
ENDORSEMENTS FOR MEASURED BY GRACE

Sharla Fritz has done it again! Her new Bible study, Measured by Grace, will 
challenge you to look at the way you view success and see if your vision is 
that of the world or of God. Sharla has done all of the research for you! She is 
meticulous about details and gives you the background story, timelines, maps, 
and Scripture verses you need. You will learn about eight people and places 
from the Bible that will let you know that though we all have weaknesses like 
they did, God loves us and can use us for His mission to save souls for His 
glory. You will enjoy your journey through this wonderful Bible study!

—Susan Bell, president of LWML Eastern District, 
2018–2022

Sharla Fritz offers a gracious gift in her new study, Measured by Grace, to all 
those who feel moored down by their mistakes and mess-ups. We are reminded 
over and over again through this study of God’s Word that our failures do not 
have the final say over our lives. God steps into our brokenness and redeems 
our stories. What a comfort to know that our lives are transformed by God’s 
grace.

—Michelle Diercks, author of Promised Rest:  
Finding Peace in God’s Presence

Sharla has carefully done an amazing amount of research that will make bib-
lical characters we already know and love come alive even more as we dig 
deeper into their stories. Sharla walks the reader through understanding the 
not-so-pretty sides of these people while also pointing us to God’s grace, love, 
and forgiveness. God can use our faults in spite of ourselves and draw people 
closer to Him through the process. Though we fail God, He never fails us. In 
fact, He uses us in the midst of our failures. To Him be the glory!

—Molly Dixon, online Bible study leader

Sharla’s writing in Measured by Grace is a prism. Through her thorough and 
varied perspectives, she highlights God’s love and grace in Scripture and 
through the stories of His people. I love the deep dive she does into our con-
cept of success and her beautiful encouragement that we are measured by 
grace.

—Christina Hergenrader, author of Inspired by the Holy 
Spirit: Four Habits for Faithful Living



In Measured by Grace: How God Defines Success, Sharla Fritz thoughtfully ex-
amines the biblical stories of eight far-from-perfect men and women. Like us, 
their lives overflowed with blunders, failures, struggles, and sin. But, remark-
ably, God stuck with them, nurtured them, forgave them, and even helped 
them to do His good work. What an encouraging reminder for us! This book, 
full of humor and history and wisdom, stands alone as a good read about suc-
cess in God’s eyes. But Sharla’s addition of clear and succinct study questions 
also makes this a fabulous book to read and discuss in a group setting.

—Afton Rorvik, author of Living Connected:  
An Introvert’s Guide to Friendship
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INTRODUCTION
Stage lights illuminated my hands as my fingers flew through 

Schumann’s Papillons. I had practiced for months leading up to this im-
portant piano recital. But suddenly, my preparation failed me. I couldn’t 
remember what came next! Before anyone noticed (I hoped), I jumped 
back to a place in the music I was sure of. But when I reached the sticking 
point, again I couldn’t go on. I repeated this loop several times before I 
could finally finish the piece. The applause at the end couldn’t drown out 
the voice in my head: You should have done better.

My sister-in-law led the way down Big Mountain in Montana on our 
last run of the day, her skis easily gliding over the snow. I, however, looked 
far less elegant, as this was only my third attempt at downhill skiing and 
my legs felt like Jell-O. Tired and cold, I kept falling, picking myself up 
out of the snow, and falling again. When a ski patrol guy joined us, I told 
him, “You can go ahead. I’m just taking my time.” But he said it was his job 
to make sure everyone made it off the mountain safely. As I took another 
face-plant in the cold white stuff, I thought, Great! Now I can be tired, cold, 
and mortified. 

The hurt look on my husband’s face said it all. Hurtful words had es-
caped my lips, and now I witnessed the damage done. Why had I said that? 
Why couldn’t I think before I spoke? Only this morning I had prayed that 
the Holy Spirit would guide my speech, yet again unkind words had spilled 
out. Even after we talked things through and my husband reassured me of 
his forgiveness, I wondered, Will I ever change?

What do all of these stories have in common? 

Failure.
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You might not have flubbed your college piano recital or embarrassed 
yourself on the ski slope, but you likely have your own stories of regrets and 
mistakes. We’ve all messed up. We’ve all come up short. We’ve all blown it.

And our blunders, our shortcomings, our sins haunt us. In our suc-
cess-worshiping society, our failures make us feel worthless. After all, our 
culture applauds the athlete who wins the gold medal, the actor who re-
ceives the Oscar, the businessperson who climbs to the top of the corporate 
ladder. It ignores the runner who came in last, the actress with the bit part, 
the employee in the mail room. If our names aren’t on the plaque, do we 
matter? Sometimes we might even wonder if God can bring anything good 
out of our mistake-riddled attempts and see past our mediocre existences. 

God’s Word tells us that He loves us despite our failings and imperfec-
tions. To reassure us, the Lord shares stories of flawed people in His Word. 
Measured by Grace will give you a peek into the lives of eight of those peo-
ple. Joseph needed to experience a metaphorical face-plant before he rose 
to the second-highest position in Egypt. Rahab had a not-so-pristine past. 
David was a supersize sinner. Jeremiah looked like a professional failure. 
John the Baptist lived the life of a social misfit. The woman at the well had 
messed up repeatedly. Peter had one critical moment of disloyalty. And 
Paul? He described himself as the worst sinner of all.

When you study these stories, you will discover that God’s measuring 
stick is nothing like the world’s. Our culture gauges our worth by outward 
standards of wealth and fame, but the Lord uses criteria like humility and 
faithfulness. So although most of the people we will study would have been 
pronounced a failure by the world, God deemed their lives a success.

Why would God include these stories of mess-ups and mistakes? Be-
cause they show us the power of His transformative grace. No blunder is 
too big for His benevolence. No gaffe too huge for His goodness. No slipup 
too large for His saving power. God can take all of our missteps and make 
them into miracles.
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Read on and see that God’s definition of success is nothing like the 
world’s. Witness how He redeems failure for His glory. Learn how the Lord 
doesn’t give up on those the world labels also-rans, might-have-beens, and 
good-for-nothings. Experience the freedom of being measured by grace.

Using This Book
In Measured by Grace, you will spend time getting to know eight people 

in the Bible who either experienced a big failure or didn’t look successful 
in the eyes of the world. You’ll learn more about their lives and their times 
in history. You’ll discover how God transformed their failure or insignifi-
cance. You will examine their ancient stories in Scripture and glean lessons 
for your life right now. 

You may choose to study the concepts of failure and success by reading 
straight through the chapters. The readings include

•  a timeline to help you see how that particular Bible character’s 
life fits in history; 

•  a map to give geographical perspective of where he or she lived; 
and 

•  historical information about the time and place to help you 
envision how each Bible character lived.

In addition to reading the chapters, I hope you will take time to go 
deeper into the Word by engaging in the Bible study questions (beginning 
on page 143). This section includes 

•  Reflect on the Reading: questions about the chapter; 

•  Dig into the Word: questions to help you go deeper into the bib-
lical accounts;

•  Apply the Word to Your Life: ways to use the lessons in your 
ordinary days; and

•  Create a Project: hands-on activities to help you remember what 
you’ve learned, plus a playlist of music to uplift your heart
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I invite you to gather a few others to join you as you examine these 
stories of success and failure. Share your own stories and encourage one 
another. The study is designed to be completed in eight weeks, but if your 
meeting time is short or you simply want to take the journey a little more 
slowly, you may choose to take two weeks for every chapter. In that case, 
you could do the reading and the “Reflect on the Reading” questions the 
first week and the “Dig into Scripture,” “Apply the Word to Your Life,” and 
“Create a Project” sections the next week. The “Create a Project” activities 
may be especially enjoyable to complete as a group. In fact, you might want 
to have the materials for the activity set out for participants to work on as 
they arrive for the study. You could also have the suggested songs playing 
in the background—tuning the hearts of everyone to God’s love.

As you study,

•  begin with prayer;

•  rely on Scripture to guide your discussions; and

•  keep what is shared confidential unless you are given permission 
to share outside the group.

May the Lord bless you as you rejoice in God’s power to transform 
failure into faith.
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CHAPTER 1

JOSEPH: DETOURED DREAMER 
TIMELINE

Joseph .............................. 1915 BC

One pathetic ray of sunlight 
pushed its way through the high 
windows in the mud-brick wall. 
Joseph dragged his weary body 
across the room and sat on the dirt 
floor in the tiny pool of light—an act 
of hope in this dark and depressing 
place. Months had passed since his 
fellow prisoner had been reinstated 
to his position as official taste tester 
for Pharaoh. Joseph remembered the 
cupbearer’s excitement when he had 
interpreted the man’s dream about 
branches and grapes and had said he 
would get out of prison and regain 
his position.

Joseph implored the cupbearer to remember him and mention him to 
Pharaoh. “Please,” he pleaded, “help me. I haven’t done anything to earn a 
place in this pit.”

Sea of 
Galilee

EGYPT

Shechem

Map © iStock / Peter Hermes Furian



10

MEASURED BY GRACE

But that had been almost a year ago, and Joseph now wondered if he 
would ever see the light of day again. It seemed his life continued in a 
downward trajectory of one disappointment after another. 

It had all started out so promising. Life with eleven brothers had its 
challenges, but he knew he had his father’s love even if he didn’t have theirs. 

Joseph thought back to his dreams; he still recalled them clearly. The 
first one took place in the fields. He and his brothers were binding sheaves 
of grain. His stood upright, but his brothers’ sheaves encircled his and bent 
down to it. In the second dream, the sun, moon, and eleven stars bowed to 
him. He didn’t fully understand those dreams—and he probably shouldn’t 
have mentioned them to his brothers—but somehow the dreams made 
him feel that God had an important role for him. 

Now he was doubtful. His interpretations of the cupbearer’s and bak-
er’s dreams had come true, but it looked like he had misunderstood his 
own. Instead of rising to a significant position, he sat on the floor of a dark 
prison. Instead of success, he experienced nothing but failure.

KEY VERSE

The Lord was with Joseph, and he became a successful 
man. (Genesis 39:2)

How does our culture measure success? It certainly looks like the 
world’s success meter rises with every dollar earned, promotion granted, 
or trophy won, and plummets with each financial loss, professional down-
fall, or athletic defeat.

Joseph’s life included both extremes of devastating loss and amazing 
achievement. Yet a close study of his story reveals God’s surprising defini-
tion of success. 
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Setting the Scene

Joseph’s story begins around 1915 BC. Born to the patriarch Jacob (also 
known as Israel) and his favorite wife, Rachel, Joseph lived with them in a 
home that likely bustled with the activity of a large family—two wives, two 
concubines, twelve sons, and one daughter. Jacob had started his family in 
Haran where he tended sheep for his uncle Laban, but shortly after Joseph 
was born, Jacob left Haran and moved back to his homeland of Canaan. 
On the journey back, Joseph’s mother went into labor with her second 
child, Benjamin, and died giving birth.

Scripture tells us, “Now Israel loved Joseph more than any other of his 
sons, because he was the son of his old age” (Genesis 37:3). And he didn’t 
hide his favoritism. Instead, he demonstrated Joseph’s status by making him 
a special—maybe even “technicolor”—robe. This coat made Jacob’s favor-
itism incredibly obvious, and the other brothers began to resent Joseph.

Joseph didn’t make it any easier for them to like him when he told them 
about his dreams. When they heard about sheaves of grain and eleven stars 
bowing down to their arrogant little brother, they hated him even more 
and plotted to kill him. But then they had a better idea and sold him to a 
passing caravan of Ishmaelites on their way to Egypt.

I wonder what went through Joseph’s head as he trekked to Egypt. 
Certainly those dreams came back to him time and again, and maybe he 
laughed at the irony. The dreams gave him visions of becoming someone 
special. Now he was tied to a camel, dragged to a far-off land where he defi-
nitely would not wear a special coat or receive any favoritism.

Success in Egypt

When the caravan arrived in Egypt, the Ishmaelites sold Joseph to 
Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh and captain of the guard. Joseph became 
a house slave, but it didn’t take long for Potiphar to notice the quality 
of Joseph’s work. Joseph advanced to the position of Potiphar’s personal 
attendant (Genesis 39:4) and then to overseer of everything in his master’s 
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house (v. 5). Potiphar noticed that “the Lord caused all that he did to suc-
ceed in his hands” (v. 3). 

Things were looking up for Joseph, but there was just one problem. 
Potiphar’s wife had her eye on handsome Joseph. Day after day, she tried to 
entice him into her bed. Day after day, he turned her down.

But one day when no one else was in the house, Potiphar’s wife grabbed 
Joseph’s clothes and tried again. “Lie with me,” she said (v. 12). Joseph ran 
off in such a hurry that he left his garment in her hand, and the rejected 
woman used it as evidence that Joseph had tried to seduce her. She told her 
husband, “The Hebrew servant, whom you have brought among us, came 
in to me to laugh at me. But as soon as I lifted up my voice and cried, he left 
his garment beside me and fled out of the house” (vv. 17–18). 

The Bible says Potiphar’s “anger was kindled” (v. 19), but commenta-
tors wonder if he directed the anger toward his wife more than Joseph. If 
Potiphar believed Joseph had sexually assaulted his wife, he would have 
ordered Joseph’s immediate execution. Jails were not common in ancient 
Egypt. They only held political prisoners while they waited for a trial or 
execution.1 Also, it appears that this prison was under Potiphar’s direction 
and even on the premises of his home. Genesis 40:3 tells us the cupbearer 
and chief baker were put “in custody in the house of the captain of the 
guard, in the prison where Joseph was confined.” Still, prison was prison, 
and ancient jails were not known for pampering inmates.

Yet again, Joseph shows his stuff, and not much time passes before the 
keeper of the prison notices the young Hebrew and puts him in charge of 
all the other prisoners. Even in this lowest place, Joseph shone. “Whatever 
he did, the Lord made it succeed” (Genesis 39:23).

Is This Success?

I wonder: Did it feel like success to Joseph? Before prison, the work 
he did for Potiphar made the Egyptian’s home thrive. His master noticed 
Joseph’s excellent efforts and gave him more and more responsibility, until 
“he left all that he had in Joseph’s charge” (Genesis 39:6). The jailer, too, 
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JOSEPH’S CLOTHES

If you know me, you know I like clothes! My closet bulges with 
too many pants, tops, and sweaters. My love of clothes made 
me notice that clothing is a significant theme in Joseph’s story.

We all know about the fancy robe Jacob gave Joseph—if 
only from the Broadway musical Joseph and the Amazing Tech-
nicolor Dreamcoat. Perhaps you remember Sunday School 
lessons or flannelgraph figures of Joseph wearing a coat with 
colorful stripes. Actually, we don’t know what that famous coat 
looked like because the Hebrew word used to describe it ap-
pears only twice: in Joseph’s story and in 2 Samuel regarding 
Tamar’s garment (2 Samuel 13:19). Most commentators agree 
that the coat Jacob made for his favorite son was a full-length 
coat with long sleeves—a coat that would have indicated supe-
rior rank.2 Paintings from this period give more clues. Canaanite 
travelers in some Egyptian paintings are dressed in long em-
broidered garments with long fringed scarves wrapped around 
their bodies.3 

We don’t know what Joseph’s coat looked like, but his 
brothers knew what it meant: their father loved him more. And 
without that coat, Joseph was a nobody—even less than a no-
body: a slave on his way to Egypt.

In Egypt, Joseph’s clothing was again used against him. 
When Potiphar’s wife unsuccessfully tried to seduce Joseph, 
she grabbed his garment as he ran from her grasp. She claimed 
that the cloak proved Joseph’s attempted assault.

Finally, when Pharaoh elevated Joseph to second-in-
command, he gave Joseph fine garments of linen, plus some 
serious bling—an official signet ring and a gold chain for his 
neck. Although Joseph’s clothing had brought him trouble in 
the past, it now announced his important position.
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noticed Joseph’s excellent management skills and put 
him in charge of the prisoners. (This in itself is re-
markable. Who would put one inmate in charge of 
others?) Even one of the other prisoners benefited 
from Joseph’s unique abilities. Joseph’s interpretation 
of the cupbearer’s dream came true and this servant 
of Pharaoh was released from jail. Everything Joseph 

did turned to gold—for someone else. 

If someone had said to Joseph, “The Lord was with Joseph, and he 
became a successful man” (Genesis 39:2), he might have laughed out loud. 
Scripture tells us Joseph was seventeen years old when his brothers sold 
him into slavery (Genesis 37:2) and thirty years old when Pharaoh made 
him second-in-command (Genesis 41:46). Joseph spent thirteen years as a 
slave and a prisoner. I doubt he would have described himself as successful.

Nor would we use the word successful to describe a lowly servant or 
prisoner. Successful is the term we use for champions and award winners. 
So how do we reconcile the differences? Why does the Bible describe 
Joseph as successful?

Success in Joseph’s Work 

To understand, let’s examine the three stories of Joseph’s work in Egypt. 
When we study narrative stories in Scripture that are similar, we can better 
understand their meanings as we look at what the storyteller repeats and 
what he doesn’t.4

The Bible often uses the symbolism of clothing to describe 
our spiritual condition. Isaiah pronounces our sinful state as “un-
clean” and says “our righteous deeds are like a polluted gar-
ment” (Isaiah 64:6). But God washes those garments “whiter 
than snow” (Psalm 51:7) and, because of Christ, He clothes us 
in “garments of salvation” and covers us with “the robe of righ-
teousness” (Isaiah 61:10).

EVERYTHING  
JOSEPH DID 
TURNED TO 
GOLD—FOR 
SOMEONE  
ELSE.



15

JOSEPH: DETOURED DREAMER 

First, let’s look at the account of Joseph in Potiphar’s house:

Now Joseph had been brought down to Egypt, and Potiphar, 
an officer of Pharaoh, the captain of the guard, an Egyptian, 
had bought him from the Ishmaelites who had brought him 
down there. The Lord was with Joseph, and he became a suc-
cessful man, and he was in the house of his Egyptian master. 
His master saw that the Lord was with him and that the Lord 
caused all that he did to succeed in his hands. So Joseph found 
favor in his sight and attended him, and he made him overseer 
of his house and put him in charge of all that he had. From 
the time that he made him overseer in his house and over all 
that he had, the Lord blessed the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s 
sake; the blessing of the Lord was on all that he had, in house 
and field. So he left all that he had in Joseph’s charge, and be-
cause of him he had no concern about anything but the food 
he ate. (Genesis 39:1–6)

Now compare this narrative with the story of Joseph’s time in prison:

And Joseph’s master took him and put him into the prison, 
the place where the king’s prisoners were confined, and he was 
there in prison. But the Lord was with Joseph and showed 
him steadfast love and gave him favor in the sight of the 
keeper of the prison. And the keeper of the prison put Joseph 
in charge of all the prisoners who were in the prison. What-
ever was done there, he was the one who did it. The keeper of 
the prison paid no attention to anything that was in Joseph’s 
charge, because the Lord was with him. And whatever he did, 
the Lord made it succeed. (Genesis 39:20–23)

Similar, right? Verses 2 and 21 both tell us that “the Lord was with 
Joseph.” In fact, Joseph’s life displayed God’s presence so clearly that Poti-
phar and the jailer both recognized that the Lord was with him (vv. 3, 23). 
And because they recognized that God’s blessings followed Joseph wher-
ever he went, both gave Joseph added responsibility. Potiphar “put him in 
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charge of all that he had” (v. 4), and because of Joseph’s abilities, “he had 
no concern about anything but the food he ate” (v. 6). The jailer “paid no 
attention to anything that was in Joseph’s charge, because the Lord was 
with him” (v. 23).

We find similar statements about success. Genesis 39:3 says of Joseph’s 
time with Potiphar, “The Lord caused all that he did to succeed in his 
hands.” And verse 23 tells us about his time in jail: “Whatever he did, the 
Lord made it succeed.” Even if Joseph would not have described himself 
as successful, the Lord did.

DREAMS

Dreams appear as a significant theme in Joseph’s story. His 
dreams of bowing sheaves and genuflecting stars give him a 
one-way ticket to trouble. His analyses of the cupbearer’s and 
baker’s dreams establish his reputation as an interpreter of 
dreams. Finally, Pharaoh’s troubling dreams give Joseph an op-
portunity to get out of prison, and his interpretations of those 
dreams then make Joseph’s childhood dreams come true.

Dreams held great significance in ancient times. Trained 
dream experts were sought out for their interpretations. Egyp-
tian and Babylonian interpreters consulted “dream books,” 
which recorded sample dreams and their meanings. Consulting 
these books gave a “scientific” authenticity to their interpreta-
tions.5

Instead of dream books, Joseph relied on the wisdom of 
God. Still, his interpretations mirrored some of the principles 
from these manuals, such as the number of items in a dream 
signifying the number of days or years.6

Today we must use caution with dreams. God may still com-
municate through dreams, but we must always check the mes-
sage against the inerrant Word of God.
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Now let’s jump ahead to the account of Joseph’s rise to power. Two 
years after the cupbearer got out of prison, Pharaoh had some troubling 
dreams (Genesis 41). When no one could interpret them, the royal taste 
tester suddenly remembered Joseph. Pharaoh sent for Joseph and de-
scribed the dreams. Joseph explained to the Egyptian ruler that the dreams 
foretold seven years of plenty followed by seven years of famine. Joseph 
then suggested a plan for storing grain from the bountiful years so it would 
be available for the lean years. 

This proposal pleased Pharaoh, who said to his servants, “ ‘Can we find 
a man like this, in whom is the Spirit of God?’ Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, 
‘Since God has shown you all this, there is none so discerning and wise as 
you are. You shall be over my house, and all my people shall order them-
selves as you command. Only as regards the throne will I be greater than 
you’ ” (Genesis 41:37–40). Joseph now had greater responsibility than ever 
before.

However, something is missing. Both of the other stories spoke about 
Joseph’s success, but that word doesn’t appear here. Joseph had success 
when he served as a slave and languished in jail, but not when he became 
the second-most-powerful man in the world? Throughout the account of 
the famine and Joseph collecting grain and selling it to the people, prevent-
ing nationwide starvation, the Bible doesn’t include a phrase like “the Lord 
caused everything Joseph did to succeed.”

Perhaps Scripture omits the phrase because Joseph’s success is so obvi-
ous there’s no need to point it out. But remember the principle that says we 
need to pay attention when the story repeats something in one place and 
omits it in another? Perhaps the omission of the word success when Joseph 
clearly obtains it demonstrates how God defines that word.

Success in the world looks big—stadiums filled with fans. Success in 
the world looks impressive—fancy corner offices with diplomas on the 
walls. Success looks like fame—names on brightly lit marquees.
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But success in God’s eyes doesn’t nec-
essarily look big or impressive. The Hebrew 
word for “success” in Genesis 39 is salah. It 
means “to advance, prosper, make progress, 
succeed, be profitable.”7 The word some-
times portrays worldly success that even 
evil people can achieve, such as in Psalm 
37:7: “Fret not yourself over the one who 
prospers [salah] in his way, over the man 
who carries out evil devices!” But usu-
ally, success in the Old Testament doesn’t 

happen without the Lord’s help. We see this in Joseph’s story: “The Lord 
caused all that he did to succeed in his hands” (Genesis 39:3). We also see 
it in the account of King Uzziah where it says, “As long as he sought the 
Lord, God made him prosper” (2 Chronicles 26:5). 

The success the Bible talks about is not primarily worldly prosperity 
but submission to the Lord and living in His presence.8 In Joseph’s story, 
God described Joseph as successful when he was a slave and a prisoner. 
God measures our success based on our dependence on Him. Although 
we may view our lives as disappointments, God declares them triumphant 
when we trust Him to complete the work He has given us—great or small.

Success in the Small

I know about small. I have always dreamed of big—but my life has 
turned out small. I hate to admit this, but when I achieved good grades 
in school and people told me I would go far, I hoped to make a name for 
myself. But my life didn’t turn out that way. And when people ask about 
my piano teaching, my writing, or my role in our church, I catch myself 
apologizing for the lack of greatness. “I love teaching piano, but I only have 
a few students.” “Yes, I’ve written a few books, but none has ever made a 
best-seller list.” “I play piano for our church services and direct the choir, 
but we’re a very small congregation.” Why do I feel the need to make such 
excuses?

ALTHOUGH WE MAY 
VIEW OUR LIVES AS  
DISAPPOINTMENTS, 
GOD DECLARES THEM 
TRIUMPHANT WHEN  
WE TRUST HIM TO 
COMPLETE THE WORK 
HE HAS GIVEN US—
GREAT OR SMALL.
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Maybe you have similar phrases to describe yourself: “I’m only a stay-
at-home mom.” “I’m just a receptionist.” “I work behind the scenes as an 
assistant. No one notices me.”

Joseph may have felt the same way. His dreams of sheaves and stars may 
have given him ideas of greatness. But he was a mere slave. In fact, instead 
of the achievement freedom would have given, he was relegated to prison. 

But God noticed Joseph’s faith in Him. Every step of the way, the Lord 
blessed Joseph’s work. Although everyone else would have applauded his 
achievement when he directed the food supply of a nation, God declared 
Joseph a success when he scrubbed floors and took meals to prisoners.

When You Feel Small

So what can you do when you feel 
small? when it feels like success has passed 
you by? 

Let’s look at some suggestions from 
Joseph’s life.

Do your best in whatever position you 
find yourself. When Joseph was a slave, 
he could have moped and complained to 
God and done his work half-heartedly, but 
the Bible doesn’t tell us that he did so. As a 
slave, he could not have avoided work, but 
I doubt Potiphar would have put Joseph 
in charge of his household if Joseph had 
made only minimal effort.

We, too, can do whatever job God has given us to the best of our ability. 
I can complain about the number of piano students I have, or I can help 
each student to grow in his or her musical ability. I can hone my writing 
craft and become a better wordsmith, not to sell more books, but because 
God has called me to be a writer.

WHATEVER WORK YOU 
FIND YOURSELF  
DOING—BALANCING 
THE BOOKS, TEACHING  
RAMBUNCTIOUS PRE-
SCHOOLERS, RUNNING 
A MULTINATIONAL COR-
PORATION, SCRUBBING  
MUDDY FLOORS—KNOW 
THAT GOD NOTICES 
YOUR FAITHFULNESS.
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MEASURED BY GRACE

Whatever work you find yourself doing—balancing the books, teach-
ing rambunctious preschoolers, running a multinational corporation, 
scrubbing muddy floors—know that God notices your vocation. You are 
doing important work even if the world says it’s lowly. Colossians 3:23–24 
says, “Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, 
knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your re-
ward. You are serving the Lord Christ.” Do your best because you serve a 
God who is gracious to you. 

Learn humility and servanthood. The omniscient God knew all along 
that Joseph would be in charge of feeding the world during a famine. There-
fore, although Joseph’s brothers intended to kill him, God used them to get 
Joseph to Egypt where his God-given gifts would be put to use in a crisis.

When we read of how Joseph told his family about his dreams, he 
comes across as more than a little spoiled. I wish I could hear Joseph’s 
tone of voice when he said, “Hear this dream that I have dreamed: . . . 
your sheaves gathered around it and bowed down to my sheaf ” (Genesis 
37:6–7). Did he say it with a good measure of arrogance to flaunt his po-
sition over his brothers? Or did his words simply reveal the naivete of a 
seventeen-year-old unaware of how his dreams would fuel the fire of his 
brothers’ indignation? Either way, Joseph’s words demonstrate more than 
a little self-centeredness. 

Our takeaway is that God arranged for Joseph to land in a place where 
the world did not revolve around him. A place where he would serve 
instead of being served and bow down instead of being bowed to. Being 
ordered about as a slave must have been a rude awakening for the spoiled 
son of Jacob. Joseph learned humility. He learned servanthood.

Even as we work in our small places, we can also learn humility and ser-
vanthood. This is the downward journey of all Christian growth—a jour-
ney that Christ Himself demonstrated. The apostle Paul instructs, “Have 
this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though 
He was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 
grasped, but emptied Himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born 



21

JOSEPH: DETOURED DREAMER 

in the likeness of men” (Philippians 2:5–7). Embracing our small roles as 
an opportunity to learn service puts us in good company.

Realize real success comes from God. Western culture applauds the 
self-made man or woman. Our society cheers for the entrepreneur who 
builds a Fortune 500 company by starting in the garage and the star who 
skyrockets from humble beginnings to Hollywood fame. But the Bible 
doesn’t talk about success that way.

Even though we can surmise that Joseph worked hard in his lowly 
positions, Scripture doesn’t credit his ingenuity or diligence for the success 
he experienced. Rather, the Bible says, “the Lord caused all that he did 
to succeed in his hands” (Genesis 39:3, emphasis added). Without God’s 
blessing, Joseph’s labor would not have prospered. He could have been 
stuck weeding Potiphar’s garden for the rest of his life.

Yes, God wants us to put in our best efforts, but the world doesn’t always 
reward humble diligence and thoroughness. I’m sure we’ve all experienced 
this. Perhaps you spent many hours starting a business with a fail-safe plan 
but ended up with nothing to show for it. Or maybe you toiled long days 
on a project for the company you work for, only to watch someone else get 
the recognition.

God grants success. And He knows the best for us—whether that’s fame 
and big paychecks or obscurity and a lifestyle that requires us to econo-
mize. If God does grant us results that overlap with the kind of success the 
world notices, let’s tell everyone where that success came from. Joseph gave 

JOSEPH—A TYPE OF CHRIST

Joseph’s life and character are sometimes compared to Jesus’. 
In fact, commentators describe Joseph as a type of Christ—
someone who foreshadows Jesus. Both were sent from their 
homes for the ultimate purpose of rescuing the world. Both 
were sold for a few pieces of silver. Both resisted temptation. 
Both suffered unjustly. Joseph saved a nation from starvation. 
Jesus saved the world from eternal death.
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the Lord credit for the success he had in dream interpretation. He told the 
cupbearer and baker, “Do not interpretations belong to God?” (Genesis 
40:8). When Pharaoh asked Joseph about his abilities, Joseph said, “It is not 
in me; God will give Pharaoh a favorable answer” (Genesis 41:16). Joseph 
knew God gave him success.

Lean on God’s presence and steadfast love. How did Joseph sur-
vive thirteen long years in a strange country as a slave and prisoner? The 
account in Genesis 39 states four times that “the Lord was with him” (vv. 
2, 3, 21, 23). We don’t know how Joseph knew that the Lord walked beside 
him in that foreign, polytheistic country, but it is noteworthy that Joseph 
is the only person in all of Genesis described as having the Spirit of God 
upon him (Genesis 41:38).9

One commentator suggests that Joseph clung to the dreams God had 
given him as we would grasp onto promises from God’s Word. Joseph didn’t 
know how God would make those dreams happen, but he believed God had 
given them to him and would complete His plans for Joseph’s life.10

Both the story of Joseph in Potiphar’s house and the account of Joseph 
in prison tell us the Lord was with him, but when Joseph is in prison, the 
text adds a significant point: “But the Lord was with Joseph and showed 
him steadfast love” (Genesis 39:21). What grace! When Joseph hit his low-
est point, God poured out His relentless, unfailing love. I wish I knew how 
Joseph felt this love, but however he experienced it, God’s care sustained 
him during those dark and lonely years.

When we experience demotions instead of promotions, when we work 
hard but have precious little to show for it, we, too, can lean on His unfail-
ing love. Joseph had his dreams to give him hope, but we have something 
much more certain—God’s inerrant Word. We have Jesus’ presence in the 
Lord’s Supper. Therefore, we can cling confidently to the truth of God’s 
“everlasting love” (Jeremiah 31:3).
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How God Measures Success

Some might interpret Joseph’s story as a life lesson: work hard, and you 
will eventually achieve prominence and power. Hollywood movies love a 
rags-to-riches story. We all hope for greatness, so the story of the underdog 
rising up out of slavery, getting out of prison, and making something out 
of his life inspires us.

But that’s not the point of Joseph’s life. The main point of Joseph’s story 
tells of the providence of God. Joseph’s life had many confusing melodies 
and rhythms, but God orchestrated them into a composition singing of His 
glory. Potiphar, the jailer, and Pharaoh all recognized the Lord’s presence 
with Joseph. In a land of superstition and false gods, Joseph’s life sang the 
song of Yahweh, the one true God.

Joseph recognized this theme 
in his life. When his brothers feared 
Joseph would seek revenge for 
their mistreatment of him, he said, 
“Do not fear, for am I in the place 
of God? 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 50:19–20).

Joseph’s life demonstrates the providence of God, but it also illustrates 
how God measures success. Yes, God placed Joseph in a place of worldly 
influence, but when did God declare Joseph a success? When he lived life 
as a slave and a prisoner, a life not for himself but for others.

You don’t need worldwide fame, bulging bank accounts, or impressive 
titles for God to declare your life a success. Trust the Lord to help you 
complete the work He has given you right now—whether you deem the job 
great or small—and you will have success in His eyes.

 

TRUST THE LORD TO HELP 
YOU COMPLETE THE WORK HE 
HAS GIVEN YOU RIGHT NOW—
WHETHER YOU DEEM THE JOB 
GREAT OR SMALL—AND YOU 
WILL HAVE SUCCESS IN HIS 
EYES.




