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Text 
Now Joseph had been taken down to Egypt. Potiphar, an Egyptian who was one of Pharaoh's officials, the 

captain of the guard, bought him from the Ishmaelites who had taken him there. 
2 
The LORD was with 

Joseph and he prospered, and he lived in the house of his Egyptian master. 
3 
When his master saw that the 

LORD was with him and that the LORD gave him success in everything he did, 
4 
Joseph 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. 
5 
From the time he put him in charge of his household and of all that he owned, the 

LORD blessed the household of the Egyptian because of Joseph. The blessing of the LORD was on 

everything Potiphar had, both in the house and in the field. 
6 
So he left in Joseph's care everything he had; 

with Joseph in charge, he did not concern himself with anything except the food he ate. Now Joseph was 

well-built and handsome, 
7 
and after a while his master's wife took notice of Joseph and said, "Come to bed 

with me!" 
8 
But 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. 
9 
No 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?" 
10 

And though she spoke to Joseph day after day, he refused 

to go to bed with her or even be with her. 
11 

One day he went into the house to attend to his duties, and none 

of the household servants was inside. 
12 

She 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. 
13 

When she saw that he had left his cloak in her hand 

and had run out of the house, 
14 

she called her household servants. "Look," she said to them, "this Hebrew 

has been brought to us to make sport of us! He came in here to sleep with me, but I screamed. 
15 

When he 

heard me scream for help, he left his cloak beside me and ran out of the house." 
16 

She kept his cloak beside 

her until his master came home. 
17 

Then she told him this story: "That Hebrew slave you brought us came to 

me to make sport of me. 
18 

But as soon as I screamed for help, he left his cloak beside me and ran out of the 

house." 
19 

When his master heard the story his wife told him, saying, "This is how your slave treated me," 

he burned with anger. 
20 

Joseph's master took him and put him in prison, the place where the king's 

prisoners were confined. But while Joseph was there in the prison, 
21 

the LORD was with him; he showed 

him kindness and granted him favor in the eyes of the prison warden. 
22 

So the warden put Joseph in charge 

of all those held in the prison, and he was made responsible for all that was done there. 
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. 

 

Introduction 
 The easy thing to do with the Bible is to make it into moral lessons.  And so 

Moses is about how to be a good leader.  David and Goliath is about courage and ‘facing 

your giants’.  And ultimately where this leads is to making Jesus the supreme role model, 

nothing more than a godly man who left us an example we should follow of love and 

self-sacrifice.  Whereas the main point of the Bible is that Jesus was more than a godly 
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man, he was the God-Man whose unique, not-to-be-tried-at-home self-sacrifice on the 

cross provides the only way for sinners to be made right with God. 

 I’ve mentioned kids’ Bibles before.  Listen to how this one concludes after a 

bunch of out-of-order stories mostly from the OT: “Jesus multiplied the bread, so five 

thousand could be fed.  He was kind and did good deeds, helped the people in their needs.  

We should be like Jesus, too, kind and helpful in all we do.”
1
  And then a cutsie picture of 

the cross.  That’s it. 

Listen: you don’t need more advice on how to be nice.  What you need, what the 

Bible ultimately gives, what we’re all about here at Immanuel is the good news of what 

God has done for not-nice people like us in the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus. 

 So when we come along passages like today’s we have to resist the temptation to 

immediately moralize – this is about resisting sexual temptation and being a man of 

integrity; be a man of integrity! 

But first we have to look for clues within the text and its context in the overall 

narrative to try, to the best of our abilities, to discern what the author might have been 

originally trying to communicate with this story.  How does it serve Genesis’ overall 

purpose? 

 And then we have to step back and ask how it fits into the overall redemptive, 

historical framework of the Bible.  In other words, how does this story makes sense in the 

larger picture of God’s plan of salvation climaxing in Jesus, the God-Man who came to 

save those who couldn’t save themselves? 

 And then we can read it through the grid of general, theological categories that 

come from the whole of Scripture, categories like: God, man, sin, salvation, justification, 

sanctification.  It may have implications for how we live life, but we don’t just jump right 

there and short-circuit the process of fitting it all together in the correct theological 

framework centered on the gospel and not moralism. 

 So for this story of Joseph here we could just draw out some principles about 

being diligent at work and avoiding sexual temptation and stuff like that and go home and 

try harder or we can look at it in the fashion I just explained and when we do what we’ll 

find is just this: knowing the Lord is with you, keeps you away from sin. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Text 
 Chapter 39 resumes the story of Joseph where chapter 37 left off, after the brief 

digression of chapter 38 with Judah.  Remember: “Because [his brothers] were jealous of 

Joseph, they sold him as a slave into Egypt” (Acts 7:9).  A guy named Potiphar bought 

him from the Ishmaelite traders and put him to work in his house.  Potiphar was an 

official of some sort in Pharaoh’s administration, and so he was rich and had many 

slaves. 

 Now I want you to see that the structure of chapter 39 forms a ‘sandwich’.  Verses 

1-6 and verses 20-23 are the buns.  Check this out.  In verses 1-6 you have: 

 

(1) Joseph taken into slavery in Egypt (v. 1) 

(2) The phrase “the Lord was with Joseph” 2X (vv. 2, 3) 

(3) A statement of God’s blessing (v. 3) 
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(4) A statement about finding favor in the eyes of Potiphar (v. 4) 

(5) The elevation of Joseph to being in charge of his household (v. 4) 

(6) And the statement that Potiphar didn’t concern himself with anything except 

the food he ate (v. 6) [Rabbinic interpretation read ‘food’ as his wife, but it 

probably has something to do with the ritual practices of the Egyptians 

because later we’ll see that Joseph couldn’t eat with the Egyptians (43:32)] 

 

Look at how the chapter ends, starting in v. 20.  There you have: 

 

(1) Joseph taken and thrown into prison (v. 20) 

(2) The phrase “the Lord was with him” (v. 21) 

(3) A statement of God’s blessing (v. 21) 

(4) A statement about finding favor in the eyes of the prison warden (v. 21) 

(5) The elevation of Joseph to being in charge of all those held in the prison (v. 

22) [you know he’s trustworthy when they give him the keys to the jail he’s 

staying in] 

(6) The statement that the warden didn’t concern himself with anything under 

Joseph’s care (v. 23). 

(7) And finally a repeat of the phrase “the Lord was with Joseph” (v. 23) 

 

There’s mirror-like symmetry between the buns of the sandwich and each of these 

buns is flavored with the tasty phrase “the Lord was with Joseph” – 2X in the top and 2X 

in the bottom (vv. 2, 3, 21, 23).  This is the controlling motif of the story.  The Lord was 

with Joseph.  Do you see that? 

Now what’s the meat of the chapter?  It’s pretty juicy stuff.  It’s this story of how 

Joseph is treated like a hunk of meat.  We’re told first of all that “Joseph was well-built 

and handsome” (v. 6).  He’s young, washboard abs, well tanned, broad shoulders… he’s 

Brad Pitt in a bathrobe!  Now guys: there are some benefits to not being buff and good 

looking, like that guy running the jackhammer in the Bud Light commercial where the 

woman has x-ray vision.  Women won’t be drooling all over you.  Joseph was blessed, 

but “he may [have] suffer[ed] from one endowment too many.”
2
 

“After a while his master’s wife took notice of Joseph and said, [‘Lie with me!’]” 

(v. 7).  She’s not saying, “Come in here and let’s make statements that aren’t true.  It will 

be fun.”  It’s a euphemism for sexual intercourse.  The NIV translation – “Come to bed 

with me” puts it well.  She’s an older, rich, bored, powerful, nymphomaniac woman.  

Let’s just be honest, this is every teenage boy’s fantasy.  Joseph’s hormones are raging.  

His blood was pumping.  I don’t watch this show, but I guess there’s a sub plot in the 

show Desperate Housewives that resembles this.  Several other movies (mainstream and 

otherwise) have been made around this storyline, except they usually turn out differently 

than the way this one does. 

How does Joseph respond?  “But 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.  No one is greater in this house than I am.  My master has 

withheld nothing from me except you [I can’t sin against this trust], because you are his 

wife [I can’t sin against him].  How then could I do such a wicked thing and sin against 

God?’” (vv. 8-9).  Even if no one else would see or find out, Joseph knew God was with 
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him and would see and it would be an offense to him.  In the heat of the moment, he gave 

her a moral lesson. 

Victory!  But temptation is not usually that easy.  You knock it down once and it 

pops back up.  Verse 10 – “And though she spoke to Joseph day after day, he refused to 

go to bed with her or even be with her.”  She’s persistent.  By the way, we’ve looked at a 

lot of slimy guys in Genesis but just in case you get the wrong idea: we believe in gender 

equality here at Immanuel – men and women are equally wicked.  This woman was like 

the woman from Proverbs 7, seeking to lure Joseph into sin day after day.  But Joseph put 

up boundaries.  It says here that he wouldn’t even be with her.  I’m reminded of someone 

like Billy Graham who made a commitment early in his ministry and has kept it to never 

be alone behind closed doors with a woman who wasn’t part of his family.  Joseph knew 

he couldn’t “scoop fire into his lap without his clothes being burned” (Prov. 6:27).  He 

kept away, tried as hard as he could not to put himself in compromising situations.  

Nobody’s Superman.  Don’t try to be. 

But “one day he went into the house to attend to his duties, and none of the 

household servants was inside [wait a second… what’s going on?]  She 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” (vv. 11-12).  How do you make such a radical decision in a split second, 

almost as if it’s a reflex?  We’ll talk about that. 

Potiphar’s wife, orchestrated this whole thing and thought for sure she at last had 

him in her grip, but he turned her down again.  She was not only frustrated, but 

humiliated.  She couldn’t get this young, hot slave to sleep with her.  So when she 

realized that he had left his cloak behind she screamed rape and tried to frame him.  She 

got all the other household servants in on the story.  She appealed to everyone’s 

xenophobia by pejoratively calling him “this Hebrew” (vv. 14, 17).  And when her 

husband finally came home from work she told him and “he burned with anger” and 

threw Joseph in prison. 

That’s the story – a story of a man with the highest levels of integrity couched in 

between the repeated assertions that “the Lord was with him.” 

 

The Context 

 Now, where does this story fall in the larger context of Genesis and what does that 

tell us?  The immediate juxtaposition of this narrative with the Judah narrative in the 

previous chapter, I believe shows that the author is trying to draw our attention to the 

topic of sexual ethics.  He’s providing a contrast between Judah’s sexcapades and 

Joseph’s sexual purity. 

The Joseph story also echoes something of the temptation in the garden – just like 

there with the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, only one thing was restricted 

from Joseph here.  But Joseph, unlike Eve, succeeds in resisting the forbidden fruit. 

 But what do we make of this understanding that the Lord was with him in the 

larger context of Genesis?  What does that signify?  Why was it the case?  Well, it’s 

interesting: if you go back to chapter 28 and what we (a bit anachronistically) called the 

justification of Jacob (Joseph’s dad) you see that there the Lord appeared to Jacob and 

made this bold, unsolicited declaration – “I am with you and will watch over you 

wherever you go” (28:15).  This is what it meant to be in a right relationship with the 

Lord, a covenantal relationship. 
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Earlier in 26:3, Isaac (Joseph’s granddad) was told by God – “I will be with you 

and will bless you.”  The blessing of God went hand-in-hand with the presence of God 

which was unilaterally pledged by God to his people. 

This people began with Abraham (Joseph’s great-granddad) all the way back in 

chapter 12 where God came to him and promised him – “I will make you into a great 

nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.  I 

will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on 

earth will be blessed through you” (12:2-3).  Joseph is part of this line of people that God 

had sovereignly revealed himself to and promised himself to.  And Joseph knew God’s 

promises and trusted them for himself. 

And Joseph could see that even though much appeared to the contrary, God was 

with him and was beginning to fulfill these promises.  Look at v. 5.  “The Lord blessed 

the household of the Egyptian because of Joseph.  The blessing of the Lord was on 

everything Potiphar had, both in the house and in the field.”  The promise of all peoples 

on the earth being blessed through Abraham was beginning to be fulfilled. 

 

Biblical Theology 
 If we zoom out even more and see how this promise to Abraham ultimately 

looked forward to Jesus we see that not only does Jesus represent a widening of the scope 

of God’s people to include all peoples, but he also fleshes out more of what it means and 

how it works to have the Lord be with you, for you, on your side and not opposed to you, 

against you, and separated from you. 

 In Matthew 28 Jesus commissions his people, his disciples to “go and make 

disciples of all nations” promising, “and surely I am with you always, to the very end of 

the age” (Mt. 28:19, 20).  Jesus could say this because he had completely removed the 

real obstacle that keeps people away from God – their sin.  “He forgave us all our sins, 

having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood 

opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross” (Col. 2:13-14).  “In Christ Jesus 

[we] who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ” (Eph. 

2:13). 

 And so, for those who are in Christ Jesus by faith, there is the assurance that 

“there is now no condemnation” (Rom. 8:1).  “What, then, shall we say in response to 

this?  If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Rom. 8:31).  “Who shall separate us from 

the love of Christ?  Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or 

danger or sword?” (Rom. 8:35).  No!  We can be “convinced that neither death nor life, 

neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither 

height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the 

love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:38-39). 

We can know that despite our sin, because Jesus took away our sin and gave us 

his righteousness, the Lord is on our side.  He is for us.  He is with us and nothing can 

separate us.  We see it so much more clearly now, this side of the cross, but this is 

something of what Joseph saw when he reflected on the stories handed down to him from 

his great grandfather, to his grandfather, to his father.  And as he sat in the dry pit waiting 

to die and was lifted out and spared.  And as he saw God bless him and everyone he came 

into contact with.  Joseph had an awareness that the Lord was with him, and that kept him 

away from sin. 



6 

 

Systematic Theology 

Likewise for those of us today who have seen our sin, repented of it, turned to 

Christ in faith for forgiveness and righteousness and acceptance we can know that God is 

with us and not fear his judgment (because Jesus already took it) but relish his presence. 

And then knowing the Lord is with us, keeps us away from sin. 

 

How to fight sin 

Joseph wasn’t just a good guy with really strong will power that we need to try to 

emulate.  He was a man who had come to hear God’s promise, trust it, and know the 

Lord’s presence with him.  Knowing that God was with him not only gave Joseph a sense 

that nothing’s done in secret and he would be punished by God, but a superior pleasure in 

God.  That’s what we need to know for ourselves. 

 One person puts it this way, “If we try to fight the fire of lust with prohibitions 

and threats alone – even the terrible warnings of Jesus – we will fail.  We must fight it 

with a massive promise of superior happiness.  We must swallow up the little flicker of 

lust’s pleasure in the conflagration of holy satisfaction.”
3
  The only way to resist the 

fleeting pleasures of sin is to know the surpassing sweetness of God’s presence with you, 

made possible by the work of Christ. 

 If you wake up preaching the gospel to yourself – “I deserve God’s curse, not his 

blessing; separation from him, not his presence… but Jesus became a curse for me and 

was separated from the Father on my behalf so that now I live under the constant and 

abiding presence of God’s smile…  I don’t have to get God’s attention or favor by my 

integrity today, I have it because of God’s integrity to be true to his word and accept me 

on account of Jesus Christ by faith…”  If you wake up every morning preaching that to 

yourself and spending time soaking in that as it’s revealed in the Bible and taking 

advantage of the access that gives you to God through prayer…  If you cultivate an 

awareness of God’s being with you throughout the day and are delighting in God and his 

grace, then when the woman bends over in front of you or the internet ad pops up you 

bounce your eyes away almost as if it’s a reflex and look to see the glory of God in the 

face of Christ instead. 

When the flirting starts you shut it down.  When the propositions come you don’t 

give them a second thought.  When the compromising scenarios happen you turn and run.  

You flee.  When you’re slaking your thirst from God’s river of delights it’s unthinking to 

sin against God by turning and slurping up sewer water.  It’s easier to say no to the sugar 

coated poison of sin when you’re full of the life giving sustenance of God.  And even 

when you do slip your hand into the candy dish the knowledge that God is still with you 

is the only thing that will help you to pull it out.  No amount of self deprecation or will-

power can do it.  Only the superior pleasure of knowing God’s grace in Jesus. 

 

How to live in the world 

 So there’s something here about how to fight sin.  Knowing the Lord is with us, 

keeps us away from sin.  We also see something here about how to live in the world.  

The reality is that we cannot insulate ourselves from temptations.  We talk a lot about 

how God sends Christians out into the world.  Picture what it was like for Joseph: he was 

away from his family and the influences of faith.  He showed up in Egypt surrounded by 
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pyramids coated with gold, prosperity, false gods everywhere – Re, the sun-god; Nut, the 

sky goddess; Osirus, who was worshipped with the rise and fall of the Nile.  “All of this 

assaulted young Joseph his first day in Egypt as he stood alone in blinking wonder.”
4
 

 Many of you may feel like this everyday when you get off the bus surrounded by 

the skyscrapers downtown and the many gods of finance and fashion.  You feel alone.  

Overwhelmed.  Some of you may be having a hard time adjusting to the working world.  

Some of you may have made that transition a long time ago but you’re still finding your 

way.  It sucks you dry spiritually and the temptations to compromise are every day.  And 

quite frankly you’ve probably already succumbed many times and many ways.  How do 

you stay strong?  How do you do your job well and with character like Joseph? 

 I was thinking about being a dependable worker like Joseph so that your boss 

would entrust you with things and what an amazing witness and blessing that is.  I was 

thinking about our mail lady – Sylvia.  I don’t know yet if she is a Christian, but she’s so 

dependable that when she goes on vacation your mail gets delivered to other places.  

People on our street have given her a copy of the keys to their houses to put packages 

inside.  She’s that trustworthy and good at her job.  And it’s just a mail lady, but it’s a big 

deal. 

 That’s what we want to be – to be people who are in the world and not of it, who 

do the best job on the job we can.  Listen: it’s easy to be a ‘good Christian’ when you’re 

surrounded by other Christians and we need each other, but the church exists to prepare 

and equip you to be scattered out into the world.  It’s not a place to huddle and hide from 

it.  So in your workplace, in your school, on your block you may feel like the only one, 

like Joseph.  You may face temptations to compromise your integrity all the time.  The 

only way you will be able to stand strong and not be sucked right into the world is if you 

have a constant awareness that the Lord is with you.  The only way you can have that is 

through faith in Jesus. 

 

How to view suffering 

 And finally, we see something here about suffering.  We’ve been saying that this 

is not merely a character study.  It’s saying something about God, most clearly seen in 

how he’s revealed in Jesus Christ.  So we could turn things around just a little bit and say 

it’s not first and foremost about Joseph’s character as it is about God’s character and his 

character building. 

 You’re to be living your lives in the world, surrounded by pressures and 

temptations to sin.  Knowing the Lord is with you, is the only way to ultimately keep 

you away from sin.  But if you live in a world of sin and refrain from indulging in sin, 

you can be sure to face suffering and hardship.  Joseph knew the Lord was with him and 

was able to keep away from sin, but that didn’t mean everything always went well for 

him.  Not only did he endure the brotherly beating and abandonment, but his stand for 

purity with Potiphar’s wife landed him in the slammer.  Psalm 105:18 says that “they 

bruised his feet with shackles, his neck was put in irons.”  Doesn’t sound very 

comfortable.  He could have said, “Hey God, what’s the deal?  I did what was right and 

this is how you repay me?” 

 Get this: when the Lord is with you it doesn’t always mean everything goes well.  

The Lord is often closest when everyone else is far away.  This is how God works on us – 

through suffering.  Romans 5:3-5 says, “We also rejoice in our sufferings, because we 
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know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.  

And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by 

the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.”  God the Holy Spirit, residing in our hearts 

tenderly and lovingly sustains and nourishes us and grows us precisely through suffering. 

 Don’t despise the school of suffering.  The sweetness of Christ, the deepest 

awareness of his presence, of what he did for you, of what he has secured for you, is 

experienced through “the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings” (Phil. 3:10).  If you 

spend your life running far from hardship and suffering you may never know the reality 

of the Lord being with you.  You will just be doing what everyone else in the world does 

and giving into the temptation of one of the greatest sins – self-preservation. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 Feast on God!  Be satisfied in all that he is for you in Jesus.  And knowing that he 

is with you, may you be strengthened to live in this world in the midst of suffering and 

sin with a purity and hope… 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 26, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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