonder if God can ever use your life now?











11. Reflect on your life. What circumstances in your past (that were out of your control) serve to make you feel bitter or angry toward your parents?











toward God?











12. Romans 15:4 states that “whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, that through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.” How does the background story of Joseph and his family encourage you?









 


Ask God to begin the work of healing you from whatever wounds may exist from your past, and ask God to help you release bitterness toward others that hampers your relationships now.




Now or Late


Take some time to write about or reflect on areas in your family upbringing that still bring you pain today. Pray through each area and then ask yourself:


 


Which of these areas require me simply to let go and forgive someone from my heart?


 


Which of these areas do I need to take action on by doing something that can bridge the gap between me and a sibling or me and a parent?


 


What action will I take toward healing these relationships?
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Dreams, Visions and Discretion


Genesis 37:5-11




Does an encounter with God or a vital relationship with God guarantee that our personal problems will be solved? We’d all like to think so, but experience teaches us something quite different. Often the deeper one grows spiritually, the more intense the problems of life become.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Why do you think that one often experiences greater hardships in his or her life when in a deeper relationship with Christ?


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. Think through your own family relationships and primary friendships. How has being a follower of Jesus affected these relationships? What are the benefits and the stresses?






 


 


While we don’t know many specifics about Joseph’s relationship with God, we do know that God intervened in his life at age seventeen and changed his life, his relationships and his future in an incredible way. Read Genesis 37:5-11.
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