
Adult Class Notes 
September 13, 2020 

 
Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.” I hope that we are all 
doing well. Below are combined notes that I prepared for the  September 13 class. As members know, 
in class I would convert a number of the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion. I 
guess these notes should best be understood as points that I would hope to raise in discussion. I would 
welcome any response, or as I asked at the beginning of each class during my teaching days at Centre, 
“Questions, comments, arguments?”   
 
The scripture selection is Genesis 41: 14-57..  The key verse is Genesis 41: 39-40: “So Pharaoh said to 
Joseph, ‘Since God has shown you all this, there is no one so discerning and wise as you. You shall be 
over my house, and all my people shall order themselves as you command; only with regard to the 
throne will I be greater than you.’” 
 
After Joseph refuses the advances of Potiphar’s wife, she accuses him of rape, and Potiphar has Joseph 
imprisoned. Joseph is released by Pharaoh to interpret two dreams of the Egyptian potentate. Joseph 
interprets the dreams that God is telling Pharaoh he will cause seven years of plenty to be succeeded by 
seven years of severe famine.  God directs Pharaoh to “select a man who is discerning and wise” to 
devise and implement a plan for Egypt’s surviving the famine. Pharaoh, declaring that the spirit of God 
is clearly in the one person able to interpret the dreams, appoints Joseph, making him second only to 
Pharaoh. Joseph is also given the daughter of a high priest in marriage and has two sons with her, both 
named in thanks for God’s deliverance and providence to him. He lives happily with his family in 
Egypt.   
 
The lesson writer says that Joseph was receptive to God’s revelation of his will and that God acts in 
history through the dream experiences of humans. Humans must seek to recognize God’s will, have 
faith in God, and act to achieve God’s intentions. “Divine revelation,” he says, “requires human 
reception for it to achieve God’s desire.” Joseph, once the spoiled favorite child, “did not let 
circumstances dictate his attitude.” As a slave, his service elevated him to influence. By assisting the 
jailer in his duties and correctly interpreting the dreams of two other of Pharaoh’s prisoners, he created 
the conditions for his eventual release. Throughout, he praised God for his protection and providence.  
The lesson writer says that the story of Joseph tells us that the world is beset with “discord, conflict, 
and brutality that tear at the heart of community.” He says that we are to resist these evils, privately or 
politically, even at the risk of personal harm. In doing so, we are to have faith and persevere as Joseph 
did even after being sold by his brothers, wrongly accused by Potiphar’s wife, and imprisoned.   
 
I think that the lesson writer, a professor emeritus at Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary, 
makes an excellent point about the central message in the entire Joseph story and the way today’s 
Scripture selection advances that theme. It seems to me similar to the essential message of Ecclesiastes, 
as described by Marcus Borg in Reading the Bible again for the First Time.  Borg says the questioning 
young man Qohelet concludes that one cannot ever know the mind of God, cannot explain why there is 
evil and injustice in God’s Creation; nonetheless, one must fear (love) God, have faith in God’s justice 
and righteousness and carpe diem (“seize the day”), discerning and living God’s will as best one can. 
Joseph was receptive to God’s will. At this point in the story, he likely is not fully aware of what God’s 
plan is. Typically, he thinks that the plan is all about him: he praises God for making him “fruitful in 
the land of my misfortunes.”  In the coming two lessons, he will realize that the plan is to ensure the 
survival of his father Jacob and his family. Joseph doubtless had been told by his father of the covenant 



with Abraham, which was passed on to Isaac and then to Jacob. He probably did not understand just 
what it all meant. Perhaps he got all of it confused with the foretelling in two dreams of his 
preeminence over his family (two dreams of the same type meant to the Hebrews that God’s acting to 
fulfill the dreams was imminent). Nonetheless, he has faith that God is acting in his life for some 
purpose. He praises God for his blessings. He tells Pharaoh that God enabled him to interpret Pharaoh’s 
dreams, establishing the God of his fathers as more powerful than the Egyptian gods. Joseph is 
receptive. He has faith in God. He employs his talents and personal and physical attractiveness to rise 
in Potiphar’s household, to win the favor of the jailer, and to befriend  and interpret dreams for 
Pharaoh’s jailed courtiers. According to the lesson writer, the message is to be ready, open to revelation 
by God, prepared to act to further God’s plan.   
 
The lesson writer appears to employ a literary approach to understanding this part of the Joseph story, 
i.e., a search for universal themes beyond a literal reading, taking into account the context of the 
writing. He seems to be writing in the tradition of the Wisdom literature, particularly the Exilic 
additions to and editorializing about the traditional Proverbs and the writing of Job and Ecclesiastes to 
explain discerning God’s will, taking the Path of Wisdom.*  In the parallels between this part of the 
Joseph story and the Wisdom writings, especially Ecclesiastes, I think we can see one biblical basis for 
the lesson writer’s conclusions about the necessity of being receptive to God’s revelation and prepared 
to act.  
 
Another such basis appears to be present in the stories of the Judges. Time and again, after settling in 
the land of Canaan, the Israelites “did evil in the eyes of the Lord,” particularly by turning to idolatry. 
Angry, God would let their neighboring enemies oppress the Israelites for years and then, moved by 
their moaning, would call a leader -- a Judge in those pre-monarchy times -- to lead the people 
militarily in lifting the oppression. This cycle repeated a number of times over about 200 years. The 
person called was typically an ordinary person -- a peasant, a woman, a bandit, a Nazarite with a 
weakness for bad women. The Judge was to be ready to hear and accept the call and lead the people in 
the name of God, giving God the glory for success over overwhelming odds, never taking it for himself 
(Gideon: “I will not rule over you, my son will not rule over you, God will rule over you.”) 
 
So, carpe diem, says Qohelet. Be ready. Live life. Let us try to discern God’s will and be prepared to 
ensure its achievement -- even at personal risk, says the lesson writer. We will talk about being called 
by God and appropriate response much more in the Winter Quarter.   
 
The prayer is:  “Faithful God, guide us and strengthen us as we seek to be faithful to you. Help us make 
your way our way and thereby bring glory to you by the manner in which we live our daily lives. In 
Jesus’ name. Amen.” 
 
* This is the subject of the June 14, Adult Class Notes, which coincidentally were about the story of 
Joseph and Potiphar’s wife. If any readers would like a copy of those Notes, please let me know. 


