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Cautiousness is knowing how important right timing is in accomplishing right actions.

THREE SCENES FROM THE LIFE OF JOSEPH

By Steve Withrow

Pastor, Editor – Charlotte, NC

Editor’s Note:

This Bible study incorporates three passages of Scripture, and may be presented as one lengthy study (15-45 minutes), or may be broken down into three smaller studies of between 5-15 minutes in length according to the discretion of the study leader.  It would be good preparation if the leader could read Genesis chapters 37, and 39 through 41 as background.

Cautiousness Defined

· Cautiousness is knowing how important right timing is in accomplishing right actions.

· Cautiousness is planning for the success of a venture by following the ways of God rather than my natural inclinations.

· Cautiousness involves the following elements:  advance planning, information gathering and analysis, vigilance against danger, thinking before you act, prudence in speech, listening to others, listening to and obeying God, and adjusting to your own personal limitations and the limitations of a situation.  –SW

Background

Joseph was the 11th of Jacob’s (later named Israel’s) 12 sons.  He was sold into slavery in Egypt by his jealous brothers, and found himself serving as a slave in the service of Potiphar, who was in charge of Pharaoh’s bodyguard.  Joseph rose to be put in charge of Potiphar’s entire household, was unjustly imprisoned due to the scandalous behavior of Potiphar’s wife who desired an affair with Joseph, then rose again to be 2nd in command over all of Egypt after interpreting two of Pharaoh’s troubling dreams, and suggesting an appropriate course of action for the empire.  One of his strongest attributes was his careful and cautious management style.  We will read three passages.  The first reveals Joseph’s cautiousness over Potiphar’s household.  The 2nd reveals his prudent behavior in the face of the temptation posed by Potiphar’s wife.  The third demonstrates the careful planning that won him the approval of Pharaoh.

Today’s Texts

Scene One - Genesis 39:1-6

Now Joseph had been taken down to Egypt: and Potiphar, an Egyptian officer of Pharaoh, the captain of the bodyguard, bought him from the Ishmaelites, who had taken him down there.  (2)  And the LORD was with Joseph, so he became a successful man.  And he was in the house of his master, the Egyptian.  (3)  Now his master saw that the LORD was with him and how the LORD caused all that he did to prosper in his hand.  (4) So Joseph found favor in his sight, and became his personal servant; and he made him overseer over his house, and all that he owned he put in his charge.  (5)  And it came about that from the time he made him overseer in his house, and over all that he owned, the LORD blessed the Egyptian’s house on account of Joseph; thus the LORD’s blessing was upon all that he owned, in the house and in the field.  (6)  So he left everything he owned in Joseph’s charge; and with him there he did not concern himself with anything except the food which he ate…

Scene Two - Genesis 39:6b-12

Now Joseph was handsome in form and appearance.  (7)  And it came about after these events that his master’s wife looked with desire at Joseph, and she said, “Lie with me.”  (8)  But he refused and said to his master’s wife, “Behold, with me here, my master does not concern himself with anything in the house, and he has put all that he owns in my charge.  (9)  There is no one greater in this house than I, and he has withheld nothing from me except you, because you are his wife.  How then could I do this great evil, and sin against God?”  (10)  And it came about as she spoke to Joseph day after day, that he did not listen to her to lie beside her, or be with her.  (11)  Now it happened one day that he went into the house to do his work, and none of the men of the household was there inside.  (12)  And she caught him by his garment, saying, “Lie with me!”  And he left his garment in her hand and fled, and went outside…


Scene Three - Genesis 41:28-36 & 39, 41, 44
(And Joseph said) “it is as I have spoken to Pharaoh:  God has shown to Pharaoh what he is about to do.  “Behold seven years of great abundance are coming in all the land of Egypt;  (30)  and after them seven years of famine will come, and all the abundance will be forgotten in the land of Egypt; and the famine will ravage the land.  (31)  So the abundance will be unknown in the land because of that subsequent famine; for it will be very severe.  (32)  Now as for the repeating of the dream to Pharaoh twice, it means that the matter is determined by God, and God will quickly bring it about.  (33)  And now let Pharaoh look for a man discerning and wise, and set him over the land of Egypt.  (34)  Let Pharaoh take action to appoint overseers in charge of the land, and let him exact a fifth of the produce of the land of Egypt in the seven years of abundance.  (35)  Then let them gather all the food of these good years that are coming, and store up the grain for food in the cities under Pharaoh’s authority, and let them guard it. (36) And let the food become as a reserve for the land for the seven years of famine which will occur in the land of Egypt, so that the land may not perish during the famine.”  (39)  So Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has informed you of all this, there is no one so discerning and wise as you are… (41)  See I have set you over all the land of Egypt...” (44)  Moreover, Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Though I am Pharaoh, yet without your permission no one shall raise his hand or foot in all the land of Egypt.”

Interacting With the Word

In the first scene Joseph is in the service of Potiphar, the captain of the bodyguard.  What types of attributes are essential character qualities for those who head the security operations for Heads of State?


Some Possibilities

· Honesty / Truthfulness

· Prudence (loose lips sink ships)

· Extreme vigilance

· The ability to foresee problems

· Loyalty

· Diligence and attention to detail

· The ability to delegate to proven associates

· Courage and honor

· A sense of duty and self-sacrifice  (He must be willing to take a bullet for his leader.)

· Tremendous attention to detail

· Suspiciousness

· Good judgment

· Listening skills

· Trustworthiness

Generally speaking, we would expect such a man to be extremely cautious, and that would under gird all his other character qualities and influence them.

In the light of this list of character qualities that we may safely assume a man such as Potiphar would have, what type of character qualities would he be looking for in the man he would place in charge of the management of his entire home and finances?


Answer – All of the above.

In the second scene Joseph finds himself in the uncomfortable position of being required to work within Potiphar’s house, attending to his duties, while being propositioned day-after-day by Potiphar’s wife.

If you were in Joseph’s shoes, what precautions would you take to insure that nothing imprudent would happen?  What steps can you surmise that Joseph took?  Do you think that his leaving his cloak in her hands displayed a lack of caution on his part or not?

Some Possibilities

· V.8 
shows that Joseph tried to deal with the problem directly by talking to her

· V.9 
Joseph reminded her of her commitment to her husband

· V.9 
Joseph was cautious to remember his responsibility to both Potiphar and God.

· V.10
Joseph tried to ignore her.  He demonstrated resolve.

· V.11
This verse presents as a new development that there were no workmen in the 

House on the fateful day.  Joseph probably scheduled the other servants to insure that there were always witness around for protection.

· V.12 
His caution led him to flee

· After the incident there is no record of Joseph presenting a defense.  Is it possible that he offered only a minimal defense to inform Potiphar and yet protect the honor of Potiphar’s household?  If so, this demonstrates Joseph’s caution in defense of his master, which is above-and-beyond the call of duty.

NOTE:

Supporting evidence that Potiphar still believed in and trusted Joseph would be the following.  The usual sentence for such crimes was death, but Potiphar spared Joseph.  39:19 says that Potiphar’s anger burned, but not against Joseph.  (If someone’s anger was directed toward another, the Hebrew idiom would be that Potiphar’s anger burned against Joseph.  Cross reference with Exodus 4:14 when God’s anger burned against Moses.)  Potiphar was head of the king’s security & Joseph was put in the king’s prison, which kept Joseph in Potiphar’s indirect charge.  Joseph was permitted to supervise the prison and it is quite doubtful that this could have occurred without Potiphar’s permission.  Later, 41:37 shows that all Pharaoh’s servants concurred with Joseph’s proposal, which would have included Potiphar.  Potiphar did not stand in Joseph’s path of ascendancy, and may even have facilitated it.  

What rationale did Joseph give Potiphar’s wife for not committing adultery with her?  What do they tell us was the basis of Joseph’s caution?

His words tell us that Joseph refrained from sleeping with her for more than pragmatic reasons.  He was cautious not just to keep from getting caught.  His caution was rooted in a moral center that identified adultery as sin and believed integrity must be integrated into even the secret places of life.

In the third scene Joseph stood before Pharaoh.  What things does he say to Pharaoh that prove him to be a cautious man?  Does his caution seem to be based in wisdom or in fear?  Why do you think so?


Some Possibilities
· V.30-31
He was careful to lay out the cost of inaction.

· V.32

He was careful to explain the need for speed and decisiveness

· V.33

He prioritized discernment and wisdom as necessary attributes for the new

administrative position

· V.34

He advised 20% taxation during the years of abundance as a precaution

against 

the coming lean years

· V.35

He advised that the stored grain be put under guard

· V.38-39
In answer to the 2nd question, Pharaoh identifies Joseph’s precautions with 

wisdom and discernment.

Application


Break into small groups and discuss:

· What things make Joseph such a great example of cautiousness?

· What are the greatest barriers to your living cautiously on a daily basis?  List them.

Impatience, inattention, thoughtlessness, loose tongue, over-confidence, not listening, not realizing your limitations, impulsiveness, lack of thought

· What attitudes and behaviors on your part will help you overcome?  (Write them down and review them 1st thing each morning and the last thing each night.  Use the 5 “I Wills.”)

· Which of the three scenes we have studied above encourages you the most?  Which one challenges you the most?

Close in prayer, with each member in the group interceding for another member who has shared
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