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“Peculiar Treasures”

Ancient stories, Timeless wisdom
#1. Joseph, Saved to Serve
August 10, 2008

In 1979 Frederick Buechner, a P.C.U.S.A. pastor ( we won’t hold that against him) wrote a little book he titled “Peculiar Treasures, a Biblical Who’s Who”. I borrowed his book title for this series of sermons. By “peculiar treasures” Rev. Buechner and I are both thinking about the tales of the people who populate the Bible. Deuteronomy 14:2 says, “You are a people holy to the LORD your God. Out of all the peoples on the face of the earth, the LORD has chosen you to be His treasured possession.”

If I was going to choose something to treasure it would be something rare, something unique, a one of a kind collectable. Some people collect and treasure art forms; paintings, sculpture. I know a man who collects and treasures antique automobiles. My uncle Rhea collected and treasured rare coins. I don’t guess I treasure any thing. I enjoy a lot of things. I value things (tools for instance) but I don’t treasure them. To treasure is to love, to admire, to hold dear. I treasure my children and grandchildren, my family. I don’t always treat them like the treasure they are to me, but they are my treasure.

You see that’s what Moses was thinking about when he wrote that we are the Lord’s treasured possessions. People are the Lord’s treasures and that’s why it is so important that we treasure them. If God sees people as His most treasured, and we are God’s servants (and treasure too) then we should just naturally take care of His treasure. That is part of a servant’s job description. Now of course taking care of people is a lot different from taking care of things. Coin collections don’t wander away from the table, they stay put, people don’t. Pieces of art don’t change color or form, they are always the same. But people are constantly changing. Things have a way of staying pretty much the same, but people are so complex, so alive, that they are constantly making themselves hard to treasure. But our Lord treasures them and us just the same, and so must we.

The bible is chock full of the stories of some of those treasured possessions of the Lord. As we read those bible stories we might come to the conclusion that there are some pretty peculiar treasures out there. Most of those biblical characters were not very loveable and more than a few of them you and I wouldn’t quickly claim as kin.


But here is the thing, as you read their stories it becomes very obvious that God really did treasure those less than perfect people. He claimed them as His own. The bible tells us that when we accept Jesus as our Lord we became a member of God’s family too, and treasures ourselves. How God loved them is how God loves us! And so, the way God interacted with those people of the bible tells us a lot about how God is and will interact with us. That is one reason why the stories are so interesting. We are going to spend a few weeks looking at the lives of some of those biblical treasures. I am going to try to pick people who we don’t normally think about, but not today. Today I want to focus on a treasure you all know well, Joseph son of Jacob.

Joseph was the eleventh son of Jacob, Esau’s brother. Joseph was born to Rachel, the true love of Jacob’s life, and later on Rachel would give birth to Benjamin. The story of Joseph spans three chapters of Genesis and is one of the longer stories in the bible. But for our purposes today I have distilled this life story down to what I see as a central focus, God uses adverse conditions to bring us to a place where we can be used by Him to save others. I think that is the central focus of Joseph’s story. I think I want to add that in the process God saves us too.

The Joseph we meet in Chapter 37, at seventeen, probably wouldn’t be a person we would treasure, he is quick to rat on his brothers and uses his privileged position as his father’s favorite son against them. He seems to be kind of a pompous brat. Jacob has to carry part of the blame here, he showed his favoritism for Joseph over the other brothers which made their dislike for their kid brother even greater. (When I was a boy and would get angry at my little brother I would threaten to sell him to the gypsies, we didn’t have any Ishmaelites passing through Memphis.)

Joseph had a unique God given gift that one day would save millions, but as an insufferable teenager that gift was a liability. He had dreams and visions of things that would one day come to pass and in every one of those dreams he was mister big and all the rest of the family groveled at his feet. A mature man would have kept those dreams to himself but a teenage Joseph couldn’t resist using those dreams to get back at his brothers.

If Joseph had continued along as he was and never faced tragedy he would have probably grown up to be the self-centered king of the ranch and hated by everyone. But God had a better plan. His brothers sold him to a bunch of traveling salesmen and they in turn took him to Egypt and sold him to a rich Egyptian official. He went from being his father’s fair haired boy to a slave. From his perspective Joseph must have felt that the world had come crashing down around him.

We should wonder; did God orchestrate the events that put Joseph in slavery? If God did then it would be safe to assume that is God’s modus operandi. But the bible gives us no clue. As far as the story goes we must assume all of the bad things that happened to Joseph were the result of normal human events. We can’t blame Joseph’s tragedy on God, nor can we then blame God for tragic things that happen to us.


Our perspective of life is terribly restricted. All we know, all we can ever know is what we are experiencing, even when doctors give us a prognosis that is only an educated guess. On the other hand, God’s vision of our lives is perfectly clear from our birth to our death. He made us, He will bring us home, and everything in between birth and death comes as no surprise to God. But because these things are no surprise to God doesn’t mean God made them happen. It seems that instead of averting tragedies God converts tragedies to blessings.  It seems that God prefers not to alter events but to use events for a better purpose. When life gives us lemons we may not be able to make lemonade but we can always trust that God will help us find something to do with those lemons. All we have to do is trust Him and keep trying, which is what Joseph did.

When Joseph found himself down in that dry cistern in the middle of the desert he probably felt the jig was up. When they hauled him out again and sold him to strangers he had no clue what was next. When he was put in the slave auction in Egypt and bought as a house slave he probably thought he would never see his family again. Joseph could have just given up and performed his lowly house duties with a minimum of effort, but he didn’t. Scripture tells us “the Lord gave him success in everything he did”. 


Now you could say that God was giving Joseph success even though Joseph had simply given up, but I don’t think that thinking would agree with the rest of the story. Joseph had decided to make the most out of his situation; he gave 100% to all he did for Pontiphar. Joseph was strong (the bible says he was “well-built”), he was smart, he had success in everything, he had confidence, he was honest, and he seemed to have an uncanny knack for taking care of Pontiphar’s household. He was so good at what he did for Pontiphar that this captain of men put him completely in charge of his household. Joseph had it made in the shade, literally. He took the lemons he was given and made something sweet out of them.

Surely there is a lesson here for us all! When things seem bleak and hopeless we must never forget that God is right there with us. His strength and wisdom is always at work around us. Our part of the equation is to use the gifts we were born with to the best of our ability and trust that God will add His touch.


And maybe here is another lesson from this story; Joseph found himself a slave in Egypt as a consequence of his dealings with his brothers. He was at least partly to blame for what happened to him. They did the deed but Joseph’s way of living with his brothers caused them to hate him. All too often we are at least partly to blame for the messes we find ourselves in. The way we live, the way we treat others, the way we treat ourselves causes us to wander into places we should not go. We are often at least partly to blame for the things that happen to us. But God doesn’t leave us to our self-inflicted suffering. Even when we are at fault God still loves us and works to redeem the situation. And hopefully the struggle itself makes us wiser. 


Just when Joseph seemed to be getting it all together along came Mrs. Pontiphar. Here is where Joseph really begins to show how he has matured. Joseph is a dream-boat! He is young, probably a  twenty-something, handsome, well built, smart, considerate, attractive, and she wants him and pursues him. Joseph makes it perfectly plain to her why he won’t accept her invitation. His master Pontiphar absolutely trusts him and to “do such a wicked thing would be to sin against God”. Rejected again and again, she finally decides that if she can’t have him nobody will. She lies about him to her husband and the next think he knows he is in shackles in the dungeon. Lemons again!

It isn’t unusual to find yourself punished for a good deed. Sometimes doing the right thing, being faithful to God’s word causes us a lot of grief. When that happens we need to remember that we are in very good company. Every major character in the bible who was faithful to God’s word found themselves targets for criticism and suffering, sometimes even death. We tend to call them “saints”.

Well, here we are at the end of our time and in the middle of the story with Joseph in an Egyptian prison, but we know the end of the story. Millions of people will be saved from starvation because of Joseph. A whole nation of people will live on to fulfill God’s promise of a Savior for the world. A family will be reunited and the fractured relationships healed. God used this one man and the tragedies in his life to save many, including us.

I don’t think that Joseph was aware of what God was doing while God was doing it, any more than we are aware of where our lives are going. I think that God preserved this story in His word so that when we read it we will be given some confidence that God hasn’t forgotten us either. We can’t see where God is going with our lives, but like Joseph, we can trust that eventually His will for us will be done. Our job is to trust Him. Amen.

Next week, Caleb, the man who finished well.
