Kenmore Baptist Church Message Outline 8th November 2009 (AM/DB)

“God’s Sovereignty and the Confusions in Life”
Part 5 of the “Finding and Embracing God’s Purpose for Life” Series
(Based upon Louie Giglio’s talks “Lost in Translation”)

Dreams and Disillusionment
“I have a dream. I have a dream that
one day my bundle of grain will rise
up and stand with its head held high,
while all of your sheaves will bow
down and kiss the ground. . . . I have
a dream that one day on the red hills
of the earth—a planet sweltering
with the heat of oppression—even
the sun, moon, and eleven stars bow
down to me—my father, my mother,
and my many brothers will freely
bend the knee. I have a dream
today!”
Okay, it’s not Martin Luther King, but do you recognize the dream? If anyone in all of
history had found and embraced God’s purpose for life, it was this guy. Perhaps you’ve
heard of him?
Joseph. You know, the guy with the
amazing technicolour dream coat. He
sung rock songs on Broadway and was
quite the hit. Well, he was a hit with
everyone except his brothers. And, after
the dream, his father. Perhaps his
mother too. Come to think of it, Joseph
wasn’t a hit with virtually anyone at this
stage in life. You can read about it in the
first book of the Bible, Genesis, chapters
37 to 50.
Joseph was a super talented, good
looking, and fast talking seventeen-year-old Israelite. He had an annoying habit of always
telling the truth, which included dobbing in his shepherd brothers for shirking on his
dad’s time. And it seems he struggled with timing—like when to release a dream. He
wanted his dream to fly, but perhaps he pushed it out of the nest a bit early, before the
wings were developed.
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But this was a God-given dream.
It wasn’t a projection of his grandiose
aspirations for universal recognition.
He just wanted to act faithfully in the
1
story God was writing. Now, Joseph
didn’t have the Scriptures as we do,
but He still worshipped the same God
who we know to be totally sovereign,
sitting on his throne and in control of
the whole universe (1 Kings 22:19;
Psalms 47; 93; Proverbs 16:33). This
is the “LORD [who] reigns for ever 1
and ever,” right (Exodus 15:18)? He’s
the God who has a plan for Joseph’s life, not to harm him, but to prosper him and give
him a future (Jeremiah 29:11). He’s the God who works all things together for my good,
right (Romans 8:28)? He’s the God who does as He pleases, with no one to hold back his
hand . . . whose providence and care extends to even knowing when something as small
as a sparrow hits the ground (Daniel 4:34-35; Matthew 10:29-31).
So, Pop-quiz: given the God
Joseph worshipped, and that this
dream was God’s dream—what
trajectory would you expect for
young Joseph’s life? Joseph wound
1 next be (a) promoted to governor of
1
2 the region; (b) awarded a camel and
2
3 a fine middle-eastern bride; (c)
praised for the chosen man of God
4
that He was; or (d) discarded into a
3
pit and left for dead? If the story
wasn’t so familiar, I’m sure you’d
4
expect meteoric rise to fame.
But, Joseph became the mascot
for “demotivators” posters:
“Despair: It’s always darkest just
before it goes pitch black. Dreams:
Dreams are like rainbows; only idiots
chase them.” Dreams can be costly.
Dreams can even leave you in a pit.
Do you have a dream?
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This morning we’re up to part 5
in our series, “Finding God’s
Purposes for Life.” We’ve taken a
big step back to see the kind of
1
story we’re in, the kind of story God
is writing, so we know how to
2
faithfully improvise in our particular
1 scene, all for His glory. We’ve got
this open playing field—a “green
light zone” as Pat put it—in which
we have freedom to initiate and live
2 out our purposes. But in this story
we must keep an open ear to the
director—perhaps he has a particular role for us to play in this cosmic drama? So he
gives us a God-sized dream—something only He can make happen. And then it begins.
“Why, God?” Have you ever
found yourself in the pit, asking
God “Why?” Where’s your
goodness God? I feel like I’m being
driven by the wind … life just
happens, it comes to pass, and
1
where are you? Did I go wrong? I
2
thought you gave me a dream. I
was trying. I was trying to walk
with you, trying to be the person
you wanted me to be, trying to do
the right thing, and then, boom, I’m
lost in the middle of nowhere.
Why am I here?
Circulating around KBC, I’ve heard so many dreams that seem to have been
dashed. That restaurant I bought to bless the community nearly sent me bankrupt. Our
long awaited child enters life with an extra chromosome. My dream of a happy marriage
dissolved with the affair. I’m pregnant with hope, but the dream was stillborn.
1 Whatever story we’re in, it’s not all sweetness and light. It’s not a linear story
heading from victory to victory—it’s full of twists and turns, tension, and even tragedy.
In the midst of life’s confusions, how am I to understand God’s sovereignty? In the
disillusionment of my disappointments, my suffering, my despair—when the story isn’t
turning out as I hoped and my dreams are shattered—how am I to understand the Bible’s
claim that God is in control of the universe?
When I look at the cross—at Jesus’ extravagant and sacrificial love—I’ve got to
believe that God is good, and God is in this—that when all is said and done, His story has
a happy ending. But right now I just can’t see how all the pieces fit together.
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2 If you’re in the pit of despair right now, and your dreams are lying broken around you
on the floor, then the story of Joseph can speak to you. How would my life and my
attitude look different if I truly believed that “God’s dominion is total—that He wills as He
chooses and carries out all that He wills, and none can stay His hand or thwart His
plans”?1
Joseph’s life answers this question—Joseph
embodies what it means to trust in God’s
sovereignty amidst the confusions in life.
I imagine you’re all familiar with Joseph’s
story, so I want to briefly recap seven key scenes
that trace his unexpected trajectory in life,
before we draw out some key principles for us
today. Like I said, it all began with a dream.

Joseph: A Story of God’s Sovereignty
• Scene One: The Dream (Genesis 37:1-11)
Scene one was the dream. In
Genesis 37 we read of Joseph, one of 12
sons to Jacob. There was more than a
touch of friction here, as he was dad’s
favourite—thus the coat of colours. But
he was living a pretty good life, so let’s
start his trajectory up high. His descent
1
really began when God gave him a
2
dream that he would be promoted to
3
rule over all. Perhaps this was the kind
4
of dream best kept to himself!
Ever had that? God gives you a
dream . . . the excitement builds, the hopes rise, but then things go wrong big time. You
lose your job, your health declines, the promised baby never comes, relationships suffer,
and you wonder as to the genre of the story you’re in—am I the lead role in a fantasy, an
action-adventure, or a romantic-comedy? Or is this a confusing thriller with elements of
horror? And it always seems worse when it’s you going through the tough times. As U.S.
Vice President Joe Biden explained, “When your brother-in-law’s out of work, it’s a
recession. When you’re out of work, it’s a depression.” You didn’t ask for this mess, but
you’re in it nevertheless.
Well, this was the start of Joseph’s downward spiral.
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J. I. Packer, Concise Theology, 1993, p. 33. For some thoughts on the broader context of “God and
Suffering,” download the file available from http://www.mediafire.com/?ndiuymzm5t1.
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• Scene Two: The Pit (Genesis 37:12-24)
Scene two was the pit. Remember, he visits his brothers in the field, and they come
up with an elaborate plan to shut this dreamer’s mouth once and for all. Genesis 37
verse 20, the jealous brothers conspire, “We’ll see what will become of his dreams.” (I
guess no one notified them it was actually God’s dream.) Thankfully Joseph isn’t in a
slasher flick, so they relent from killing him. But, they splash blood on his robe to
convince Jacob that he was taken by a wild animal. (A story that may not work so well
nowadays, in case you have something similar in mind for one of your siblings!) So, they
throw him in a pit to leave him for dead.
A 17 year old kid with a dream, in a hole. No robe. No glory. And he’s looking up
with a little spot of daylight, looking up at his brothers, and they’re like, “we’re outta’
here.” And that’s their plan. Have you ever been left for dead, in a hole?
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• Scene Three: The Sale (Genesis 37:25-36; 39:1-5)
So the trajectory is looking pretty down. Admittedly there’s a blip of hope in scene
three, the sale. His brothers were entrepreneurs, so they changed their mind and sold
Joseph to traveling gypsies. These Ishmaelites were onto a good thing—they would buy
slaves real cheap in the country, and then make a killing by selling them in Egypt. So
Joseph was pawned for twenty pieces of silver—“he’s yours forever, to do with him
whatever you want for the rest of his life, from 17 onwards … he’s a slave to you.” (This
should ring a few bells in your mind. Add two-thousand years and 10 pieces of silver for
inflation, and you have Judas’ bribe for Jesus. Even here, Joseph was not alone.)
So Joseph is put up on the blocks—a strapping 17 year old. He’s fit, good looking, and
real smart … quite the purchase. As we read in Genesis 37 verse 36, “He was sold in
Egypt to Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh, and captain of the guard.”
3 As I read through Joseph’s story in one sitting, a couple of phrases stood out, acting
as a backbone to the story. The first is, “And it came to pass.” It seems kind of
innocuous, perhaps a throw away line. But it seems to appear at each junction in
Joseph’s story—as though his life was at the mercy of fate, blown by the wind. His life
kind of “happened,” beyond his control. In grammar terms, Joseph’s verbs are all
“passive”—he’s not writing his life story . . . it’s been written for him. This is challenging
to us moderns, constantly fed lines from commercials that we have the freedom to
choose what we want to do, to be what we want to be, to write our own story and
construct our circumstances. But, this is a lie! Sure, we’re not totally helpless pawns
moved on a chess board—we have genuine choices to make. But have you ever stopped
to think how much of life really is just handed to us? Did you choose your parents? Your
genetics? Your affections? Your dislikes? Your strengths and weaknesses? Your socioeconomic standing in life? New Age books like “The Secret” would have us believe that
we totally control our own destiny by our choices. But then why did I choose this
disability, this redundancy, or that abusive relationship? Why did I choose failure over
success? A proper understanding of God’s sovereignty begins by realizing that we are not
in control. We are finite and fallen, limited and broken, and much of life is handed to
us—it simply “comes to pass.” As the teacher philosophizes in Ecclesiastes 9:11, “I have
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seen something else under the sun: The race is not to the swift, or the battle to the
strong, nor does food come to the wise, or wealth to the brilliant, or favour to the
learned; but time and chance happen to them all.”
But this is only the first step toward understanding God’s sovereignty. For even time
and chance don’t have the final say. We aren’t simply the undirected end point of a
Godless evolutionary process marching across millennia. This is God’s story, and
everything is brought together for His glory. “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every
decision is from the LORD.” (Proverbs 16:33). Or, as the Message renders this, “Make
your motions and cast your votes, but God has the final say.”
4 This connects with the second phrase tying Joseph’s story together. As we read in
Genesis 39 verses 2 through 4: “The LORD was with Joseph so that he prospered, and he
lived in the house of his Egyptian master. When his master saw that the LORD was with
him and that the LORD gave him success in everything he did, Joseph found favour in his
eyes and became his attendant. Potiphar put him in charge of his household, and he
entrusted to his care everything he owned.” Even in Egypt, even as a slave, even sold to
Potiphar, the Lord was with Joseph so that he prospered. Joseph wasn’t a victim of
circumstance and chance. The Lord was with Joseph. Names are significant in the Bible.
Joseph belonged to Potiphar. But Potiphar is Egyptian, and it literally means “belonging
to the sun.” In Egyptian understanding, the sun was Ra—supreme God over all. So
Joseph belonged to Potiphar, but Potiphar belonged to God. So Joseph, and his
circumstances, belonged to God. Even in Egypt, Joseph was in God’s story.
Where is your Egypt? Where have you seemingly been blown, as a servant, a slave,
that it has just “come to pass”? In these circumstances, how would your life and your
attitude look different if you truly believed that God is sovereign—He’s in control?
• Scene Four: The Sex (Genesis 39:6-18)
So, scene three had its ups and
downs. But scene four is definitely a
downer. It came to pass that
Joseph’s master had a hot wife, Mrs.
Potiphar, and she really had a thing
for him.
Under Joseph’s hand, everything
Potiphar set him to do prospered. So
Potiphar put everything under
Joseph’s hand. Except, of course, his
own life, and his own wife. Which
1
was a problem. For when Potiphar
was out, she’d come to him and say,
“Let’s have sex together.” After all, who would know? It seems like she’d played this
game before, so the tracks were covered. I mean, if no one was looking, and no one
would know, what kind of things would you get up to? He was an eligible bachelor, 17
and at his sexual prime, with no prospects. He’s a slave, right. He’s not exactly dating.
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And here’s this half-dressed woman standing there going “What do you think?” Surely
Joseph was owed some satisfaction in all this. He didn’t choose his lot in life. Wasn’t it
his turn to get a leg up in the world?
Joseph’s response? “No way can I do that. I won’t take advantage of the kindness of
my boss. This is wrong. I won’t disgrace my God.” So he bolts. How do you think Mrs.
Potiphar felt? “Heaven has no rage like love to hatred turned, nor hell a fury like a
woman scorned.” She was ropable, and she ripped his clothing on the way out,
screaming “rape” as he fled.
You know the rest. Another tragic downturn for Joseph’s story. He was lucky to not
lose His life. Instead, he was sent to gaol.
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• Scene Five: The Prison (Genesis 39:19-23; 40:1-23)
Scene five: Joseph is wallowing in prison. I mean, here’s a guy that was in a hole, sold
to traveling gypsies, sold to Egyptians, who finally got a break by being faithful in that
guy’s house, who was then falsely accused of sexual assault, and is now in gaol.
But we find the same deal again, reading from chapter 39, verse 21 “But the Lord was
with Joseph and showed him mercy, and He gave him favour in the sight of the keeper of
the prison. . . . The keeper of the prison did not look into anything that was under
Joseph’s authority, because the Lord was with him; and whatever he did, the Lord made
it prosper.”
Chapter 40, verse 1: “And it came to pass, after these things, that the butler and the
baker of the king of Egypt offended their lord, the king of Egypt.” Unlike Joseph, these
two guys were thrown in gaol for something they were responsible for—bad conduct.
But even here, God was in this. God was sovereign, for they had vivid dreams on the
same night—it wasn’t just the spicy falafel and deep-fried chick-peas. God gifted Joseph
to interpret their dreams. And it was thumbs down for the baker: “They’re gonna’ hang
you up, and the birds are gonna’ pick the flesh off you, and it’s gonna’ be a bad ending for
you.” But, a double thumbs up for the cupbearer: “Good news for you—you’re going
back to the palace.”
Joseph was so humble in all this. Joseph repeatedly interprets dreams, but explains
that it is only God who makes it possible. He never steals God’s glory. Everything points
back to God.
But, Joseph wasn’t passive. If anyone could play the victim, it was Joseph. Yet he
never whinged. He did take initiative, though. In Chapter 40 verses 14-15, Joseph asks
the Baker, “When all goes well with you, remember me and show me kindness; mention
me to Pharaoh and get me out of this prison. For I was forcibly carried off from the land
of the Hebrews, and even here I have done nothing to deserve being put in a dungeon.”
So, a taste of success and a glimmer of hope. Have you ever had that—you’re down
in the dungeon, until you see a sliver of light shine through the bars. Can I get my hopes
up? The scan has come back clear; the pregnancy test was positive; a friend says he
might have some work to hold you over. Dare I hope again? Perhaps the “demotivators”
are right: “every dark cloud has a silver lining, but lightning kills hundreds of people each
year who are trying to find it.” Yet, as Proverbs 13:12 says, “Hope deferred makes the
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heart sick, but when desire comes, it is a tree of life.” When the dream materializes, God
turns our mourning into dancing. As David wrote in Psalm 27:13-14, “I remain confident
of this: I will see the goodness of the LORD in the land of the living. Wait for the LORD; be
strong and take heart and wait for the LORD.” It’s worth remembering that our hope
should never be in the circumstances. Instead, our hope is to be in GOD who is sovereign
over the circumstances, not matter how confusing things are.
So Joseph acted in faith, even as he trusted God to come through. Trusting God is not
the same as giving up. Even now, though, with God’s dream and the baker’s promise, the
process was slow and the dream was a long time coming. With what looked like false
hope, I can imagine Joseph was tempted to give up. For as we read in Genesis 40 verse
23, “The chief cupbearer, however, did not remember Joseph; he forgot him.”
• Scene Six: The Promotion (Genesis 41)
Cue scene six and another
dream. If you do the math, Joseph is
2
now 30. He’s burned up 13 years in
a hole and in a gaol. He’s had every
bad break there is, and yet He’s still
listening for God’s voice. I wonder if
he even thought about the dream
God gave him anymore.
Now, you know how the story
goes. Pharaoh has a set of dreams
that no one can interpret. Until the
cupbearer guy has a lucid thought
and says, “Whoa, dreams, there’s a
guy, JOSEPH, hello—I’m so sorry, two years later!—there’s a guy down there who’s great
with dreams!” So Pharaoh asks Joseph, “Do you know about this dream?” Joseph is like,
“yeah, it’s seven great years in Egypt—you’ll prosper beyond belief—and then seven
years of incredible famine and distress. Let’s call it El Niño!”
Again, God prospers Joseph. Pharaoh makes him second in command, over all he
possesses—his own chariot, the royal signet ring, and responsibility to manage the whole
land with a plan to save millions of lives during the coming famine. The man who was
forgotten and left in prison names his first child “Manasseh,” meaning “forgotten”: “For
God has made me forget all my toil and all my father’s house” (Genesis 41:51). And for
this man’s life which for so long was dead and his hopes barren, he named his second
child “Ephraim,” meaning “fruitful”: “For God has caused me to be fruitful in the land of
my affliction” (41:52). What a metaphor—forgetting our pain, fruitful amidst affliction.
This isn’t just Joseph’s life. It’s our lives. In the valley of weeping, God uses our tears
to water the wildflowers (Psalm 84). The dream outlasts the desert. If we just hold on.
1 Now, there’s one more scene that we’ll return to later, the plan, where his brothers
show up and the dream comes true. But what an amazing story. By the end of it, he’s 39
years old—he’s 30 when he starts working for Pharaoh, then seven years of plenty, and a

1
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couple of years of famine set in before he sees God’s plans come to pass. He’s displaced,
he’s disjointed, he’s over here in some other land. And all of this as a part of God’s story.
Now if you’ve been listening with an open heart, then you should have already picked up
on how you—in the midst of your confusion, still waiting for God’s dream to come to 2
pass—how you can act faithfully in God’s story, secure in His sovereignty. The trajectory
may not be what you expected, but the story does finish well. I could finish the message
here and move into a time of communion. But just to make sure you’ve got it, I want to
briefly draw out three key lessons from Joseph’s experience, which can ground our Godgiven dreams when the story takes a turn for the worse.
• Scene Seven: The Plan (Genesis 42-45)

Lessons to Live within God’s Sovereignty
#1. Doing the right thing is always the right response in every situation
The first one is this: doing the
right thing is always the right
response in every situation. If your
story is on a downward trajectory,
then you must know that doing the
right thing is always the right
response in every situation.
When we’re wronged, there’s a
tendency to think we have the right
to wrong others. We think, “I didn’t
deserve this and don’t like where I
am, and I’m not supposed to be here
anyway, and this is not where I’m
meant to end up. They ripped me off, put me in this place, so that just threw out all
things about being a person of humility, of integrity, responsibility, service, generosity,
faithfulness. New rules. When I get wronged, the rules change, and I can get even when
I get wronged. So I stole a little something from my employer, but who cares—he’s a
crook anyway. … okay… I started cheating a little on the side of the job and not keeping
my hours right. But I don’t deserve being in this job in the first place. I should have got
that job, and I got this job, and I don’t like this job. And that gives me the right to be
wrong.”
But Joseph tells us that to do right is the right response in every circumstance. If
you’ve been done wrong, looked over, or treated poorly, just focus on being the person
God wants you to be, right where you are. Joseph was truthful, honest, responsible, a
servant, right where he was, and everything about him was wrong except who he was.
And God’s will for us is more about who we are than where we go.
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And when Potiphar’s wife
tried to get him in bed, he was a
person of integrity. And he was
right, smack, in the middle of the will
of God, if there is such a thing. Stand
in there, holding on to what is right
1
and true. And God honoured him in
it, because of who he was.
1 Being in the wrong situation,
God’s will for me is still the same
thing—to be a person of integrity:
even if everything around you looks
wrong, you be right.
There’s no guarantee that if you’re right for thirty minutes that God will change
everything—an escape clause. Joseph was 13 to 30 all in wrong circumstances, but he
was the right guy all the way through. If we can remember that, then it will encourage us
all the way through as well.

#2. There are always two stories
The second thing I want you
to see in this is quite simple: there
are always two stories. When
dreams are dying around me, and
I’m asking “Why is this happening?”
I’ve got to know there are two
1
stories. There’s the one I can see,
and there’s the one that God can
see.
Joseph’s story was going
haywire, but God’s story was going
fine, it was going good. Maybe
you’re thinking, “I don’t know if I like
God’s story—why would God put me in a bad story?” Because the world’s sinful, and the
world’s broken, and bad things happen in the world … God can’t put us all in a great,
great story, where we’re reclining on a lounge for the rest of our lives. I mean, this is a
tough world we’re living in. And stuff won’t always add up and work out, but God has a
different story going on.
1 God does make all things work together for my good. But in a “me-centred”
society, we often take this to mean that God’s plans, and God’s story, all centre on “me”
as the central actor—I’m the star, and this story better play out in my favour, or I quit.
But this isn’t at all what it means. In context, Romans 8:28 is better understood as “in all
things God works together with those who love him to bring about what is good.” If
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there is a central actor in this story, it’s God—it’s all for His glory, and the “good” in view
here is that of the whole universe—not just me as an isolated individual. We live in a
messy world, and often we have to take one for the team, that greater good will result.
This challenges our self-centredness. But while we think we’re the centre of the
universe and everything revolves around me, life will never make sense. It’s only when I
recognize and embrace that my life orbits around the Sun, God, that I can understand
epicycle upon epicycle of confusion—for history really is His story.
Life is not an unbroken rise to success, regardless of what commercials promise.
Life is, however, full of reversals. If you want to be the greatest, you have to be the least;
if you want to rule, you must serve; if you want to live, you must die and be born again.
The way up is the way down. As Henri Nouwen once explained, when we are born we
emerge from our mother’s womb with clenched fists, eager to grasp the things of this
world. We must learn to release and let go—to die to ourselves, and offer our dreams
back to God, the dream giver.
If you’ve read any of the SIGN
5
evangelism magazines, you may have
noticed a strange parallel between
1
Joseph’s story, or our story, and the
big story. It follows much the same
trajectory. We were designed for 1
4
good—to love God, love others, and
lovingly steward the earth to be
2
fruitful. Instead, we’ve been
2
damaged by evil—we’ve dismissed
and despised God, abused others,
3
and vandalized our world. We are
broken, and we break. But even as all
these pain and confusions come to pass, the Lord is with us and wants to prosper us. 3
Through Jesus we’ve been restored for better. He took on all that keeps us bound, and
paid for our wrongdoing so that we could reconnect with God as the source of life and
love. And for those who die to themselves, we are invited to faithfully improvise in God’s
story—we’re sent together to heal the world. It won’t be easy, but God is with us, His 4
Spirit empowering us to be the right person in a world gone wrong. We will see God’s
faithfulness in the land of the living—it’s not just pie in the sky when we die. But with
these blessings will come persecution (Mark 10:29-31).
We dare not doctor up the hall of faith and only hear half the story. Reading from
Hebrews 11:13-16: “All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did
not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a
distance, admitting that they were foreigners and strangers on earth. People who say
such things show that they are looking for a country of their own. If they had been
thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return. Instead,
they were longing for a better country—a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed
to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them.”
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5 Shakespeare once said that “All the world's a stage, and all the men and women
merely players: they have their exits and their entrances.” When we finally leave the
stage, we will have dreams as yet unfulfilled. But even there, the story is not over.
“What dreams may come?” For God Himself has appointed a day to set everything
straight—to judge all that is evil, wipe away every tear, and make His home with us
where the righteous will rule and our deepest desires and dreams will come true. This is
the bigger story. This is God’s sovereignty, His absolute control, over all the confusions of
life. This is the song we may now sing, which one day the whole universe will join.
As we ask God “Why?” it’s
easy to forget that out of the
greatest evil and injustice, the
greatest good came. Jesus, God in
the flesh, had committed no wrong,
and He was killed on our behalf. Yet
out of this, God brought about
forgiveness and freedom available to
anyone willing to receive his gift.
There’s the story of Roman abuse,
and then there’s the story of God’s
loving reconciliation. There are two
stories.
And this isn’t just a one-off, either. In Genesis 50:20 Joseph remembers his tragic
life of abuse by his brothers, then decades of imprisonment. Yet after it all he says that
what they meant for evil, God meant for good, so that literally millions of people would
survive the famine in Egypt under his wise rule. God’s in the habit of choosing the few to
bless the many—a blessing that only comes through sacrifice.
What if this isn’t just an outlier, but the pattern? If Nelson Mandela was never
imprisoned, would apartheid have been dismantled? If Martin Luther King wasn’t
assassinated, would his dream of racial equality have become a reality? Only God knows.
In the pit of pain you’re in, would you walk out on God’s story when it’s only half
way through . . . before you can see for yourself how all the tensions resolve, and the
hero saves the day? “Wait on the Lord; be strong and take heart.” There are two stories
so don’t despair. And God’s story of eventual triumph ultimately includes all who trust
and obey.
[[n.b. I will likely skip the whole following page and slide, depending on time]]
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I think I saw this most vividly
demonstrated last Monday at my
nanna’s funeral as she was
“promoted to glory.” Over the
years you’ve heard dad speak a lot
about my nanna. An amazing and
faithful woman. There were 400
strong at the celebration service,
and dad asked at one stage for
people to raise their hands if nanna
had written them a personal letter
of encouragement. As far as I could
tell, every hand was raised.
Nanna did not live an easy life. She nearly died of septicaemia with her first child, having
a vision of the pearly gates where God spoke vividly to Nell through a dream, “Go back—
you have not finished your time on earth yet!” Nell went on to have many children and
grandchildren, become an accomplished poet and artist, a senior lifeline counsellor, a
youth group leader, a Bible-study facilitator, and a free spirit who inspired and challenged
all who knew her. Nanna battled cancer three times, went through two mastectomies,
and spent her last years on a respirator, with only 1/3 of a lung working. Yet, just as at
her own husband’s death, she was selfless and lived for God’s story even at her own
passing. Each family member received a letter. In part, it read, “To my darlings, my
family. Much as I love you, I will let you grieve. I will let you weep and feel the burden of
your loss, as you my family share my last farewell. You weep and grieve; yet amidst the
sorrow there is joy. Joy as you feel again, see again, think again, of precious moments
shared. So many treasures I have stored within my heart. Oh that I could wrap them
with rainbow hues, and give them to you in a golden box of promises. Promises I have
proved and long for you to know. Words stamped with God’s faithfulness. Promises of
His love and care. The promise of His presence with you every passing day. His grace,
strength, and courage to guide you on life’s way. . . . Life is one great adventure and
there will be times when you think it’s too tough or a raw deal. Remember, make prayer
your first reaction, not your last recourse. Move forward with courage and remember,
‘The Lord your God is with you everywhere you go.’” Then, in a typical Nanna Nell
flourish, she closes with a post-script: “The sun is golden today; the first tips of pink and
green are on the crab apple tree!!! The promise of spring is here and soon the barren
tree will be transformed into a mountain of blessings. Wonderful!!!”
Winter always gives way to spring. And out of death comes life. Whatever
circumstances you face, there are always two stories, and God is faithful.
“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off
everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the
race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set
before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the
throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not
grow weary and lose heart” (Hebrews 11:1-3)
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#3. Most stories end with an opportunity
As we move into a time of
communion, I want to return to the
seventh scene of Joseph’s story for
our last lesson. You see, when our
story is on the downward slide,
there’s almost always an
opportunity at the end of it—an
opportunity to either get vengeance,
or give grace.
When you’ve been wronged,
there’s almost always the chance to
get even or give grace. You might
get the chance to dress down that
girlfriend who hung you out to dry, to derail the career of that workmate who got you
sacked, or to gloat over the disappointments of someone who kicked you when you were
down. But for people who know that God is sovereign, they have a better opportunity—
an opportunity to give grace in that moment and not vengeance.
At the end of Joseph’s story, his brothers journey down to Egypt during the famine to
get food. They don’t know this ruler is Joseph, just that without his kindness, they will
starve. Now, the Bible doesn’t sugar-coat anyone’s life, especially its heroes. Joseph is
really struggling with this. While still unknown to his brothers, he accuses these Israelites
of spying, and gives them a taste of their own medicine, locking one in prison. He sends
for their father (his father), and their brother (his brother) to come to Egypt. Perhaps he
is testing them. But I suspect he’s on the brink—seeing if he should leave room for God’s
vengeance, or control the outcome for Himself.
But as it says in Genesis 42:9,
“Then Joseph remembered the
dreams.”
Ultimately he lays out a banquet
table of grace for them—totally
undeserved. He reveals who He is,
and they draw away in horror,
1
terrified—for they know they’ve
done him wrong and deserve
nothing but judgment. But Joseph
sheds tears, and invites them to
“come close.” Reading from Genesis
45 verses 4-8, 1
“I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt! And now, do not be
distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to
save lives that God sent me ahead of you. For two years now there has been famine in
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the land, and for the next five years there will be no plowing and reaping. But God sent
me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great
deliverance. So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God. He made me father to
Pharaoh, lord of his entire household and ruler of all Egypt.” Later in Genesis 50:20, he
reasserts his unconditional love and forgiveness: “You intended to harm me, but God
intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.”
How would my life look if I truly believed God was sovereign over all my
circumstances? Look at Joseph. Are you getting this? You’re in a bad position, and
someone did you wrong. Your life story has taken a bad turn. Someone made a decision
that seemingly wrecked your life. No! “You don’t have enough power to wreck my life!
My life is God’s life, where I go is where God wants me to go, and where I land in life is
where God wants me to land. I am in God’s place.” God’s bigger than you. He’s bigger
than all of this. And He can put me where He wants to put me. You meant it for evil, but
God meant it for good. So we, too, can extend grace in place of getting even.
By definition, grace is undeserved. No one deserves it, and nor do we. But how can
we extend grace like Joseph? It’s because of another banquet with amazing parallels. . . .

The Banquet of Grace Courtesy of God’s Son
It’s the last supper of the Lamb
of God who takes away the sins of
the world. At this table, Jesus
stands and breaks bread. The one
who was stricken for our sins and
afflicted, He reveals His identity as
the Son of God, who pours out His
blood to cover our transgressions.
And He invites us to come near.
1
“Bring your bitterness and your
hurt, your broken dreams and your
sidetracked stories, and come.
Come to the place of healing. Come
to the place of forgiveness. Come to
the place of love. Join God’s story.”
In a moment we will distribute the elements—the bread symbolizing the body of
Christ, and the juice symbolizing the blood of Christ, by which we are reconciled to our
Father in heaven. This table is open to all who wish to respond to Jesus’ offer of
forgiveness. Perhaps for the very first time this morning you want to enter God’s story
and trust Him with the confusions in your life. He is trustworthy. Search your heart, and
eat the bread when you are ready, though hold onto the cup and we will drink together.
After communion, there will be opportunity for you to come forward for prayer—to
bring your confusions to the sovereign God, and commit again to play your part in His
great story.
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1 Before we pray over the elements, and if this is your heart’s desire, would you speak
out loud with me these words from my nanna’s favourite salvo song—her dream in life:
“My life must be Christ’s broken bread,
My love His outpoured wine,
A cup o’erfilled, a table spread
Beneath His name and sign.
That other souls, refreshed and fed,
May share His life through mine.”
[[n.b. Leave this final slide up during the full communion time]]

Discussion Questions
(1) How would you classify/describe your life story? On a time-line, plot the trajectory
in terms of your experience—light and shade, happiness and sadness, joy and grief.
(2) What “dreams” do you feel God has given you? How “realized” are they?
(3) Re-read Exodus 15:18; 1 Kings 22:19; Psalms 47; 93; Proverbs 16:33; Daniel 4:34-35;
and Matthew 10:29-31. In practical terms, what does God’s sovereignty mean?
(4) How would your life and your attitude be different if you truly believed that “God’s
dominion is total—that He wills as He chooses and carries out all that He wills, and
none can stay His hand or thwart His plans” (J. I. Packer, Concise Theology, p. 33)?
(5) With which scene in Joseph’s life do you most identify? Why? How should you act?
(6) Revisit the three key lessons—how does (or could) each shape your life right now?
(7) As a group, spend some time committing your life afresh to God, the dream giver.
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