But God Alone
Genesis 40

I think it’s safe to say that we all struggle with disappointments in life. The most difficult to deal with are when you have prayed about something for a long while, and it looks like God is finally going to provide an answer. But then it doesn’t happen, and your hopes are quieted, they’re dashed. At times like that, it’s hard not to be disappointed with God. It’s easy to feel like God is stringing you along. Why did He make it look like He was going to provide an answer, only to deflate your hopes? And if it happens more than once, you may get to the point where you stop praying and hoping to protect yourself from any further pain.

Joseph could have been at that point in his life in Genesis chapter 40. When his brothers had sold him into slavery in Egypt, there was no hope on the horizon for him. But, through his hard work and integrity, and with God’s hand upon him, Joseph had risen to the top spot in Potiphar’s house. Things were beginning to look up. Then, for refusing to yield to the advances of Potiphar’s wife, Joseph was unfairly thrown into prison. Needless to say, his hopes were dashed once again. There, as God’s hand on his life became evident, the jailer put Joseph in charge of the other prisoners. His hopes were once again on the rise, and Joseph prayed that God would get him out of there.

We have no idea how much time had passed, but after a while, two prisoners joined Joseph: Pharaoh’s cupbearer and chief baker. These were pretty important men in Pharaoh’s court. The cupbearer was more than the man who tasted wine before Pharaoh drank it, to make sure he didn’t get poisoned. He was always with the king and was one of his advisors and confidants. The baker insured the quality of all the food served at Pharaoh’s table. These men had somehow offended Pharaoh and ended up with Joseph in the dungeon.

Then one night, both men had a dream. By God’s help Joseph interpreted their dreams. The cupbearer’s dream meant that in three days he would be restored to his position. The baker’s dream meant that in three days he would be executed. Joseph appealed to the cupbearer in verse 14, “When all goes well with you, remember me and show me kindness; mention me to Pharaoh and get me out of this prison” (40:14). Three days later as Joseph’s predictions came true, you can picture the cupbearer giving Joseph a thumbs up as he headed out the prison door, saying, “Don’t worry, buddy. I’ve got your six! You’ll be out in no time!” Joseph’s hopes were at the highest since he had been sold into slavery by his brothers. Finally, it looked like God was going to answer his prayers.

I think he was so excited that he already had his bags packed and his bedroll folded up as he thought about how great it would be to get out of the pit, he was in. But evening came and there was no word from the jailer about his release. Perhaps he thought today was too busy. Perhaps he thought I need to give this guy a little space. After all he’s just gotten his life back and is still settling back in. Tomorrow the cupbearer will mention my situation to Pharaoh. But the next day came and went with no word. Perhaps Joseph may have asked the jailer if he had heard anything about his release. “No, nothing yet Joseph. Not a word.” A week went by, then a month. Joseph’s high hopes were once again dimmed and finally extinguished as he realized, “The cup bearer forgot me.” Joseph went from high hopes to no hope—but God alone. 

This story shows us how …God uses our disappointments to bring us, His children, to the place where our only hope is in Him.

Make no mistake it’s a painful process, but God must strip us of every human hope, even of the people whom God can use in our lives, until our hope is centered on Him and Him alone. We’ve got to come to the place where we know by experience that God alone is to be trusted, that He alone is our hope of salvation. To do that, He uses our disappointments, where we go from high hopes to no hope—but God Himself.

1. Disappointments begin when high hopes for answers to our problems are not met as we expect.

Many of us came to Christ with high hopes for answers to life’s problems. And justifiably so. The gospel promises a lot: peace, joy, restored relationships, forgiveness for all of our sins, emotional healing, meaning and purpose in life, and a whole lot more. Often times we hear testimonies about other Christians and how God miraculously answered their prayers. So, we begin to pray that God would deal with the problems in our lives and in the lives of our loved ones. It’s not that God doesn’t deliver, but rather that we assume that these things come quickly, miraculously, and painlessly.

There’s no doubt Joseph prayed daily that God would get him out of prison. He had high hopes that God would answer that prayer. After all, it was based on the dreams he had when he was a teenager, who he knew were from God. So, when these two men were put in the prison and had these dreams and Joseph interpreted them, his hopes had soared. This was the way God would get him out of prison! Finally, an answer to his prayers! So, he compassionately appeals to the cupbearer, saying, “Remember me…” when you get out (40:14). There are some that think Joseph was wrong to appeal to him in this way. Frankly, I see no reason to think that. Joseph probably saw this as a means of God’s provision to his prayers. He had high hopes. You know when you think about it, that’s not wrong, since we serve a God who does mighty things on our behalf. We should be people of hope! But disappointments begin when our high hopes are not met in the way we expect. (i.e., November elections)

2. Disappointments can move us either to despair or hope.

Our text doesn’t indicate what happened in Joseph’s heart as he waited day after day. It just ends with the bleak words, “Yet the chief cupbearer did not remember Joseph but forgot him” (40:23). Then notice the place in your Bible between that verse and the next. It’s a white space, a chapter break. But when you think about it, that little break represents two years in Joseph’s life, two years in a dungeon, two years out of his twenties, the prime of his life. That white space in your Bible represents the maturing of Joseph, when he dealt with his disappointments and moved, not into despair, but into hope in God alone. 

I say that because of the product we see coming out at the other end. We don’t see a cynical, angry man, but rather a godly, mature man who’s able to handle the heavy responsibilities that were thrust upon him. Psalm 105:19 says of this time that “the word of the Lord tested him.” Those two silent years in the dungeon after his disappointment with the cupbearer were a time of learning to hope in God.

I believe that in all probability, there was a transition between Joseph’s high hopes for release and his readjusted hope in God, a time when he had no hope. There almost always is that time of despair, however brief, during a trial. 

David felt it when he was running from King Saul. Even though God had promised him the throne, at a low point he said to himself, “One of these days I will be destroyed by the hand of Saul.” (1 Sam 27:1). The apostle Paul, though a great man of faith, said of the trials he went through in Asia, that he was burdened excessively, beyond his strength, so that he “despaired even of life” (2 Cor 1:8). Even though Joseph, I think, was trusting in God, and not in the cupbearer, he probably had to fight off feelings of despair. I mean, let’s face it, the man let him down. Whenever you’re disappointed by people, it’s a short step to grow disappointed with God: “Lord, you could make him remember me! Please bring my situation to his attention so that I can get out of this prison.” Unfortunately, two long, difficult years dragged on with no answer from God.

Disappointments like this almost always involve unconventional people. This incident shows how vain it is to put our trust in other people. The only consistent thing about people is that they will let you down! You can be sure the cupbearer didn’t forget in the sense of not thinking of Joseph. He forgot in the sense of not wanting to risk bringing up his past by mentioning Joseph to Pharaoh. Joseph easily could have moved from disappointment with this off-beat man into disappointment with God. But Joseph processed his disappointment so that it didn’t lead to despair, but rather to hope in God alone.

3. Hoping in God alone is the key to overcoming disappointment and despair.

The disappointments strip us of hope in ourselves and in others. The only thing left is to hope in God. Joseph, by faith, held onto God, who did prove Himself faithful in His time. You ask, “How do you know Joseph hoped in God? How can you tell when your hope is in God? Experience has shown that sometimes, even when to the best of your knowledge your hope is in God, He’ll test you to show you. There are three signs in Joseph’s life that he was hoping in God… signs which can help us check ourselves.

A. If your hope is in God, you won’t be focused on self-pity, but on serving Him by serving others.

If we were in Joseph’s shoes, I think most of us would be so consumed with self-pity that we wouldn’t give any thought to the need of others. But Joseph, was sensitive to the needs of these two prisoners. He observed the disappointment on their faces the morning after they had their dreams, and he was concerned enough to ask them about it (40:6-7). If he had been self-absorbed, he would have never noticed. 

B. If your hope is in God, you’ll have a positive, not a cynical, attitude.
Now, I’m not talking about Norman Vincent Peale’s “power of positive thinking,” which isn’t biblical; but rather, about the joyful hope that comes from trusting in God and His promises. Joseph could have become a total cynic by this point in his life. When these men mentioned their dreams, he could have sneered, “Yeah, I used to believe in dreams. Look where it got me. Instead, he had a positive, cheerful attitude, saying, “Do not interpretations belong to God? Tell me your dreams.” (40:8)

Having a positive attitude means that you focus on the things you can do in a situation, not on the things you cannot do. Joseph could have thought, “What’s the use of telling these two characters the meaning of their dreams? That won’t get me anyplace.” But instead, he focused on what he could do for them, and did it cheerfully. 

C. If your hope is in God, you’ll be quick to include Him when dealing with problems.

As soon as these men mentioned their dreams, Joseph responds, “Do not interpretations belong to God? Tell me your dreams.” He wasn’t being arrogant, but as Donald Grey Barnhouse puts it, his reply was rather “the simplicity of a child who knows just where his father is and how to reach him.” Joseph walked so closely with God that he automatically mentioned His name when these men told him their problem. And… he had such trust in God that his answer assumed that God would reveal to him the meaning of the dreams.

If your hope is in God, He’ll be the first thing you think of in a crisis, not the last. So often, we try everything else and then finally say, “Well we’ve tried everything else. Now all we can do is pray.” Often… you can do more after you pray, but you should never do more until you pray. Calling on the Lord ought to be the first thing that comes to mind when a problem comes up.

As I conclude, there are five practical lessons here for us to remember:

(1) God is always sovereign, even when it seems He’s forgotten you.

It’s obvious that God was sovereign in all these events. He put these two men in the same prison as Joseph. He gave them their dreams. And even though it seemed like the timing was wrong, in that He “wasted” two years of Joseph’s life, God gave Pharaoh his dream at precisely the right moment. God was bringing all these strands together so that all was working according to His schedule. Nothing is outside of His sovereignty, even though it seems like it to us as we sit in a dungeon for two more years. We should never doubt God’s sovereignty. 

(2) God is never unfaithful or cruel, even when circumstances seem otherwise.

God’s people down throughout history have gone through terrible trials. A skeptic might say that God is cruel to allow such things. But a skeptic doesn’t have God’s eternal plan in view. A skeptic doesn’t understand how God lovingly disciplines His people to share His holiness. As the psalmist wrote, “Before I was afflicted, I went astray, but now I obey Your word. You are good and what you do is good; teach me Your decrees” (Ps 119:67-68). In Psalms 42 and 43, the psalmist is taunted by his critics, “Where is your God?” (42:3) He answers with that great refrain, “Why, my soul, are you downcast? Why so disturbed within me? Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise Him, my Savior and my God.” (42:5-6, 43:5) When the enemy taunts us by saying, “Look at your circumstances and you will see that your God is unfaithful or cruel,” we need to say to our soul, “hope in God.” None who have hoped in Him have ever been disappointed. Don’t doubt His goodness when He is lovingly purifying your faith through trials.

(3) God’s promises are true in His timing, not ours.

If Joseph had been released at this time he never would have been appointed as second in the land to Pharaoh. God’s way and timing were clearly best although Joseph had to take that by faith until years later when he could look back on how God worked it all together for good. Like it or not, there are certain lessons, such as patience and endurance, which we can’t learn except through waiting on God. 

We need to remember that sometimes we won’t be able to discern God’s timing until eternity. We’re so quick to judge things by our temporal perspective rather than by His eternal perspective. As someone once said, “God judges’ things at the end of the age, not at the end of the meeting.”

(4) We are not responsible for others’ behavior, but we are responsible for our own behavior and attitudes.

Joseph could have become terribly angry toward the cupbearer, and let his resentment burn into bitterness and revenge. I mean, let’s face it, he had good cause to be angry. The cupbearer wasn’t willing to risk his neck enough to talk to Pharaoh about Joseph until it looked like he might gain some advantage. In spite of the flakiness of the cup bearer, Joseph had to deal with his own attitude. Later, when he was number two under Pharaoh, he never sought revenge against the man, nor against his brothers.

People may have mistreated you and disappointed you because they were being selfish, uncaring fools. We have a choice: We can grow bitter and angry, blaming them for our troubles. Or we can trust in our sovereign God and rejoice in His grace toward us. 

(5) God’s grace is always sufficient if we will receive it.

Joseph came through these trials stronger, not weaker, gentle, not bitter, because he hoped in God. Even though he was in prison, the Lord was with him. Even though the cupbearer forgot him, God never did. Joseph experienced what Paul and every other believer undergoing trials has experienced, that God’s grace is sufficient for our need if we’ll just receive it.

Discussion Questions

1. How would you counsel a Christian who was disappointed with God? What steps should he take?

2. How would you answer a skeptic who said that hoping in God is just “pie in the sky when you die” wish fulfillment?

3. How can a believer who has a constantly negative, cynical attitude develop a proper joyful attitude?

4. How can a believer who has been through a terrible tragedy, such as the loss of his family, keep from doubting the sovereign goodness of God?
