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CHAPTER 1 

you’ll get through this

1. Three times at the beginning of the chapter, we hear these lines: 

“You’ll get through this. It won’t be painless. It won’t be quick. 

But God will use this mess for good. In the meantime don’t be 

foolish or naive. But don’t despair either. With God’s help you 

will get through this.”

a. Consider each sentence one at a time. Which is most 

comforting or encouraging to you? Which, if any, do you wish 

Max hadn’t included? Why?

b. Max offers these words of assurance to three people in diverse 

situations: a woman with three children whose husband has 

left her, a middle-aged man fired for offensive comments, and 

a teenager forced to choose between her mother and father. 

How would you summarize in one sentence the difficult 

situation you face right now or one you have faced in the past?

c. Max tells us three things not to do. Which negative word 

below do you relate to most? Which represents the greatest 

temptation for you now, or which is most characteristic of you 

when you are in a difficult situation?

❑  Foolish: I am tempted to be or have been thoughtless, 
reckless, shortsighted, lacking in wisdom and good 
judgment, or impulsive in my behavior.

❑  Naive: I am tempted to be or have been willfully ignorant 

of negative reality, lacking in discernment and critical 



judgment, blind to the impact of my words or behavior, 

or engaged in an unrealistic view of the world and human 

nature.

❑  Despairing: I am tempted to be or have been unwilling to 

receive comfort or care from others. I am prone to feel 

hopeless, desolate, despondent, helpless, or miserable.

❑  Other:

2. Read Genesis 37, which provides critical background about 

Joseph’s family and details about his abduction and sale into 

slavery in Egypt.

a. The story features three primary characters: the brothers (as a 

whole), Joseph, and Jacob. Which of the “don’t” words from 

question 1 best describes each of the three characters?

The brothers are __________________________________.

Joseph is _________________________________________.

Jacob is __________________________________________.

b. Use the word you chose from question 1, and the character 

from Genesis 37 who best illustrates that word, to reflect 

on how you face difficulties. For example, if you chose 

“despairing,” what similarities do you see between yourself 

and the despairing character you identified? What insights 

about your words, actions, or situation does this character 

provide? (You may wish to reread Genesis 37, paying 

particular attention to this character’s words, actions, and 

situation.)

c. In what area, if any, do you resist being identified with this 

character? Why?



3. At the end of Genesis 37, Joseph finds himself in Egypt. The 

Hebrew word for Egypt is Mitzrayim, whose root means “to 

border, shut, or limit.”1 It evokes the image of a very narrow or 

tight place. We could say that Joseph’s Egypt—his Mitzrayim—

began the minute he was thrown into the pit. And the tight places 

kept coming—slavery, entrapment, prison.

a. It would have been natural for Joseph to defy his captivity 

and devote all his efforts to escaping. Why do you suppose he 

repeatedly chose not to? What would you say he chose to do 

instead?

b. How do you relate to this image of being in Egypt? How has 

your suffering hemmed you in or made your world much 

smaller than it once was? What limitations are most difficult 

for you?

c. How would you characterize your response to your 

limitations? For example, are your thoughts and energies 

devoted primarily to escape plans, to ways to cope, or to 

something else?

4. Between the beginning and end of Joseph’s story, he underwent a 

remarkable transformation. The spoiled youth who once thought 

of no one but himself became a visionary leader who saved the 

world from starvation. Every tight place in Joseph’s life became a 

training place, a narrow path to an eternal purpose.

a. Training is preparation. It is a process that makes the weak 

strong and the unskilled effective. What is the potential for 

training in your difficult situation? What new “muscles” are 

you working?

b. Here is the assumption of training: what we can’t do now even 



by trying very hard is something we will be able to do later by 

training very hard. How do you recognize this truth in both 

Joseph’s story and your own?

5. “The story of Joseph is in the Bible for this reason: to teach you 

to trust God to trump evil. What Satan intends for evil, God, 

the Master Weaver and Master Builder, redeems for good.” To 

trump is to get the better of an adversary by using a crucial, 

often hidden resource at the most strategic moment. How does 

this idea help you understand God’s involvement in your life 

currently?

6. Author C. S. Lewis wrote, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, 

speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains.”2 Take a 

moment to reflect on what Joseph’s story could reveal about the 

pain or difficulties you’re experiencing. If God is shouting to you 

in your pain, what is he saying? How might he be inviting you to 

respond?



CHAPTER 2

down, down, down to egypt

1. Joseph entered Egypt as a slave. He had lost everything, with one 

exception—his destiny. He believed that God was at work in his 

circumstances and had plans for his life.

a. Overall, how would you describe the impact your 

circumstances have on your ability to trust God—to believe he 

is at work in your life?

b. Reflect for a moment on the level of trust you have in God 

for your eternity—that he has saved you and that you will 

live with him forever. How does your level of trust in God for 

your eternity compare with your level of trust in God for your 

current circumstances? If your level of trust is higher for one 

than the other, what accounts for the difference?

2. One way to think about destiny is that we already know the 

ending of the story—God’s and our own—and it is deeply good. 

Through the prophet Isaiah, God declares: 

I am God, and there is none like me.

I make known the end from the beginning,

from ancient times, what is still to come.

I say: My purpose will stand,

and I will do all that I please. (46:9–10 niv)

This kind of “mak[ing] known” reveals something utterly unique 



about who God is and how he works. We see a personal 

expression of this in Joseph’s story when God used dreams to 

reveal what was to come (Gen. 37:5–11).

a. Recall a hardship or difficult season you experienced in the 

past. As you look back, what evidence was there of God’s 

activity in your life? Unexpected kindnesses? Positive changes 

in circumstances or relationships? How did the hand of God 

prepare you for what followed? Did this season deepen your 

trust in God?

b. How do your previous experiences of God’s work in your 

life—or his seeming absence—affect your ability to trust him 

in your current circumstances?

c. Think back over the last twenty-four hours. What signs of 

God’s goodness and grace, however small, can you identify? 

Write down two or three.

d. What might those signs indicate about God’s purposes in your 

life right now?

3. This is how we trust our destiny: we hold fast to what we have 

that we cannot lose. Max makes this practical by describing 

how people in two different circumstances—a job loss and a 

relationship loss—could remember and trust their destinies. 

Using the examples as a reference, write a two- to three-line 

statement that affirms your trust in the destiny God has for you.

4. “Survival in Egypt begins with a yes to God’s call on your 

life.” By saying yes, you acknowledge that nothing about you is 

unknown to God (Ps. 139). You affirm with David, “The Lord 

will work out his plans for my life—for your faithful love, O 

Lord, endures forever” (Ps. 138:8 nLt).



a. In what ways, if any, do you sense you might be saying no to 

God’s call on your life?

b. If you considered that part of what you are saying no to is 

God’s love, how would it change your perspective?

c. What yes might you say to God now, in this very moment?



CHAPTER 3

alone but not all alone

Max offers four concrete ways we can open ourselves to the divine 

presence, which “surrounds us in the same way the Pacific surrounds 

an ocean floor pebble.”

1. Lay claim to the nearness of God. The pages of Scripture are 

full of promises that affirm God’s nearness to us:

I may walk through valleys

as dark as death,

but I won’t be afraid.

You are with me,

and your shepherd’s rod

makes me feel safe. (Ps. 23:4 cev)

The Lord Almighty is here among us;

the God of Israel is our fortress. (Ps. 46:7 nLt)

And be sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of 

the age. (Matt. 28:20 nLt)

God has said,

“Never will I leave you;

never will I forsake you.” (Heb. 13:5 niv)



When you lay claim to something, you assert your rights to it 

and demand it as due to you. It is a posture of boldness, insistence, 

and perseverance.

a. How would you characterize your posture toward God’s 
nearness? Have you been bold, insistent, and persistent in 
claiming this truth? Or have you tended to be more timid, 
passive, and ambivalent?

b. “Difficult days demand decisions of faith.” Using the 

passages above as a reference, personalize the promise of 

God’s nearness by laying bold claim to it for the situation 

you face today. Write a two- or three-line statement 

asserting your decision to trust that God is near to you.

2. Cling to his character. The qualities of God are the 

unchanging aspects of his character; they are also promises we 

can rely on in the midst of change.

a. Set a timer for two minutes. Write down as many truths 
about God’s character as you can think of in that time. Or 
if you are able to spend more time, read Psalm 86 and make 
a list of all God’s qualities enumerated by David.

b. Briefly review your list of God’s qualities. Circle the two or 

three that stand out most to you. Why are these qualities 

especially important to you right now? What promises do 

they represent?

3. Pray your pain out. “Angry at God? Disappointed with his 

strategy? Ticked off at his choices? Let him know it. Let him 

have it! . . . Go ahead and file your grievance.”



a. A grievance is a formal complaint about a problem or 
a wrong, filed by someone who has a right to be heard. 
Briefly identify the complaint you have about the difficulty 
you face now. What has gone wrong?

b. What emotions does this situation stir in you—about 

others, yourself, and God?

c. Speak plainly to God about your pain. You may choose 

to write your prayers in a journal or to speak them aloud. 

Resist the temptation to hide or withhold the truth about 

your thoughts and feelings. Bring the full weight of your 

hurts, questions, and disappointments to God.

4. Lean on God’s people. God is present with those who gather 

in his name (Matt. 18:20). Max’s vivid encouragement is to 

“be a barnacle on the boat of God’s church.” Barnacles begin 

life as tiny, free-swimming organisms, but they must attach 

themselves to a hard surface in order to grow into adulthood. 

To attach, they produce a kind of rubbery, liquid cement that 

eventually hardens. As barnacles mature, they continually 

produce concentric rings of cement, strengthening their 

attachment.

a. Overall, how would you characterize your current 
attachment to your faith community? Are you fully 
attached or still swimming free on your own? If attached, 
would you say your connection is growing weaker or 
stronger? Why?

b. Briefly reflect on specific relationships you have in your 

faith community—friends, a small group, a volunteer team 

you work with. Which relationship(s) would you say have 

the most “cement”?



c. When you lean on people, you depend on them. Which 

relationship(s) might you lean on more in the next week? 

How, specifically, will you depend on them? Ask for 

practical help? Solicit specific prayer? Meet for coffee to 

speak plain truth about what you’re going through? Other 

possibilities?



CHAPTER 4

stupid won’t fix stupid

1.  Navigating the demands of a “sandbar” crisis or a prolonged 

hardship can leave us depleted in many ways—mentally, 

emotionally, relationally, and spiritually. As you reflect on the 

demands you’ve had to navigate, how would you assess your level 

of depletion right now? Circle the number on the continuum that 

best describes your response.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

I am depleted. I have 
little to no energy to 

engage in the tasks and 
relationships in my life.

I am not depleted. I have 
sufficient energy to 

engage in the tasks and 
relationships in my life.

a. What image would you use to describe your level of 

depletion—a cloth worn thin, a dry riverbed, or a car running 

on fumes?

b. What need(s) does your depletion image represent? In other 

words, what are you most aware of lacking right now?

2. Depletion can leave us vulnerable to what Max calls dumb 

becoming dumber, complicating our circumstances with things 

such as poor decisions, impulsive behavior, moral compromise, 

and more. Do you sense you’re vulnerable because of your 

depletion? What resources can you tap in order to replenish 

yourself?



3. Justifications and rationalizations (“No one would know.” “I 

won’t get caught.” “I’m only human.”) are warning flags for 

dumb-becoming-dumber vulnerabilities. Author Dallas Willard 

wrote, “The most spiritually dangerous things in me are the little 

habits of thought, feeling, and action that I regard as ‘normal’ 

because ‘everyone is like that’ and it is ‘only human.’”3

a. What “little habits of thought, feeling, and action” are you 

aware of justifying or rationalizing?

b. What potential dangers or harm could result from these 

vulnerabilities?

4. Read Genesis 39, which tells the story of Joseph’s sandbar 

experience with Potiphar’s wife.

a. Justifications and rationalizations tend to keep our focus on 

what we lack and what’s wrong with our circumstances. What 

does Joseph’s response to his master’s wife reveal about how 

he viewed his circumstances (v. 9)?

b. Loyalty is faithfulness and devotion. What do you observe 

about loyalty—and disloyalty—in each of the characters 

in this chapter? Whom is each person trying to please? 

Consider the words and actions of Joseph, Potiphar, and 

Mrs. Potiphar.

c. Using the three human characters in the chapter as a reference, 

how would you describe the object and extent of your loyalty 

right now? What do your words and actions reveal about 

whom you are trying to please?

d. In what ways have you experienced God’s loyalty—his 

faithfulness and devotion to you—in the midst of your 

circumstances?



5. Joseph placed his loyalty to God above everything else and 

refused to rationalize or justify a compromise. It was the right 

thing to do, but it was also costly.

a. David wrote, “Do what is right as a sacrifice to the Lord and 

trust the Lord” (Ps. 4:5 ncv). What sacrifice might you have 

to make in connection with the vulnerabilities you identified in 

questions 2 and 3?

b. What do you need to trust the Lord to handle?



CHAPTER 5

oh, so this is boot camp!

1. “Every day God tests us through people, pain, or problems.”

a. When Max faced a test, he had to decide if he would pout or 

apologize, ignore the tension or deal with it. Think back over 

the last twenty-four hours, and identify a test that came your 

way. What was the choice or question you faced?

b. In school some tests are graded, and others are pass/fail. How 

would you assess your response to the test you faced?

c. The theme of Max’s test might be described as relational 

integrity. What is the theme of the lesson your test represents? 

What gains could you realize if you learn this lesson well? 

What losses or consequences might you suffer if you fail to 

learn it?

2. God used the tests in Joseph’s life—and he uses the tests in 

our lives—not as punishment but as preparation. It’s a crucial 

distinction author C. S. Lewis affirmed when he wrote, “If you 

think of this world as a place intended simply for our happiness, 

you find it quite intolerable: think of it as a place of training and 

correction and it’s not so bad.”4

a. What’s your initial response to this idea? How does it affect 

your perspective on what it means to be tested by God?

b. Joseph didn’t know what his tests were preparing him for, 

but the lessons he learned were all about leadership, faithful 



service, and trust in God. Like Joseph, you may not know 

what God is preparing you for, but the lessons themselves 

might point in a certain direction. When you consider the 

lessons and themes of the tests you have experienced recently, 

where do you sense God may be leading you?

3. The biblical perspective on hardships is radically countercultural 

and counterintuitive. Here is how the author of James describes it:

Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many 

kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops 

perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be 

mature and complete, not lacking anything. (1:2–4 niv)

a. The key to shifting our perspective on hardships begins 

with the two-word phrase “consider it.” The Greek word for 

consider is a verb about thought, not emotion. “James is not 

commanding how one should feel, but rather how one should 

think about one’s circumstances.”5 How do you respond to 

this distinction between thinking and feeling in connection 

with your circumstances? What concerns you or intrigues you 

about the idea of thinking joy even when you aren’t feeling it?

b. One scholar suggests that instead of “looking at the trial,” we 

look “through the trial to its potential outcome.”6 What words 

come to mind when you look at your trial? Similarly, what 

words come to mind when you look through your trial?

4. “Share the message God gives to you. This test will become your 

testimony . . . Your mess can become your message.” In a court 

of law a testimony is an eyewitness’s public declaration given 

under oath. It constitutes evidence in support of facts and truth. 



What comes to mind when you think of yourself as an eyewitness 

to God’s activity in the midst of your mess? What facts and truth 

about God are supported by the evidence of your testimony?



CHAPTER 6

wait while God works

1. Joseph was probably seventeen when he was sold into slavery and 

thirty when Pharaoh put him in charge of famine preparations. 

His time of waiting—in Potiphar’s house and in prison—spanned 

thirteen years.

a. Take a moment to recall your age and the circumstances of 

your life thirteen years ago. Write down three things you 

remember about what that season of your life was like and 

then three things about your level of personal growth and 

maturity at the time. Consider spiritual, emotional, and 

relational maturity.

b. What are some of the changes in your life and in your level of 

maturity between then and now?

c. During Joseph’s season of waiting and preparation, God 

was working. If you think about your last thirteen years as a 

similar time of waiting and preparation, how would you say 

God has been working in your circumstances and in your 

personal growth?

2. We are often in a hurry, but God is not. The pages of Scripture 

repeatedly encourage us to wait for the Lord. The psalmist 

provides a compelling image of what this kind of waiting looks 

like and what it requires:



With all my heart,

I am waiting, Lord, for you!

I trust your promises.

I wait for you more eagerly

than a soldier on guard duty

waits for the dawn.

Yes, I wait more eagerly

than a soldier on guard duty

waits for the dawn.

Israel, trust the Lord!

He is always merciful,

and he has the power

to save you. (Ps. 130:5–7 cev)

The psalmist makes it clear that he has invested his whole 

heart in the expectation that the Lord is coming. Other Bible 

versions render the intensity of this longing for God as “I wait 

for the Lord, my soul waits” (niv); “I am counting on the Lord; 

yes, I am counting on him” (nLt); “I pray to God—my life a 

prayer—and wait for what he’ll say and do” (msG).

a. When you consider the circumstances in which you are 

currently waiting on the Lord, how would you characterize the 

investment plan of your heart? Like the psalmist, are you 100 

percent invested in waiting on the Lord? Or are you hedging 

your heart by also investing in things like worry or potential 

backup plans?

b. Using the various Bible versions previously quoted as 

references, write a statement that expresses the intensity of 

your longing for God right now.



c. Overall, do you tend to be more aware of your longing for 

God or your longing for what you hope God will do for you? 

How do you distinguish between the two?

d. How does the image of a soldier on night guard duty help you 

understand what it means to trust the Lord and to be active in 

your waiting?

3. “Waiting is a sustained effort to stay focused on God through 

prayer and belief. To wait is to ‘rest in the Lord, and wait 

patiently for Him . . .’ (Ps. 37:7).” Use the sentence starters below 

to consider how you can actively wait on God in the days ahead.

a. I can stay focused on God in prayer by . . . 

b. I can stay focused on God in my beliefs by . . . 

c. I can stay focused on God in rest by . . . 



CHAPTER 7

more bounce back than bozo

1. A ballast is a counterweight—a force that offsets an opposing 

force in order to maintain balance. Joseph’s ballast was his 

“deep-seated, stabilizing belief in God’s sovereignty.” For thirteen 

years it helped him bounce back from every setback—betrayal, 

slavery, false accusations, imprisonment, abandonment. Joseph’s 

audience with Pharaoh marked the beginning of his redemption, 

but there was still an opposing force at work. Only this time it 

wasn’t a setback. It was a setup.

a. Read Genesis 41:1–44, which tells the story of Pharaoh’s 

dreams and his first encounter with Joseph. Pay particular 

attention to what Pharaoh said about Joseph (v. 15) and how 

Joseph responded (vv. 16, 25, 28, 32).

b. A setup is a subtle invitation to self-deception, which in turn 

makes us vulnerable to a setback. How would you describe 

the potential setup in Pharaoh’s words to Joseph (v. 15)? What 

kind of setbacks might Joseph have been vulnerable to later if 

he had accepted this subtle invitation?

c. We see Joseph’s ballast at work as he repeatedly affirmed 

God’s sovereignty, not only in everything that had already 

happened (vv. 25, 28, 32), but also in describing what must 

happen next (vv. 16, 32). For Joseph, God’s sovereignty 

covered both the past and the future.

In this situation it would have been the most natural thing 

in the world for Joseph—who was just hours out of prison—to 



secure his future by putting the spotlight on himself. What 

does his refusal to do so reveal about his relationship with 

God? His trust in God’s sovereignty?

d. Compare Pharaoh’s statements in Genesis 41:15 and 41:39. 

How did Joseph’s ballast impact Pharaoh’s perspective? 

Consider what changed as well as what did not change.

2. The experience of moving from suffering to redemption is full of 

rich gifts and graces. Finally the long wait is over. There is relief, 

new life, new hope. But as Joseph’s story shows, this transition 

also includes unique challenges.

a. As you anticipate or enter your own season of redemption, 

what setups—subtle invitations to self-deception—might you 

expect to encounter? Consider especially ways in which your 

focus might subtly shift from reliance on God to reliance on 

yourself.

b. What setbacks would you be vulnerable to if you accept these 

invitations? Consider especially the ways in which you might 

be tempted to secure your future on your own.

c. Joseph’s ballast influenced Pharaoh’s perspective. What 

significant relationships do you have that might be affected by 

how you handle your belief in God’s sovereignty? How do you 

hope to influence their perspectives—about God and maybe 

even about you?

3. Bouncing back from a setback doesn’t necessarily mean returning 

to life as it was. Joseph’s redemption did not take him back to his 

old life in his father’s house, and Lieutenant Sam Brown could 

never go back to the life he had before his horrific experience in 



Afghanistan. For both men, bouncing back required two things: 

willingness to let go of what had been and openness to receive 

the new thing God offered. This is the promise of Scripture for 

everyone who perseveres:

God will bless you, if you don’t give up when your faith is being 

tested. He will reward you with a glorious life, just as he rewards 

everyone who loves him. (James 1:12 cev)

a. When you think of your hopes for redemption—what you 

want to be true when your season of waiting ends—to what 

degree are your hopes invested in going back to life as it was?

b. What thoughts or emotions arise when you consider that you 

may not go back to life as it was?

c. The reward for persevering—for loving God enough to make 

him your ballast—is a “glorious life.” Another Bible version 

renders this promise: “For such persons loyally in love with 

God, the reward is life and more life” (msG). It is a promise for 

eternal life, but it is also a promise for this life (Ps. 27:13–14).

In what areas do you sense God inviting you not merely to 

trust him more but to love him more?

What might you have to release in order to receive the new 

life God promises?



CHAPTER 8

is God good when life isn’t?

1. Christyn Taylor described how her one-way deal with God was 

shattered when she delivered a stillborn baby: “Fear set in, and 

my faith began to crumble. My ‘safety zone’ with God was no 

longer safe . . . anxiety began to overwhelm me.”

a. At some point in our journey, most of us have tried to offer 

God a contract. I pledge to _____________________ if you, God, 

will _____________________. What contractual agreements 

have you tried to make with God in the past? In your current 

circumstances?

b. Christyn experienced a crisis of faith when God didn’t meet 

her terms. How did the outcome of a past deal with God affect 

you? How did it affect your belief in God’s goodness?

c. In your current circumstances what questions do you find 

yourself asking about God? For example, If God could fix 

this, why doesn’t he? How could a good God allow this? How 

could God bring good out of such evil?

2. “God promises to render beauty out of ‘all things,’ not ‘each 

thing.’ The isolated events may be evil, but the ultimate 

culmination is good.”

a. How do you respond to this distinction between “all things” 

and “each thing”? What light might it shed on your current 

circumstances or on the questions you asked in question 1c?



b. “We must let God define good.” How do you imagine your 

life would be different if defining good were left to you? What 

potential advantages and disadvantages would you anticipate 

for the challenges you are facing?

3. The apostle Paul, who endured significant hardships and 

persecution, expected suffering to be part of a relationship with 

Christ:

Everything God gives to his Son, Christ, is ours, too. But if we are 

to share his glory, we must also share his suffering. (Rom. 8:17 nLt)

For you have been given not only the privilege of trusting in Christ 

but also the privilege of suffering for him. (Phil. 1:29 nLt)

Paul also emphasized the importance of having an eternal 

perspective:

Yet what we suffer now is nothing compared to the glory he will 

give us later. (Rom. 8:18 nLt)

Our present troubles are quite small and won’t last very long. Yet 

they produce for us an immeasurably great glory that will last for-

ever! (2 Cor. 4:17 nLt)

a. In human relationships we expect to share both the highs 

and the lows of life with those we love. How do your closest 

human relationships help you understand what it might mean 

for you to share in Christ’s suffering as well as his glory?

b. We sometimes gain perspective on a problem by asking, How 

much will this matter a week from now? A month from now? 



A year from now? Paul suggested that even a lifetime is too 

short to gain true perspective on our hardships; we need to 

view them from eternity.

Consider your current circumstances through all these 

time windows: a week from now, a month from now, a year 

from now, eternity. Think about the impact your difficulties 

have on such things as your daily life, your relationships, 

and your sense of well-being. In what ways, if any, does your 

perspective change over time?

4. After she lost her baby, Christyn Taylor wrestled with questions 

about why God had allowed it to happen. She wrote, “The only 

conclusion I came to was this: I have to give up my line in the 

sand. I have to offer my entire life, ever minute portion of it, to 

God’s control regardless of the outcome.”

a. What comes to mind when you think of your lines in the 

sand—the things you are withholding from God’s control?

b. Surrendering control is always risky and often frightening, but 

is there anything about it that intrigues you or inspires hope 

in you? If you released everything to God, what might you 

experience that you couldn’t experience any other way?



CHAPTER 9

a splash of gratitude with that 
attitude, please

1. To incarnate is to take something that exists only as an idea or 

a theory and give it concrete form. In naming his sons, Joseph 

engaged in an incarnational act. He literally put a face—two 

faces!—on his gratitude.

a. Recall a time you were overwhelmed with gratitude—to 

another human being or to God. How did you give concrete 

form to your gratitude? Consider your demeanor, your words, 

and your actions.

b. Why was it important to you to express your gratitude in these 

ways? What might have been missed—by you and others—if 

you hadn’t expressed your gratitude as you did?

c. How does this particular experience of gratitude help you 

understand Joseph’s act of gratitude in naming his two sons?

2. Naming in any form is a powerful act. Theologian Alexander 

Schmemann makes a connection between naming and gratitude:

To name a thing . . . is to bless God for it and in it. And in the Bible 

to bless God is not a “religious” . . . act, but the very way of life. 

God blessed the world, blessed man, blessed the seventh day (that 

is, time), and this means that He filled all that exists with His love 

and goodness . . . So [our] only natural . . . reaction . . . is to bless 



God in return, to thank Him, to see the world as God sees it and—

in this act of gratitude and adoration—to know, name and possess 

the world.7

a. A way of life is a daily experience—a composite of our routine 

attitudes, behaviors, and practices. Drawing on the experience 

of gratitude you identified in question 1, how would you 

describe what it means to make gratitude—blessing God—a 

way of life? What routine attitudes, behaviors, and practices 

would it require?

b. Gratitude requires seeing the world as God sees it. What do 

the names Joseph gave his sons reveal about how he saw the 

world?

3. We can’t name—express gratitude—until we notice. The practice 

of being thankful requires cultivating a posture of attentiveness 

that spotlights even the smallest graces.

a. Take a moment to get “small” in naming your gratitude. Write 

down two or three simple things you can thank God for—

from the last twenty-four hours, the last hour, and this very 

moment.

b. How would you characterize your posture of attentiveness in 

your current season of life? In other words, to what degree do 

you routinely notice and name God’s graces and gifts?

4. Max identified four potential reasons for failing to express 

gratitude. Place a check mark next to the reason(s) that come 

closest to describing your experience.



❑  Busyness: No time! I am so preoccupied with everything I 

have to do that I don’t remember to express gratitude most of 

the time.

❑  Caution: Wait a second. This looks like a good thing, but I 

don’t want to get my hopes up. It might be too good to be true. 

I’ll keep my gratitude to myself until I know for sure.

❑  Self-centeredness: Okay, this is a good thing, and I’m grateful 

for it on one hand. But it requires something of me that I 

hadn’t anticipated, so I have mixed feelings about it.

❑  Arrogance: Well, things weren’t so bad before. And isn’t all 

that sloppy gratitude just a sign of neediness? I’m not needy.

❑  Other:

Does this reason primarily characterize your expression of 

gratitude in your relationship with God, in your relationships 

with others, or in both?

What differences, if any, do you notice in your ability 

to express gratitude to God and to others? Do you express 

gratitude more frequently to one than the other? Are you 

more concrete in your gratitude to one than the other? More 

authentic? Describe the reasons for your response.

5. “In the midst of the darkest night of the human soul, Jesus found 

a way to give thanks. Anyone can thank God for the light. Jesus 

teaches us to thank God for the night.” For what difficult aspect 

of your life do you sense God inviting you to express gratitude? 

Consider making your gratitude concrete, perhaps by writing it 

down, sharing it with someone, or marking it in another way. If 

you are not ready to express gratitude, express your concerns or 

reluctance to God instead. Ask for grace to take the next step.



CHAPTER 10

now, about those family scandals 
and scoundrels

1. “[Joseph] kept family secrets a secret. Untouched and untreated. 

Joseph was content to leave his past in the past.” Listed below 

are several words and phrases that characterize some of the 

hardships and dysfunction evident in Joseph’s family. As you 

review the list, place a check mark next to any issues that have 

marked your family.

❑  Abandonment ❑  Betrayal

❑  Troubled marriage(s) ❑  Infertility

❑  Premature death ❑  Resentment

❑  Hatred ❑  Abuse

❑  Sibling rivalry ❑  Extramarital relationships

❑  Favoritism ❑  Harsh treatment

❑  Severe grief ❑  Brokenness

❑  Disregard for others ❑  Self-absorption

❑  Parental abdication ❑  Secrecy

❑  Guilt ❑  Neglect

❑  Deception ❑  Other:

a. Identify two or three long-term effects that these issues have 

had on you.

b. When you consider the hardships and dysfunction in your 

family, do you tend to feel as Joseph did, that it’s better to 

leave these issues in the past? Or do you wish everything could 

be out in the open? How does your perspective compare with 

that of others in your family?



c. What fears or concerns come to mind when you think about 

revisiting your family’s past or talking with other family 

members about the long-term-impact issues you identified?

2. Part of the healing process includes unearthing the details—the 

specifics of how you were hurt—and inviting God to relive those 

experiences with you.

a. What two or three details come to mind when you reflect on 

the long-term issues you identified in question 1? If you don’t 

feel comfortable writing down the details, reflect instead on 

your resistance to doing so. What thoughts or emotions are 

you aware of when you consider writing down the specifics of 

what happened to you?

b. As you consider your response to the previous question, what 

help do you need from God? How do you want to experience 

his presence, comfort, or guidance?

3. Coming face-to-face with old hurts can be disorienting. When 

Joseph first encountered his brothers again, he withheld his 

identity, spoke harshly, made false accusations, jailed them, 

released them, put conditions on their departure and return, 

held one of them hostage, concealed powerful emotions, and was 

secretly generous to them (Gen. 42:6–28).

a. What conflicting thoughts and emotions surface when you 

consider the possibility of engaging old hurts and the people 

connected with them?

b. Which of Joseph’s behaviors do you relate to the most? Why?



4. “[God] gives us more than we request by going deeper than we 

ask. He wants not only your whole heart; he wants your heart 

whole. Why? Hurt people hurt people.”

a. In what area of your life do you most feel as if your heart is 

not whole? It might be in a difficult relationship, personal 

insecurities, a significant loss, self-defeating behaviors, or a 

pattern of sin or failure. Briefly summarize the situation.

b. What is the specific hole in your heart related to the area 

you identified? For example, if you identified a difficult 

relationship, the hole in your heart might be an inability to 

forgive, lack of hope for reconciliation, or grief over the past.

c. How might this lack of heart wholeness have led you to say or 

do things that hurt or negatively affected someone? Consider 

past relationships as well as recent relationships.

5. Joseph’s path to reconciliation with his family was long and 

difficult, but it began with a small act of mercy and grace—he 

loaded his brothers’ saddlebags with grain and quietly returned 

the silver they had paid for it. A gift, free and clear.

a. Joseph gave his brothers what they needed most. They were 

prepared to pay for it, but he gave it as a gift. What do you 

think your family members need most from you in connection 

with the past?

b. What small act of mercy and grace do you sense God inviting 

you to extend to someone in your family?



CHAPTER 11

revenge feels good, but then . . . 

1. Revenge is retaliation—an attempt to even the scales of justice 

by punishing someone who wronged us. In some cases, such as 

Joseph Richardson’s Spite House, retaliation can be extreme.

a. Like Richardson, some people retaliate by striking out in 

hostile ways. Others express their hostility by striking in; they 

withdraw emotionally or even sever the relationship. Which 

approach—striking out or striking in—best describes your 

tendency?

b. Identify one or two subtle or not-so-subtle ways you have 

taken revenge on someone who hurt you. How did your 

actions affect the other person? How did they affect you?

2. The apostle Peter addressed the issue of revenge by putting it in 

the context of our relationship with Christ:

Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should 

follow in his steps . . . When they hurled their insults at him, he 

did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he 

entrusted himself to him who judges justly. (1 Peter 2:21, 23 niv)

a. The Greek word translated as “entrusted” is paradidōmi (par-

ad-id́ -o-mee). It means “to hand over or deliver into someone 

else’s custody.” In ancient Greece it was used to describe 

handing over a captive or delivering a prisoner to court.8 Using 



these images as a reference, how would you describe what it 

means to entrust oneself to God instead of taking revenge?

b. Reflect on Joseph’s encounters with his brothers, and identify 

ways Joseph entrusted himself and what he suffered to God.

c. How does this passage challenge you or encourage you 

concerning your suffering or desire for revenge?

3. “Fix your enemies? That’s God’s job. Forgive your enemies? Ah, 

that’s where you and I come in.” As believers, we are to go well 

beyond not taking revenge; the command is to love our enemies:

You’re familiar with the old written law, “Love your friend,” 

and its unwritten companion, “Hate your enemy.” I’m chal-

lenging that. I’m telling you to love your enemies. Let them 

bring out the best in you, not the worst. When someone gives 

you a hard time, respond with the energies of prayer, for then 

you are working out of your true selves, your God-created 

selves. This is what God does. He gives his best—the sun to 

warm and the rain to nourish—to everyone, regardless: the 

good and bad, the nice and nasty. (Matt. 5:43–45 msG)

a. What characteristics are true of you when you are at your 

best? Write down no more than five words or phrases. For 

example, you might say something like, “I am kind, generous, 

resourceful.”

b. What comes to mind when you consider giving your best—

your God-created self—to the people you need to forgive or 

you find difficult to love?



4. “Forgiveness vacillates like this. It has fits and starts, good days 

and bad . . . But this is okay. When it comes to forgiveness, all of 

us are beginners. . . . As long as you are trying to forgive, you are 

forgiving.”

a. Briefly reflect on efforts you have made to forgive someone. 

How did you approach it? Did you feel as if you had to make 

a one-time decision? Did you move into it gradually? Did the 

process have fits and starts?

b. How would assess yourself now regarding forgiveness? Would 

you say you are actively trying to forgive or actively avoiding it?

c. Jesus’ directive in the Matthew 5 passage is to “respond with 

the energies of prayer.” How might you pray specifically for 

the benefit and blessing of the person who hurt you?



CHAPTER 12

the prince is your brother

1. “Big brothers can make all the difference.”

a. In your opinion what are the defining characteristics of the 

ideal big brother (or sister)? Write down a few words or 

phrases.

b. What were your big-brother needs when you were growing up? 

In what situations did you most need someone who embodied 

the characteristics you just wrote down?

c. In these situations how did having—or not having—a 

protector affect you?

d. What are your big-brother needs now? When do you most 

often wish someone would be there for you in the ways you 

identified above?

2. Joseph and his brothers shared a dramatic and tender reunion.

a. As you listened to the story, in what ways did you identify 

with Joseph, who was in a position of strength and had to 

choose whether or not to forgive?

b. In what ways did you identify with the brothers, who were 

vulnerable, depleted, and in need of forgiveness?

c. Read Genesis 45:1–15. What big-brother characteristics do you 

recognize in Joseph’s treatment of his brothers?



3. The apostle Paul provided a compelling image of Christ as a 

brother:

For God knew his people in advance, and he chose them to become 

like his Son, so that his Son would be the firstborn, with many 

brothers and sisters . . . 

Who then will condemn us? Will Christ Jesus? No, for he is 

the one who died for us and was raised to life for us and is sitting 

at the place of highest honor next to God, pleading for us. (Rom. 

8:29, 34 nLt)

Consider the last line of this passage again, this time from 

The Message:

The One who died for us—who was raised to life for us!—is in the 

presence of God at this very moment sticking up for us. (v. 34)

a. The Bible includes many metaphors for Christ, including a 

shepherd (John 10:11), a vine (15:5), light (8:12), and bread 

(6:35). What unique insights does the image of Christ as a 

brother—especially a firstborn—provide about who he is?

b. In what ways, if any, have you experienced Christ as someone 

who cares for you as an ideal big brother would (refer back to 

question 1)?

c. How do you need Jesus to stick up for you, to plead for you in 

the circumstances you face now?

4. “You will get through this. Not because you are strong but 

because your Brother is. Not because you are good but because 

your Brother is.”



a. In your current circumstances how do you tend to rely more 

on your own strengths or try very hard to be “good” in order 

to get through it?

b. What makes it difficult for you to rely on Christ for these 

things and to trust him to help you get through it in his way?



CHAPTER 13

good-bye to good-byes

1. “Death is the most difficult good-bye of all.”

a. To whom have you had to say a final good-bye? What 

additional losses deepened your grief after this person’s death? 

The loss of hopes or plans for the future, companionship, 

holidays together?

b. Even if we haven’t lost a loved one to death, suffering always 

includes some kind of loss. What losses have you incurred in 

the difficulties you’re currently facing? The loss of security, 

a relationship, opportunity, employment, freedom, health, 

dreams?

2. “The rest of the world has moved on; you ache to do the same. 

But you can’t; you can’t say good-bye.” Sometimes we refuse to 

say good-bye because doing so requires finally accepting that 

someone or something we love is irretrievably lost to us.

a. Of the losses you wrote down in question 1, which would you 

say you have yet to fully grieve and let go of?

b. What makes it especially difficult for you to say good-bye?

3. Take a few moments to immerse yourself in biblical truths 

about heaven. As you read through the following passages in 

your Bible, write down the words or phrases that stand out 

to you.



Revelation 21:3–4 Revelation 22:3–5

2 Corinthians 5:1–5 Psalm 16:11

John 14:1–3 1 John 3:2

Philippians 3:20–21 Luke 22:28–30

1 Corinthians 15:50–54

a. Briefly review the words and phrases you wrote down. What 

connections do you make between your words and phrases 

and the losses you identified in question 1?

b. What comfort or reassurance did you find in those verses?

4. Author C. S. Lewis wrote:

Both good and evil, when they are full grown, become retrospec-

tive . . . That is what mortals misunderstand. They say of some 

temporal suffering, “No future bliss can make up for it,” not know-

ing that Heaven, once attained, will work backwards and turn even 

that agony into a glory.9

a. How do you respond to the idea that good grows—that it 

begins in an immature state and eventually becomes “full 

grown”? In what ways does it affirm or challenge your 

experiences?

b. Knowing that some things will reach their fully grown 

goodness only in heaven, how would you assess the 

development of goodness in your current losses or difficulties? 

Is it still hidden like a seed underground? Just beginning to 

sprout? Actively growing and bearing fruit?

c. What comes to mind when you think of heaven as 

“retrospective,” working backward in your life? What is the 

first thing you hope will be transformed into glory?



5. The writer of Hebrews invites us to see ourselves as athletes 

in the stadium on race day (12:1–3). Imagine . . . as you circle 

another lap on the track in your long-distance race, the roar of 

cheers and encouragement from the crowd is nearly deafening. 

And your encouragers are not mere spectators but decorated 

athletes; they know what it takes not only to finish the race but 

to win it. These are among your biggest fans—Abraham, Sarah, 

Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, and all who have finished their races ahead 

of you (chap. 11). All the people in the stadium are on their feet. 

Everyone is cheering you on: “Run! Run! Run!”

a. As you run your race, whose faces do you want to see in 

the crowd of witnesses surrounding you? Consider biblical 

characters who are meaningful to you as well as loved ones 

who have finished their races ahead of you.

b. What do you most need to hear from the people you see in 

your cheering crowd? What encouragement will help you keep 

running, fixing your eyes on Jesus and the joy set before you?



CHAPTER 14

keep calm and carry on

1. Joseph assumed God was in his crisis. “God preceded the famine. 

God would outlive the famine. God was all over the famine.”

a. To what degree do you believe God is at work in the 

difficulties you face right now? Is your level of belief very low, 

moderate, high? How would you describe it?

b. What two or three factors most influenced your assessment? 

Factors might include past or recent events, experiences, 

relationships, beliefs.

2. Max presented two stories about how God took something 

initially painful and used it for something extremely good.

a. In your current difficulties what pain do you hope God will 

put to use for something good?

b. If you could know for certain that God would put your pain 

to use, how do you imagine it would change your current 

experience?

3. In the race to the South Pole, Roald Amundsen followed a plan 

of progressing fifteen to twenty miles a day regardless of the 

weather; Robert Scott followed no set plan, driving too hard on 

good days and stopping on bad days. In a book he later published  

about the race, Amundsen wrote, “Victory awaits him who has 

everything in order—luck, people call it. Defeat is certain for him 



who has neglected to take the necessary precautions in time; this 

is called bad luck.”10

a. What similarities do you recognize between Amundsen’s 

strategy and philosophy in conquering the hazards of the 

South Pole and Joseph’s approach in conquering the crisis of 

the famine?

b. What do you think it means to “take the necessary precautions 

in time” when navigating a personal challenge or crisis? For 

reference, you might consider how Joseph did this not only 

when he had the power and authority to manage the famine 

but also how he did it when he was a servant in Potiphar’s 

house and an inmate in prison.

c. Would you say you tend to be more like Scott, allowing good 

days and bad days to dictate your response, or more like 

Amundsen, making steady progress regardless of circumstances?

d. How does the story of the two men challenge you about your 

situation? How does it encourage you?

4. Management experts Jim Collins and Morten Hansen identified 

self-control as the primary distinguishing characteristic of 

corporate leaders who succeed in turbulent times. Author Dallas 

Willard defines self-control as “the steady capacity to direct 

yourself to accomplish what you have chosen or decided to do 

and be, even though you ‘don’t feel like it.’”11

a. As you consider the crises or challenges you face, where do you 

tend to lack confidence in your ability to exercise self-control? 

What factors make it especially difficult for you?

b. The promise of Scripture is that “God is working in you, 

giving you the desire to obey him and the power to do what 



pleases him” (Phil. 2:13 nLt). What desire and power do 

you need from God in order to resist the “I don’t feel like it” 

impulse?

5. “You can map out a strategy. Remember, God is in this crisis. 

Ask him to give you an index card–sized plan, two or three steps 

you can take today.”

a. Depending on where you are in your crisis or difficulty, a plan 

might be as short-term as how to navigate the demands of the 

next hour or as long-term as laying out weeks or months in 

advance. What time frame do you feel comfortable planning 

for right now? An hour, a day, a week, or longer?

b. What do you want to achieve in that time frame? Try to keep 

your goal specific and measurable. For example, “trust God 

more” is a good thing to do but a difficult goal to measure. A 

more measurable goal could be “Every time I feel afraid, I will 

entrust myself to God by writing a brief prayer in my journal.”

c. What two or three steps can you take to progress toward your 

goal? If you need help to identify or follow through on the 

next steps, whom might you contact for help?



CHAPTER 15

evil. God. good.

1. Listed below are ten biblical truths you’ve explored throughout 

You’ll Get Through This.

• Nothing in my life is unknown to God (Ps. 139).

• God is near to me (Ps. 23:4).

• The Lord will work out his plans for my life (Ps. 138:8).

• God uses experiences of testing to train and prepare me (James 

1:2–4); all tests are temporary (1 Peter 1:6).

• God is always at work in me (Phil. 1:6).

• I can wait for the Lord because he is faithful, merciful, and 

powerful (Ps. 130:5–7).

• The reward for perseverance is a glorious life (James 1:12).

• An eternal perspective puts my troubles in perspective (2 Cor. 

4:17).

• Jesus advocates for me (Rom. 8:34).

• In God’s hands intended evil becomes eventual good (Gen. 50:20).

a. How have these truths affected your view or experience of the 

challenges of life? In what ways, if any, would you say this 

represents a shift from where you were at the beginning of the 

book?

b. Which two or three truths are most important to you right 

now? What need(s) do these truths meet?

c. Write a statement personalizing one or more of the truths that 

are important to you. For example: God already knows what I 



will face tomorrow. No evil in my life will prevent God from 

working out his plans for me. God is near to me when I am 

lonely. My suffering is not meaningless—God can use it to 

train me, and God will use it for good.

d. Consider how you might make your personal statement a 

concrete reminder of God’s faithfulness to you. You could 

share it with two or three friends and ask them to e-mail or 

text it to you throughout the week. Memorize the scripture 

your statement is based on, or post it where you will see it 

daily. Print your statement on a small card, and attach the 

card to a potted plant as a visual reminder that your faith is 

growing even in this difficult season.

2. “When God gets in the middle of life, evil becomes good.”

a. Make a simple, three-column chart on a piece of paper. 

Beginning with the first column on the left, title the columns 

Evil, God, and Good.

b. In the first column write down two or three phrases with 

specifics about the challenge you’re experiencing.

c. In the second column prayerfully record details of God’s 

character that are relevant to this challenge.

d. In the third column reflect on any good that has come from 

God’s activity in your situation. If you struggle to identify 

anything good, consider the good you hope will eventually 

come from what you are going through. An example follows.

 Evil God Good

I lost my job. God is generous, 
sovereign, and always 
near. Changes do not 

baffle or intimidate him.

I no longer attach my 
sense of security to my 

job. My security is in 
God’s hands.



3. Max shares Christine Caine’s story to demonstrate how God can 

use our darkness to spread light.

a. As you reflect on what you wrote on your chart, what “light” 

do you sense God may be inviting you to spread?

b. Responding to God’s invitation doesn’t require figuring 

everything out at once; it requires only taking the next step, 

however small it might be. What one simple step could you 

take within the next twenty-four hours to respond to God’s 

invitation?

4. Chapter 1 sets up the message of the book by emphasizing this 

encouraging statement: “You’ll get through this. It won’t be 

painless. It won’t be quick. But God will use this mess for good. 

In the meantime don’t be foolish or naive. But don’t despair 

either. With God’s help you will get through this.”

a. Briefly reflect on the personal journey you’ve taken as 

you listened to this book. Consider especially any ways in 

which you have experienced God’s care for you (in comfort, 

encouragement, wisdom, provision, perseverance).

b. How is God’s care for you helping you “get through this”?

c. Set aside time for quiet prayer. Express your gratitude to God 

for all the ways he has demonstrated his care for you. Entrust 

your ongoing questions and struggles to him, and ask him 

for what you need right now. Allow a few moments of quiet, 

inviting God to speak his words of love to you in the silence. 

Close your time by praising God for who he is and for his 

sovereignty in your life.


