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Lessons from Joseph: Unrewarded Sunday,10/4/20 

When was the last time you drew a timeline of your life? Was it in elementary school, 

back when you were drawing mainly with crayons? If you haven’t done it in a while, I 

encourage you to give it a shot. A timeline is something that shows major moments of your 

life in the order they occurred. In this one, the highlights include being born, the birth of a 

brother and a sister, going to high school, and getting accepted at a college. If you had to 

pick the most significant moments of your life, which ones would you pick? I especially 

wonder how much time might exist between the events on your timeline. If you’re ten, your 

timeline is going to look pretty different than someone who’s 50 or 90 years old. 

We all understand that time can play tricks on our minds. That’s especially true when 

we read the Bible, where vast amounts of time can pass within a single paragraph, making it 

seem as if those things happened much more quickly than they did. Joseph’s life is a good 

example of that. His first seventeen years of life were summarized in just a few short 

paragraphs back in Genesis 37, when he was sold into slavery. But by the end of chapter 41, 

when Joseph was finally released from prison, he was thirty years old. Imagine what 

Joseph’s timeline must have looked like. Thirteen of his first thirty years of life were spent 

in slavery, separated and alienated from his family, and some of those years were spent in 

prison as well. That’s a long time to remain hopeful. 

One of the real values of periodically sketching out your own timeline is that it can 

remind you that the cares of today don’t stand apart from your past and future life. All of us 

have histories of pain, struggle, and disappointment, but we also all have histories of being 

blessed, being happy, accomplishing things, and enjoying our lives. The trick is in keeping 

things in perspective by remembering the big picture. 

Joseph may not have drawn out his personal timeline, but I’ll bet he had one mentally, 

remembering that no matter how dire things seemed to him in the present, there always 

remained hope for a better tomorrow. He spent two more years in jail after he helped the 

Pharaoh’s cup bearer by interpreting his dream, and each day was an opportunity for him to 

give up hope and give up on God. But he refused to yield to despair, and as we continue his 

story, God’s larger picture begins to become clearer. I’m continuing now in Genesis 41, in 

the New Living Translation.  
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Read Genesis 41:1-16 NLT} 

Joseph goes on to interpret Pharaoh’s dreams, warning him that seven years of plenty 

in Egypt will be followed by seven years of famine. He advises Pharaoh to start storing food 

now against the future famine. Pharaoh is so impressed with the interpretation God gives 

Joseph, that not only does he follow Joseph’s advice, he puts Joseph in charge of the whole 

project and elevates him in prestige and power, second only to Pharaoh. How’s that for an 

unexpected development: from prisoner to Vizier. Surely that would have made mention in 

the timeline of Joseph’s life, when thirteen years of slavery and imprisonment were abruptly 

and spectacularly reversed. As we’ll read next week, that reversal had import not only for 

Joseph and all of Egypt, but for all of the descendants of Abraham as well. 

Does your personal timeline have any major pivot points? An injury or a healing? A 

marriage or a divorce? A birth or a death? Sometimes we know that what we’re experiencing 

in the present is a major life event, something that will alter the course of our personal 

history and the lives of others as well. But sometimes we just don’t see it coming, because 

time is such a hard thing for us to get right. It’s difficult for us to see the big picture of even 

a year, let alone a lifetime. And God’s big picture is even bigger. Yet resilience in the face of 

tribulations requires us to reach for those bigger pictures, as hard as they can be for us to 

understand or believe. 

With the help of Olaf of Frozen fame, I want to show you one way to think about how 

God sees time, and why God’s big picture tends to be so very different than our own. This is 

the Olaf balloon from the 2019 Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City. The 

parade stretched over several miles and included marching bands, floats, dancers, and the 

giant balloons like Olaf here, Snoopy, SpongeBob SquarePants, and many others. Life for us 

is like watching the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in person. Even if we have the very 

best place reserved on the parade route, we can only see one balloon at a time. Right now, 

we’re enjoying Olaf. We may remember that  Snoopy passed by earlier. We hope that 

SpongeBob SquarePants is coming next, but we can’t really be sure, because it’s so windy 

that they may have to ground the balloons. Still, we get to enjoy the parade, one moment and 

one balloon at a time, remembering the earlier parts of the parade and hoping for the next 

parts. 
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God, on the other hand, can see the entire parade all at once- Not because God is so 

high up there in the clouds that we all look like little ants, but because God actually created 

time. God does show up in the parade, first in the Prophets, then in the birth, life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus, and now in the Holy Spirit- But God also can see the whole parade, all 

of time all at once. That’s why the Bible tells us, “A day is like a thousand years to the Lord, 

and a thousand years is like a day.”1 God doesn’t use magic to see our future. God created 

time and simply knows everything about it. God can see the whole parade at once, while we 

have to enjoy it one balloon at a time. 

Let’s take a look at what Joseph’s life might look like up to this point in the story if 

we could see it all at once. This isn’t the entire timeline yet, but it captures the highlights of 

thirteen years. I wonder how your timeline would look in comparison. Maybe you think the 

events of your life are unimportant, but you’d be wrong. Every life is important, and every 

life is marked by ups and downs, victories and defeats, celebrations and disappointments. 

The mistake we make is letting the circumstances of our present determine our attitudes and 

actions. Yes, Jesus told us to live in the present, but he also implored us to have faith, which 

is believing in something we can’t see. Having faith means remembering God’s faithfulness 

in the past and trusting in God’s faithfulness for the future. Joseph couldn’t have known the 

fullness of God’s plan for him and his people, but he did have thirteen years of evidence that 

God had not abandoned him and that God was actively at work bringing redemption in the 

midst of difficult circumstances. 

If you think Joseph’s thirteen-year timeline is busy, let’s take a look at God’s timeline 

for creation. This is a pretty Good summary of what pastors call salvation history, at least as 

good as our human understanding can be. Salvation history is what happens between God’s 

creation of everything and the end of time. You’ll see the tree representing the creation and 

the Garden of Eden, the tablets with the ten commandments, the Temple that King Solomon 

built, the destruction of that Temple during the time of Exile, the construction of the second 

Temple, the life of Jesus, the coming of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost, the establishment of 

Christ’s Church, and then the resurrection and final judgment. Beyond that is eternity, 

 
1 2Peter 3:8. New Living Translation (2nd Edition). 
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which, by definition, can’t be included on a timeline. I honestly don’t know if this timeline 

covers thousands of years or billions of years, but it really doesn’t matter to me. What does 

matter is that God’s big picture shows me a plan and a purpose, and the Bible tells me I’m a 

part of it, every bit as much as Joseph was. And guess what? You’re a part of it as well. 

What would your day look like today if you started it by reminding yourself that you are a 

part of God’s big plan for salvation history?  

One of Joseph’s secrets to resilience was his ability to see the big picture, to reflect on 

God’s faithfulness over his lifetime as well as God’s plan to bring blessing to all people. 

Don’t forget that Jacob was a great-grandson of Abraham, to whom God promised “All the 

families on earth will be blessed through you.”2 Joseph certainly wouldn’t have forgotten 

that promise, nor the repetition of that promise to his father, Jacob, and his grandfather, 

Isaac. God often works across generations to accomplish something important, and as we’ll 

see next week, that promise to Abraham came one step further into fulfillment in Joseph’s 

lifetime. 

We’ve looked at God’s big picture and a partial timeline of Joseph’s life, so let’s get 

back to your timeline. By faith, you too are a descendant of Abraham. Do you believe that 

you have a part to play in God’s salvation history? You do. The little ups and downs of your 

life aren’t inconsequential blips on the sea of time. The things you say and do have the 

potential to be eternally valuable. And no matter where you are in the long parade of ups and 

downs, times of joy and times of grief, God isn’t done with you yet. Each day is a gift from 

God, and looking at the big picture can remind you that each day can have value and hope. 

Next week we’ll finish up our journey with Joseph. Your homework is to read Genesis 

42 through 44 before next Sunday. But first, get out a piece of paper and a pen, crayons, or 

colored pencils, and make a simple timeline of your life. If you’re sharing your life with 

others at this time, I encourage you to do this together. I promise it will spark some 

interesting conversation and reflection about God’s faithfulness.   

Please take a minute now to reflect on what Joseph’s example can teach you today. If 

you like, you can share a comment or a prayer. 

 
2 Genesis 12:3b. Ibid. 
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