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God's Sovereign, Saving Presence in Suffering
Genesis 50:15-21

God’s Role in Suffering in the Life of Joseph: 
Sovereign, Present, Saving
Our world, our lives, are full of suffering and trials. They are very real and can be very painful. 
Does the evil of the world or the pain of our trials overwhelm our view of God? Sunday, we want 
to look at God’s Word and seek to understand God’s role in our suffering and trials.

I. Intro:

This morning, I want for us to think about the topic of suffering, of pain. (how’s that for 1st 
sermon)
One of my favorite stories/movies: Don Quixote - quote by El Donza, the village prostitute, 
thinking on the realities of life “The world is a dungheap and we are all merely maggots”. 

A woman chewed up by the harshness of the world and spit out. Abused by men, viewed as 
worthless, no future, no hope. Her conclusion is dark - despair. And this is her life without 
intervention, without hope.

And this is the reality of our world with no hope, no answer that saves us from evil/pain. From 
the sin without and the sin within. Our world is the Oregon shooting. Our world is racism. Our 
world is hurricanes and earthquakes. Our world is war in the Middle East.
 
And in our own lives, we all experience personal pain and suffering to some extent, some more 
so than others. Some of you this morning have lots of pain, lots of trials, lots of loss. You feel 
beat up by the world, by someone’s sin, or by your own sin. Life is hard. 

  - Our story of loosing of loss

So where is God? How do we understand God in all of this?
Now this morning, my goal isn't to give a complete answer to the famous question “Why does 
God allow evil/suffering?” or “Why do bad things happen to good people?” However, I do want 
to shed some truth into this difficult question of evil and suffering and sin.  

I want to share with you 3 truths, 3 principles from the Bible that address this topic of suffering.
And if I didn't have these 3 truths, if I didn't know them and believe them with all my heart, there 
is no way that I would be standing before you today, no way that I could do what I do. I’d quit, in 
a second. Life is too hard, too depressing or too confusing. When looking at this world and all 
the suffering in it, and experiencing some in my own family’s life, it is these 3 truths that keep 
me sane, and more than that, that give me joy, hope, faith, peace.  

(1) God is sovereign over it  (2) God is with us in it   (3) God is powerful to save us from it

The story of Joseph’s life is one filled with suffering and trials, his life affected by the sin of 
others. Yet it’s a story filled with amazing reconciliation and salvation and blessing.

Let’s look at the story of Joseph in the OT.
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So let’s get an overview of the story of Joseph real quick. 
  - Joseph had 11 brothers (make up 12 tribes of Israel)
  - Joseph was a special son to Jacob, his dad, who gave him the coat of many colors, dreams
  - Brothers attack Joseph (17), put him in pit, planning to kill him. Sell him to slavery to Egypt
  - Joseph ends up in charge of Potiphar’s house, wife seduces him, goes to jail
  - in jail, in charge, but there several years. Interprets dreams. Cupbearer forgets about him.
  - Interprets PH dreams, made 2nd in command in Egypt! (age 30). 7 yrs good, 7yr famine
  - Saves Egypt (and world) from disaster b/c of wisdom (God’s provision) 
  - His brothers come to Egypt looking for food. Meet Joseph, he messes w/ them, but forgives 
them, and the whole family is reconciled. Jacob, father, brought to Egypt. They survive.
Ends with “20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about 
that many people should be kept alive, as they are today.”

II. 3 Truths:

  (1) God is sovereign over suffering (sovereign period)

  - define sovereign - God is in control of everything. He is the creator of everything. He is ALL-
KNOWING (knows everything about everything). He is not limited by time or space. So he 
knows what is going to happen before it happens. He is everywhere at all times. And he is all-
powerful. There is not a single maverick molecule in this earth that is not under God’s control. 
This is how I describe God’s sovereignty. This is how the Bible describes him. 

Looking at Joseph’s life, was God in control? Did God have an over-arching plan? Yes. 

Our passage this morning:
Genesis 50:20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it 
about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today. 
Genesis 45:5-8 And now do not be distressed or angry with yourselves because you sold me 
here, for God sent me before you to preserve life. 6 For the famine has been in the land these 
two years, and there are yet five years in which there will be neither plowing nor harvest. 7 And 
God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many 
survivors. 8 So it was not you who sent me here, but God.

Joseph is clear at the end of it all, who was in control. God was sovereign. God had a good 
plan. There was a reason to his struggles. To review, if his dad hadn't given him that coat, they 
wouldn't have thrown him in pit and sold him to slavery. If not sold, then not end up in Egypt. If 
not in Egypt, not end up in Potiphar’s house with Potiphar’s cougar wife. If not for Potiphar’s 
wife uncontrollable passions, then Joseph wouldn't have ended up in jail. If not in jail, wouldn't 
interpret first dream to cupbearer. If no interpret for cupbearer, no interpret for Pharaoh. If no 
interpret for Pharaoh, then no rise to power and able to act out wise plan for famine. If no wise 
plan for famine, then ALL of Egypt and Israel where his brothers lived would have died. And 
God’s chosen people would have been dead before they really got going. And if no chosen 
people, then several thousands years later, there would have been no Israelite teenage girl who 
who a baby boy out of wedlock who would end up saving us all from our sins….
Did God have a plan? Is God sovereign? YES! YES! YES! YES! 

You’re sitting in this room today b/c some brothers wanted to kill their little brother b/c their dad 
gave his son a cool coat 7,000 years ago. 

Jones �2



October 4, 2015

 God’s plan that involved suffering of Joseph was for good. His good and for the good of many 
people that would be kept alive.  God is sovereign.

  - quick story of how we ended up in England. 
  - Kim’s parents, air force. Had first daughter in Spain. Moved to England. Weren't planning on 
another kid anytime soon, but ended up getting pregnant in early 1982. They decided to live off 
base. A little girl w/ brown curly hair was born in Nov 1982 in a British hospital given a British 
birth certificate. On Jan 1, 1983, all the citizen laws in UK changed. Well this family moved to 
UK, then Georgia, then Virginia, then Vegas, then Memphis, where this cute, curly haired girl 
met a wildly attractive and sexy young man. Before they got married, they thought about moving 
to England, “Nah! That will never happen!” They moved to Branson, to Dothan, AL where 
someone at their church went on a mission trip to UK. Meet this guy. We did. We wanted to go 
to this UK guy’s seminary.  We called UK VISA / Border Control. “You cant. Cant bring kids on a 
student visa”. This girl is a citizen?! Nope, she was born in an US military base hospital and 
doesn't have UK birth certificate. Nope. Well they put that special military stamp in her passport. 
Nope….Ok, she’s a citizen and so are all her kids, and we’ll pay you money b/c we’re such a 
nice gov’t. Welcome to England.”

  - In the middle of figuring this all out, we found out my wife had a tumor in her leg. Was benign 
but thought it meant she had this terrible disease that would pass on to our girls. It was operated 
on but couldn't be removed, but found out it wasn't the terrible disease. However it did kill all her 
calf muscles in her left leg, she walks with a slight, dare I say sexy limp. Through the whole 
thing, I was like, “Nope! We’re not going! The tumor, the miscarriage. No!” 

Wanna know my wife’s answer? "Life is short, let’s go! God is in control and he wants us in 
England for you to get this education to be trained for life so our family can live on mission for 
the rest of our lives loving people and telling them about Jesus! Yes, my leg hurts, my heart now 
has a deep scar b/c of the death of my child, but life is full of pain and we know the God who 
controls it all and has the answer to it!”

In the context of suffering and pain in Joseph’s life, Genesis gives us a BIG view of God. A God 
that is SOVEREIGN over EVERYTHING, even when others hurt us. Even when the world beats 
us up.

And the NT counter-part verse to Gen 50:20. “20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God 
meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today.”
 Romans 8:28 “And we know that God works ALL things for the good of those who love him, 
who have been called according to his purpose.”

God works ALL things for our good! This is a BIG VIEW OF GOD! ALL things! How? We don't 
always know. Sometimes we’ll know, most of the time we won’t. We dont have all the answers 
but we know he is in control.

 - Define Good
 - ex. from VOM podcast - 7.2.15 - story of Muslim woman seeing email video of ISIS beheading 
and murderer reading from Koran and she prays, “God is this you?” She has dream that night, a 
vision of Jesus coming down from heaven with followers, and she is one of them” - she (and her 
husband) later became believers and now help out the VOM team in her country. God used this 
evil, and in his sovereignty, used it for her good. It was the door to her salvation. Now that is a 
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COMPLICATED issue - lots of evil, it was used for good, but it doesn't make that evil thing any 
less evil. SO - Let’s remember that in this all, God is JUST. He will punish evil. He has either 
punish evil on the cross in the death of his son, or he will bring it to justice on the “last day”, the 
day of judgement.

But even though we know that God is in control of our suffering, let’s NEVER diminish it. God 
doesn’t. Our pain is real, our pain is hard. We should NEVER EVER diminish that. (How does 
God not diminish our pain and brokeness? Point 2. 

We are not a church that looks at pain and diminishes it. And we never act like pain and 
suffering don’t exist. They do.

Joseph went through real pain and loss by the rejection of his brothers, being sold into slavery. 
The story is full of his emotions towards that pain. He must have gone through horrible 
depression in that prison cell, suffering for years while being totally innocent. But in prison, 
Joseph knew God was in control. His answers to the cupbearer and 2 years later to Pharaoh 
revealed his trust in God. In the pain, in the loss, he trusted in God.

APPLICATION: Like Joseph, in your pain and suffering, GO TO GOD. Trust God.

I think that’s one reason the Psalms were written. The Psalms are about a man who knew how 
to go to God in his hurt, and pain. With his depression, questions, doubt, anger, confusion, loss. 
WHY GOD?? WHERE GOD? WHEN GOD? 

So did JESUS! In the garden hours before he was to be tried and tortured and experience total 
loss on the cross, he brought his doubts to God. “Is there another way?” But in the end He 
trusted his father, he trusted in God’s sovereignty. “Not my will, but your will.”

Usually our responses to pain and suffering are fear, self-pity, seclusion, addiction, despair. 

And you know what, we are human. We are sinful. When faced with the evil of this world, or the 
sin of others or our own, or faced with a hard trial, we’re going to react badly most of the time.  
We’re going to do dumb things, say dumb things, etc. That’s ok. God understands our 
weaknesses. 

Even in your crap, GO TO GOD. Take it to God. Express it to God. Don't run away from him. 
When your child is going through a hard problem, their life is overwhelmed by it. Or maybe 
they’ve sinned against you or done something bad. What do you want them to do? What is your 
heart towards them? They come to you in tears and snot and confusion, you don't push them 
away, you say, “Come here! Give me a hug! Get in my lap!” And you squeeze them so tight and 
tell them over and over again how much you LOVE them.” And especially for the little ones (like 
Samantha), they want to come to you because they trust you. They know you are in control!

That’s how God wants us to react. Go to God. He is in control. 
(side note: if you are a parent and your child comes to you, let them find comfort in your arms, 
but let them know you find comfort in God’s arms who is in control! Point them to God!)
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Usually, our problems overwhelm us. They become massive to us (and understandably so). But 
we have a scale problem. They become way bigger to us than God, just like the waves became 
way bigger to Peter even though the Son of God was right there in front of him on the water.

When it comes to our view of God, bigger IS better.

(2) God is With us

 - Going back to Joseph’s story, there are these phrases that keep popping up, “The LORD was 
with Joseph.” It says Pharaoh saw that the Spirit of God was in Joseph. His father, Jacob before 
his death, said to Joseph that God will continue to be with you. 
  - In every high and every low, God was with Joseph. He was never alone in the pit, in slavery, 
in the trap of Potiphar’s wife or in the prison or in the blessing of ruling Egypt. God was with him. 
  
- Heard this yesterday - Kids aren't scared of the dark. When they leave their room and go to 
your room, it’s still dark. What is it then? What makes the difference? You. Mom and dad. As 
long as they are with mom and dad, they don't mind being in the dark. They sleep sound as a 
bear in hibernation!

This is one thing every human being is afraid of: loneliness, isolation. And this is a natural fear. 
B/c God created us to be in relationship. To not be alone. 

Joseph was never alone. 

This is one of the greatest truths of the Bible. You are NOT left to yourself. In your sin, in your 
brokenness, in your pain, you have someone with you. God is there. Psalm 139 - heights or 
depths. He is there.

Story: Where is God? He is right here

The NT parallel truth? Jesus. Immanuel, God with us. The name Mary was to give her son. 
And this is the last thing Jesus said before he left in Matthew 28 “ALL AUTHORITY 
(sovereignty!!) has given to me, therefore go and make disciples! And LO I’M WITH YOU 
ALWAYS!”

If you have put your faith in Jesus Christ, then he is with you at all times, especially in the hard 
times. It’s in the hard times that people often sense his presence the most keenly.  He said 
before he left, that even though I’m leaving, I will be with you, b/c I will send my Spirit in you.” 
the Spirit of God, the Holy Spirit. Through Christ, we have intimate fellowship with the Triune 
God. How’s that for a hangout? 

What is a main way God communicates his fellowship with us?? The Church!! Church isn't 
pointless! Meeting with us isn’t pointless! In doing so, God shows you that he is with you! I 
NEED you! In my pain and depression, don't leave me alone! 

I mentioned earlier that God never diminishes our pain and brokenness? How doesn't he? B/c 
of Jesus. Here is the amazing truth: God cares so much about your pain and brokenness and 
the problem of evil in this world, that he entered into it. Jesus, God in the flesh, left his heavenly 
throne, and became human.  He entered in to our brokenness, our suffering. 
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And he was broken over our sin. He saw it and it moved him to tears. He wasn't cold and 
ambivalous over it, removed from it. He saw it and wept. He saw it and mourned.

And he not only came into a broken, sinful world, and identified with it and mourned over it, he 
took brokenness on himself and died for it. He became sin for us. He was broken for us. Talk 
about being with us in our pain.

(3) God Saves us from suffering/evil/sin

(run out of time - stink!)

And he took our pain and sin and suffering and has saved us from it. 
“20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many 
people should be kept alive,”
God brought salvation to Joseph and through Joseph. That is what he does to you through 
Christ.

So we want all of us at CTR to have a BIG VIEW OF GOD, a God that blows our minds, a God 
we can’t control, that we can’t and won’t always understand, a God that we can’t fit into our cute 
little, 1st world, 21st century, boxes. And we want a God that isn't just in some place far away 
from us, but that is with us, at all times, in every situation. And we dont want a helpless God, 
that cant do anything about sin and suffering, but we want a God that can save us from it. In 
short, we want a God that we can worship. A God that was even good and powerful enough to 
be sovereign over the death of his Son, in order that we might find eternal life.

“20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many 
people should be kept alive, as they are today.”

Close

———-------
More on:
Romans 8:28 - God works ALL things for good for those who love him and are called according 
to his great purpose. 

And we learn this great truth - that God uses our pain to produce good. He uses sickness, sin, 
evil, natural disasters - in his sovereign plan (which we don't and CANT always understand) for 
our good.

Scott Sauls “God does send suffering to his people. It’s NEVER punitive, always surgical. Think 
the scalpel and not the sword.” 

He uses evil/suffering to accomplish his greater purposes of our good, but ultimately for HIS 
GLORY. (Pharaoh, the Cross, blindman in gospels, etc.)
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