Rags to Riches - Genesis 41
Who doesn’t like a good rags-to-riches story?  Guy Laliberté began his circus career busking on the streets in Canada: playing accordion, walking on stilts and eating fire. He decided to take a bit of a chance, by bringing his circus troupe from Quebec to the Los Angeles Arts Festival in 1987, with no return fare. It paid off.  The group was eventually brought to Las Vegas, where they became the world-famous Cirque du Soleil we know today.  He used to busk on the streets.  But Today, Laliberté is the CEO of Cirque, a space tourist, with a total worth of $2.5 billion.
And in some ways, we might see this chapter as Joseph’s rags-to-riches story.  He begins this chapter rotting in prison.  He ends it as the prince of Egypt with the whole world coming to him for life.  In the space of one day, his life has been turned upside down.  His life of humiliation is over, and he is exalted.  As we’ve gone through these chapters, we’ve seen Joseph’s profound suffering and we’ve felt for him.  And now we’re meant to be cheering for him here as we see his exaltation.  We should be saying, ‘Yes!’  And this exaltation is not just good news for Joseph.  It’s good news for you and me as well.  Let’s see how.

1.  The first thing we see here is the Lord’s sovereignty in Joseph’s exaltation, verses 1-8
I’m sure most of us have had deeply disturbing dreams before.  Dreams can really be upsetting.  Maybe you’ve even dreamed that the wallabies finally beat the All Blacks.  That would be upsetting.  But Pharaoh’s dream is far more upsetting.  He dreams about the Nile River.  This river was central to the whole economy in Egypt.  In many ways, it was the source of Egypt’s life and prosperity.  And cows would often wade into the Nile to get away from the heat the flies.  But as Pharaoh watched, 7 fat cows came up out of the Nile River to find pasture.  The dream turns into a bovine nightmare.  Following these 7 cows are 7 skinny carnivorous cows who gobble them up without leaving a trace.  Pharaoh awakes with this dream lodged deeply in his consciousness.  
But he falls back asleep when comes dream number 2.  And that one also follows an agricultural theme, where 7 plump heads of grain are swallowed by 7 thin ones.  It is obvious that something ominous and foreboding is in these dreams.  These dreams speak of death for Egypt.  So it’s hardly surprising that Pharaoh is in a bit of a state.
And what we see then is the impotence of the wisdom of Egypt in the face of this crisis.  All the magicians of Egypt were called in.  These were not buskers who did magic shows; these men were the priests of Egyptian religion.  They were meant to be experts in this dream stuff—the biggest and brightest in the kingdom.  But they prove entirely useless in the face of this disaster.  All the wisdom of Egypt can’t figure this out.  
And we’re supposed to be amused by this.  The pompous learned impressive wisdom of this world is empty.  It’s the world’s wisdom vs God’s wisdom.  And when the ultimate issues of life and death, of purpose and meaning come pressing in upon you, there are no ultimate answers: from scientists and philosophers, to the new age gurus, to horoscopes, they cry out, ‘What is the meaning of life?’   But there is ultimate wisdom in Jesus Christ.  The one who is the wisdom from God.
Notice again how God’s providence impresses us—his good governance of our lives.  Look where he’s governing.  Egypt was the world’s superpower at that time.  Huge economy, huge industry, huge army, huge riches, huge swathes of territory.  And who’s number one in Egypt?  Pharaoh.  So this is probably the most powerful man in all the world at that time.  But who has power over this man?  The Lord does.  And who has the power over the river which is supposed to bring life and prosperity to Egypt?  Not the gods of Egypt, the god Hapi who was supposed to be the God of fertility, but the Lord.   Who can perplex the brightest and wisest of the wise men of Pharaoh’s court who think they have mastery over dreams?  The Lord.

We sometimes think God is so limited.  Sure, we all know the children’s song ‘My God is so big, so strong and so mighty, there’s nothing my God cannot do.’  But does he really interfere in the life of Jacinda Ardern, or Joe Biden to move history to where he would like it to go?  Does he really have power to get into the board rooms and the United Nations committees to direct them where he wills?
You bet he does.  Remember Proverbs 21: ‘In the Lord’s hand the king’s heart is a stream of water that he channels wherever he pleases.’  Here, he even intrudes himself into the dream life of Pharaoh to exalt Joseph.  God’s providence doesn’t just extend over his church and his people and the little events that make up your life.  It extends over everything!  And God, in his sovereignty, will exalt his servant who has been humbled.

2.  The second thing we see is Joseph’s pathway to exaltation
You can just imagine the mayhem at the palace at this point.  There is Pharaoh, ranting and raving about his dream and how he wanted to know what it meant, and he wanted to know now!   Perhaps when they can’t figure it out, Pharaoh is contemplating some incentives—removing govt funding, prison, execution—to get his wise men working harder.  When the cupbearer says, ‘Excuse me, Pharaoh.  I’ve been reminded of something I forgot.  I know this Hebrew prisoner who’s rather good at this dream interpretation business.’  And finally, the penny should drop for us.  All Joseph’s waiting—all the years of hardship—they weren’t a wasted diversion.  They were all leading to this.  This has been God’s plan all along.  

Of course, you don’t keep Pharaoh waiting – so everyone has to double-time it to get Joseph fit to come to the court.   He’s shaved and he’s dressed and he’s brought before the most powerful man in all the world.  And he’s asked by Pharaoh to interpret the dream.  Now it seems it is Joseph’s moment to shine.  Now he’s finally got his chance to show everyone what he’s made of.  Here Joseph is before the most powerful man in the world, and he says v 16 ‘I cannot do it – but God will give Pharaoh the answer…’  His first word to Pharaoh is actually NO!  What’s he doing?  He’s putting the focus on God.  God is to get all the glory here.  If Joseph is going to be exalted, he won’t do that himself.  
What a wonderful example of Christian attitude – not self-exalting, but God exalting.  When we have success, when we have opportunities, when we have 15 seconds of fame, when God gives us gifts, who should get the glory?  Not us, but God.  Aaron Baddeley was 19 years old when he won the Australian Open Golf tournament, defeating the world’s best.  He was a committed Christian.  He stepped up to the microphone after being presented with his trophy and prize money.  And these were his first words:  I want to thank my Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.  What a wonderful example of putting the spotlight where it needs to be when we are given success.  It’s about God being exalted, not us.  He must become greater; we must become less. 

So Pharaoh gives his dream again to Joseph, and Joseph promptly explains it.  He tells Pharaoh about the 7 good years, and then the 7 bad years, and that it is all fixed in the mind and purposes of God.  It’s a certainly.  And it’s coming fast.  What mercy God shows Pharaoh here.  What kindness.  He’s giving Pharaoh time to plan and respond to his revelation.  7 years to future proof for the famine.  
And Joseph offers us some good advice for Pharaoh: a very bold plan to handle the impending disaster.  Can you imagine suggesting a 20% tax hike on everything you produce!  That’s gutsy.  Joseph suggests that a man is needed to carry forward this gutsy plan.  He doesn’t put himself forward.  He doesn’t exalt his own name.  And in God’s providence, the moment the last 17 years has been working towards happens.  Joseph is finally exalted from his position of humiliation.

3.  And that leads us to our third point, the rapid pace of Joseph’s exaltation

Joseph’s rise to power happens in an instant.  Can you imagine him eating his gruel for breakfast that morning, thinking, ‘Tonight I’ll be sitting at the table eating at the right hand of Pharaoh’?  He goes from the humble position of the pit, the prisoner, and is elevated to the second highest position in all of the land, prince of Egypt, quicker than you can say ‘You meant it for evil, but God meant it for Good.’  Isn’t that how God works?  Sometimes he works slowly.  Sometimes he works to draw someone to himself and it takes years.  Sometimes there’s a sinful habit you are fighting against and it takes forever to overcome.  But sometimes God works quickly.  And this is how we prefer him to work, isn’t it?  He sometimes quickly snatches a person into his kingdom and there’s a transformation overnight.  He sometimes quickly comes into an apathetic church and arouses them from their slumber.  He sometimes quickly resolves a difficult relationship.  And Joseph’s elevation here happens at a rapid pace.

Notice two aspects to his elevation.  There’s his public recognition.  He gets the signet ring of Pharaoh, so he can validate decisions and legislation with all the authority of Pharaoh.  He gets the gold chain and a vehicle from the palace.  And what is everyone going to say to Joseph when he goes past?  ‘Bow the knee.’  And then there are the garments of fine linen.  He’d been stripped of a garment years before and humbled by his brothers.  He’s been stripped of another garment and unjustly imprisoned some time ago.  And now he’s being clothed in the garments of royalty.  Now all that has been taken away from him is being undone.  Everything seems to be being put right.  

But there is also a family aspect to this.  He is given a new name.  It’s an Egyptian name actually, Zaphenath-Paneah.  And this is not just a new name by which Joseph can be known, it’s meant to signify a new status that Joseph has.  He was a slave before.  But he’s no longer a slave.  Now he’s nobility.  This is further emphasised by his marriage.  
He’s given an Egyptian woman in marriage, but it’s her family the author draws our attention to.  She’s from a prominent family, an upper-class family, an influential family.  And now that’s the family Joseph belongs to.  His elevation is complete.  Not just a new outfit and a few outward indicators of wealth, but Joseph has a new status.

Clearly here, we are seeing the shadow of Jesus cast back into the OT.  The exaltation of Joseph is a sneak preview of the exaltation of Christ.   What’s the pattern of Joseph’s life?  He’d been sent out from his beloved Father.  Then those who should have received him in love hated him, stripped him, betrayed him, sold him.   He was faithful to his God through all kinds of temptation, yet he was unjustly condemned, and suffered as innocent man.  But then he was exalted to the right hand the highest in the land.  And all bow the knee before him.  Jesus too, was sent by his Father into this fallen world of sin.  And his sufferings and humiliations make Joseph’s look like a vacation.  He went the humiliating place of the cross.  That place of curse, of utter God-forsakenness.  He went lower than any man has ever been before.  He came not to exalt himself, but to exalt his Father.  And on the third day he rose from the dead.  And has ascended into heaven.  And God has exalted him to the highest place.  
And if God has exalted him to the highest place—if that’s his attitude to the son--shouldn’t that be our attitude to Jesus?  That whatever we do, our desire should be for his exaltation.  What a practical way to live.  This is the question we always ask before a decision: what will exalt Jesus most?  You never have to sit in church and say, ‘Should I sing this song I don’t like so much?’  You say, ‘What’s going to exalt my Lord Jesus the most?’  When you’re tempted to get cranky at someone at home or church, you say to yourself, ‘What’s going to exalt my Lord Jesus more?’  When you’re insulted and you want to get your own back, you say to yourself, ‘What’s going to elevate my Lord Jesus in this situation?’  He is the exalted one.  And that is the true delight of the Christian’s heart.  

4.  The fourth thing we notice here, is the challenge in the midst of exaltation 
You might think, ‘What challenge?’  Life couldn’t be better for Joseph.  But notice this exaltation immerses him in a pagan, ungodly culture at odds with his faith in the Lord.  Notice what happens to Joseph here:  He’s gets given an Egyptian name.  He looks like an Egyptian.  He’s got an Egyptian wife.  And her name means ‘she belongs to the goddess Neith’ – a false God.  He’s far from both the land of the promise and the covenant family of God.  
You probably couldn’t get a situation of greater temptation to conform to the culture around you.  How would Joseph continue to be ‘in the world, but not of it’?  He’s a full citizen of the nation of Egypt, but does he have a citizenship in Heaven?  This is a time of immense testing.  Yet Joseph remains faithful to his Lord.

We see this in the names he gives his two boys.  Son number one he calls Manasseh.  Meaning God made me forget all my hardship.  It’s interesting, isn’t it, that every time he used the name Manasseh, he’s actually going to be reminded of that hardship, not forget it.  What’s Joseph doing here?  He’s actually re-interpreting his past in light of God’s grace and goodness to him.  Those deep scars that had formed in the sorrows of his father’s house, he now sees in a different light.  He can now see how even the horror of his abuse at the hands of his brothers has been made to serve God’s purposes and has shaped him into the man he is.  The Lord has been with him. So he doesn’t call his son ‘I’m bitter, and I’m a victim, God has let me down.’  He refused to define himself by the difficulties of his life so far.  He defined himself by God’s grace, not by his painful past.

Many here have painful pasts that have shaped you in profound ways.  But we need to look at that past in light of God’s present grace.  He has exalted us in Christ – lifted us up from pit.  He has poured out upon us all his spiritual blessings – making us rich.  He enables us to look the past in a different way, that our pain is still a servant in his good, Fatherly hands.  And one day, all the pain will be forgotten, remembered no more.   One of my favourite hymns has the rather sombre title, ‘come ye Disconsolate’.  It goes like this: ‘Come, ye disconsolate, where’er ye languish, Come to the mercy seat, fervently kneel. Here bring your wounded hearts, here tell your anguish; Earth has no sorrow that heav’n cannot heal.’  Manasseh – forgetful.  Whoever thought ‘forgetful’ would be such a beautiful name?
And then there is his second son is called Ephraim.  Meaning God has caused me to be fruitful in the land of my affliction.  Joseph is still in the land of his affliction.  The suffering is still not over.  He’s still in the midst of it in many ways.  And yet here he is.  And he can call himself fruitful.  He holds onto the LORD, and his faith in him.  He’s in the world, but not of it.  
5.  The final thing we see is Joseph’s exaltation results in life for the world.
The passage records the extensive preparations that Joseph made for the impending famine.  Careful provisions were made to store up life sustaining food.  So Joseph’s elevation to power wasn’t simply for Joseph.  It’s not just about a Disney ending: everything ends nicely for Joseph.  His elevation was about the physical salvation of those who were going to face a devastating famine.  We don’t see famines up close and personal – but we do see the reality on our TV screens for time to time - children lying in tents covered by flies and they look skeletal.  Sunken lifeless hollow eyes staring at you.  Where everyone seems to go in slow motion because they have no energy because of lack of nutrition.  These are not events of the distant past.  I’m old enough to remember the famine in Ethiopia in the 80’s, where a million people died.  The pictures were haunting.  That’s what Egypt, and in fact the entire region is facing: death.

Except, God, in his grace has, given a Saviour.  There is Joseph.  And when the famine hits, he’s the man you go to.  God’s plan all through these chapters was to lift Joseph up, so that he could give life to Egypt, to the family of Joseph, and indeed to the whole world.  Joseph is God’s instrument for saving the world.  We see that in v57 all the countries come to Joseph for bread—for life.  God had promised Abraham that he would bless all the families of the earth through him.  That promise finds a fulfilment here.  But of course, that promise finds ultimate fulfilment in our Lord Jesus Christ.   
We live in a world that is starving—famished—spiritually.  All around us, people are looking for something to stuff into their starving souls – whether it is sport, or the fleeting pleasures of a relationship, or the honours of education, or having a comfy retirement.  And yet God has raised Jesus from the dead, and appointed him as Lord over all, and he says to every starving soul, ‘Go to Jesus.  Find life for your souls.’  Isn’t that what Jesus said: ‘I am the bread of life, whoever comes to me will never be hungry…I am the living bread that came down from heaven.  Whoever eats of this bread will live forever.’  (John 6:35, 51).  

I’ve got good news for those who don’t know the exalted Lord Jesus this morning.  There is life in Jesus – forgiveness of sins, a relationship with God, a new life for your old one, eternal pleasure—and he offers it to you.  All of it.  Go to Jesus.
I’ve got good news for those who think they are special cases—that the bread of life is not for them unless they get their act together; unless they can rustle up enough repentance; unless they can meet the standard they’ve set for themselves: the bread that Jesus offers has no cost.  You come without money, without cost and receive as a beggar the bread of life.  But you must go to Jesus.

I’ve got good news for those who’ve grown up in the church, but they’ve never really grasped that life is found in Jesus.  They think life can be found in the university parties, or in whatever big release movie is coming out next, or in having a good time with friends.  But you are learning that it just doesn’t satisfy your famished soul.  It leaves you empty, and wanting more.  Well, here is good news.  Go to Jesus, and find in him the bread that satisfies for all eternity.    

I’ve got good news for those who are Christians, but who know they’ve dishonoured their saviour again this week, and you’re not sure if you can go to him again.  Are the stores of forgiveness and grace and patience all empty for you?  No, our Saviours stores are unlimited.  Like sand on the seashore, you can’t count them all.  Go to Jesus, find the bread you need
I’ve got good news for those Christians who are weary and struggling in the Christian life.  You feel like it is too much to go on.  You have no reserves left.  You are running on empty.  Go to Jesus.  Go the exalted Lord and look to him for times of refreshing.  Receive from him the life nourishing bread that will allow you to go on.  The journey is too much for you.  Go to Jesus.     

Jesus is Lord.  That’s not just a statement of theology, is it, congregation?  That’s good news.  He is exalted.  And he offers life to the nations.  What a wonderful Saviour!  AMEN.

