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STORIES OF JOSEPH: THINGS GONE AWRY 

 

“I went to sleep with gum in my mouth and now there’s gum in my hair and when I got out of bed this morning I 

tripped on the skateboard and by mistake I dropped my sweater in the sink while the water was running and I 

could tell it was going to be a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.” 1 That’s the beginning of a children’s 

book by Judith Viorst named Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day.  The book has 

blessed a couple of generations of children who hear a humorous take on one child’s tough day and his reaction to 

it.   

 

In our reading from Genesis, we continued the story of Joseph we began last week and we quickly realize he is 

having something worse than a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.  His own brothers had so hated him that 

they had sold him into slavery.  The traders who had purchased Joseph were on their way to Egypt and took him 

with them as just another item to sell.  He was sold into servitude there to a man named Potiphar, who happened 

to be one of Pharaoh’s officers.  For a while, things went about as well as Joseph could have hoped within the 

limits of being enslaved.  He carried out his tasks efficiently and well and Potiphar was pleased to give his servant 

significant responsibility.  Several times we are told that the Lord was with Joseph during this difficult period, 

even with the implication that Potiphar felt like his business interests that were being overseen by Joseph were 

benefiting because of the Lord’s presence with this Hebrew servant.    

 

But then, a new round of terrible, horrible, no good, very badness arose for Joseph.  Potiphar’s wife noticed the 

servant’s good looks and she began to fantasize about him becoming her secret sex toy.  She repeatedly tried to 

seduce Joseph, but he resisted all of her advances.  Joseph was grateful that he had won Potiphar’s trust and he 

did not want to violate that.  He also saw such indiscretions as being against God’s will.  He told his master’s wife 

as much.  But she continued her sexual harassment and one day, when just the two of them were in the house, she 

grabbed his robe and wouldn’t let it go.  So Joseph wiggled out of it and ran away from her.  She then called to 

others and showed them Joseph’s robe to allege that he had attempted to rape her, adding that when she had cried 

out, he had left his robe behind.   

 

It was the second time that a robe Joseph had been wearing had led to problems for him.  Earlier, his father, 

Jacob, who loved Joseph more than his other eleven sons, had given him a robe with long sleeves as an indication 

that this favored one shouldn’t have to work as hard as his brothers.  The special relationship that was indicated 

by the robe was part of what led to his brothers’ intense dislike of him.  They had stripped it off of their brother 

when they had sold him into slavery and then they smeared it with goat’s blood and showed it to their father to 

mislead him into believing that Joseph had been killed by a wild animal.  Now another robe had become a part of 

Joseph’s story of troubles.  When Potiphar heard his wife’s account of what had happened, with Joseph’s robe in 

her hand as evidence, he was angry and had the one who had been his trusted servant thrown into prison. 

 

Now Joseph was not without fault in terms of how his brothers had felt toward him.  He had bragged about being 

Daddy’s favorite and had been wearing his special robe when he unwisely told his brothers about his dreams that 

indicated that he would reign over the whole family.  Of course, his bratty behavior did not merit being sold into 

slavery.  In the second part of his story, however, there is every indication that Joseph did everything right.  He 

had worked hard for his master.  He resisted any temptation to have an affair with his master’s wife.  And yet he is 



wrongly accused of attempted rape and thrown into prison.   

 

Some might think that the Lord had abandoned Joseph.  But the very first statement in the story after Joseph is 

thrown into prison is: “But the Lord was with Joseph and showed him steadfast love; he gave him favor in the 

sight of the chief jailer.”  Some might think the Lord was more likely with El Chapo Guzman, the famous 

Mexican drug lord who had some significant help to escape from prison a week ago.  How do we understand the 

significance of the Lord’s presence with us, particularly in difficult times?  Does the Lord’s presence with us 

allow us to escape every difficulty?  There are Christians who believe what has been called the prosperity gospel 

that teaches that if we do the right thing that God will bless us with material wealth and physical health.  There 

are preachers who tell their congregations that the more they give to the ministry of the church (and to the 

preacher’s salary) the more God will make them all financially rich.  Such a concept however, turns God into a 

lottery contest where everyone who buys an expensive enough lottery ticket wins.   

The Lord would eventually free Joseph from his prison cell, but it probably was not in Joseph’s preferred timing.  

Many years later we, like the church in Philippi, get to read what the Apostle Paul wrote to them, “Whatever is 

true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if 

there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.  Keep on doing the 

things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.”  

From whence did Paul write that advice?  A prison cell!  

We experience the blessings of God’s presence in many ways – in having a sense of peace when it would 

rationally be a scarce resource, in being provided the strength to resist temptation, in having assurance that we are 

accompanied and led even through difficult times, in having inner strength from seemingly beyond us when it is 

most needed.  We can endure a lot when we have confidence that we are loved.  A problem with what gets termed 

as the prosperity gospel is that when we have a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day or week or month or year, 

that it teaches that someone, perhaps ourselves are necessarily to blame.   

God’s presence and blessing don’t always bring with them ease and pleasure and material prosperity.  Sometimes 

God’s blessings may even come through experiences that are agonizingly difficult, or when we are led to do 

something that could be the very challenge of our lives.  Sometimes it brings little more than a sustaining hope, 

little more than candlelight in a dark night of the soul.   

But when Joseph had his terrible, horrible, no good, very bad stretch, he found assurance that his wonderful, 

amazing, no joke, very good God was with him throughout that time, strengthening him for each day and night, 

loving him through it all, connecting him to a hope and purpose bigger than himself.  I pray we all have a similar 

assurance of God’s presence with us.   

 

1Viorst, Marilyn, Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day, Athenium Books for Young 

Readers, 1987.   

 

  


