2/26/12
Genesis 37:1-28; 39:1-6

Strength in Adversity

We begin our lesson today by reintroducing the story of Bethany Hamilton (http://bethanyhamilton.com/)  We watched a movie about her last year called Soul Surfer. 
Bethany Hamilton is a fascinating young woman. Her blonde hair and bright blue eyes grab your attention. Yet they are not her most eye-catching physical feature. What catches your eye most actually is what you don’t see. Bethany is missing her left arm. However, not only does her seeming disability not inhibit her, the account of how she came to lose her arm is a remarkable tale of perseverance and determination.

Born in Kauai, Hawaii, Bethany took up surfing at a very young age. She won her first competition at age 8 and was on the fast track to stardom. She had a sponsor before she was 10 and was winning tournaments regularly. However, her path to surfing fame took an unexpected and tragic detour.

On October 31, 2003, Bethany went for a morning surf with some friends.  As Bethany was lying on her board, her arm dangling in the water, a 15-foot tiger shark savagely attacked her, ripping her left arm off just below her shoulder.  Bethany lost almost 70 percent of her blood and barely escaped with her life.  From all appearances, her surfing days were over.

Yet Bethany is not your average person.  Less than one month after the attack, she was in the water again, surfboard in tow.  And she never looked back.  In 2004, Bethany won ESPN’s ESPY Award for Comeback Athlete of the Year and a courage award from the Teen Choice Awards.  She won first place in 2005 in the NSSA National Championships, and in 2008, riding against some of the best surfers in the world, she took third place in the ASP’s World Qualifying Series.

Bethany Hamilton faced as tough a circumstance as life can throw an individual. Yet her attitude and perseverance demonstrated her faith in God and her determination not to let her circumstances keep her down.

· What about Bethany’s story inspires you?

· Put yourself in Bethany’s shoes. What kinds of emotions do you think she must have felt as she was dealing with the pain and fear of the attack? What about as she had to learn how to live with one arm?

· How do you think Bethany’s story might speak to others who are going through tough times?
Life is awesome a lot of times, but sometimes it can be pretty tough.  We all experience trying times.  Bethany Hamilton certainly did.  But how we respond to these times actually speaks to our faith.  Our attitude in times of trial says a lot about how much we trust and believe in God.
Read Genesis 37:1-28; 39:1-6 (nlt)
1So Jacob settled again in the land of Canaan, where his father had lived as a foreigner.

2This is the account of Jacob and his family. When Joseph was seventeen years old, he often tended his father’s flocks. He worked for his half brothers, the sons of his father’s wives Bilhah and Zilpah. But Joseph reported to his father some of the bad things his brothers were doing.

3Jacob loved Joseph more than any of his other children because Joseph had been born to him in his old age. So one day Jacob had a special gift made for Joseph—a beautiful robe. 4But his brothers hated Joseph because their father loved him more than the rest of them. They couldn’t say a kind word to him.

5One night Joseph had a dream, and when he told his brothers about it, they hated him more than ever. 6“Listen to this dream,” he said. 7“We were out in the field, tying up bundles of grain. Suddenly my bundle stood up, and your bundles all gathered around and bowed low before mine!”

8His brothers responded, “So you think you will be our king, do you? Do you actually think you will reign over us?” And they hated him all the more because of his dreams and the way he talked about them.

9Soon Joseph had another dream, and again he told his brothers about it. “Listen, I have had another dream,” he said. “The sun, moon, and eleven stars bowed low before me!”

10This time he told the dream to his father as well as to his brothers, but his father scolded him. “What kind of dream is that?” he asked. “Will your mother and I and your brothers actually come and bow to the ground before you?” 11But while his brothers were jealous of Joseph, his father wondered what the dreams meant.

12Soon after this, Joseph’s brothers went to pasture their father’s flocks at Shechem. 13When they had been gone for some time, Jacob said to Joseph, “Your brothers are pasturing the sheep at Shechem. Get ready, and I will send you to them.”

“I’m ready to go,” Joseph replied.

14“Go and see how your brothers and the flocks are getting along,” Jacob said. “Then come back and bring me a report.” So Jacob sent him on his way, and Joseph traveled to Shechem from their home in the valley of Hebron.
15When he arrived there, a man from the area noticed him wandering around the countryside. “What are you looking for?” he asked.

16“I’m looking for my brothers,” Joseph replied. “Do you know where they are pasturing their sheep?”

17“Yes,” the man told him. “They have moved on from here, but I heard them say, ‘Let’s go on to Dothan.’” So Joseph followed his brothers to Dothan and found them there.

18When Joseph’s brothers saw him coming, they recognized him in the distance. As he approached, they made plans to kill him. 19“Here comes the dreamer!” they said. 20“Come on, let’s kill him and throw him into one of these cisterns. We can tell our father, ‘A wild animal has eaten him.’ Then we’ll see what becomes of his dreams!”

21But when Reuben heard of their scheme, he came to Joseph’s rescue. “Let’s not kill him,” he said. 22 Why should we shed any blood? Let’s just throw him into this empty cistern here in the wilderness. Then he’ll die without our laying a hand on him.” Reuben was secretly planning to rescue Joseph and return him to his father.

23So when Joseph arrived, his brothers ripped off the beautiful robe he was wearing. 24Then they grabbed him and threw him into the cistern. Now the cistern was empty; there was no water in it. 25Then, just as they were sitting down to eat, they looked up and saw a caravan of camels in the distance coming toward them. It was a group of Ishmaelite traders taking a load of gum, balm, and aromatic resin from Gilead down to Egypt.

26Judah said to his brothers, “What will we gain by killing our brother? His blood would just give us a guilty conscience. 27Instead of hurting him, let’s sell him to those Ishmaelite traders. After all, he is our brother—our own flesh and blood!” And his brothers agreed. 28So when the Ishmaelites, who were Midianite traders, came by, Joseph’s brothers pulled him out of the cistern and sold him to them for twenty pieces of silver. And the traders took him to Egypt.

Genesis 39:1-6 (nlt)
1When Joseph was taken to Egypt by the Ishmaelite traders, he was purchased by Potiphar, an Egyptian officer. Potiphar was captain of the guard for Pharaoh, the king of Egypt.

2The Lord was with Joseph, so he succeeded in everything he did as he served in the home of his Egyptian master. 3Potiphar noticed this and realized that the Lord was with Joseph, giving him success in everything he did. 4This pleased Potiphar, so he soon made Joseph his personal attendant. He put him in charge of his entire household and everything he owned. 5From the day Joseph was put in charge of his master’s household and property, the Lord began to bless Potiphar’s household for Joseph’s sake. All his household affairs ran smoothly, and his crops and livestock flourished. 6So Potiphar gave Joseph complete administrative responsibility over everything he owned. With Joseph there, he didn’t worry about a thing—except what kind of food to eat!

These passages reveal only a part of Joseph’s life story. But they teach much about his character in trying circumstances. Joseph was one of Jacob’s sons. By this point, God had renamed Jacob; he was now Israel, and his 12 sons would be the fathers of the 12 tribes of Israel. But of all the sons, Joseph lives the most extraordinary life and is the most prominently featured in Genesis. In this passage, we see the very beginning of Joseph’s life in Egypt.

Some of the significance in this passage is not what we see written in these verses, but what is missing. We don’t see Joseph griping and complaining about his situation. We don’t see him despairing. We don’t see him giving in or giving up—even though he has been betrayed by his brothers and sold into slavery! What we see from his attitude and his response is a strong resolve rooted in his deep faith in God.

It’s safe to say most of us have never experienced anything close to the situation Joseph faced.  Yet most of us are guilty of showing far worse attitudes in situations that aren’t even close to being as dire.  When faced with major obstacles, how do we respond?  How are we teaching others to respond?

The takeaway from this lesson is simple: As we find ourselves in life’s trying circumstances, our attitude reveals the depth of our faith. If we trust God completely, we will not despair or give in, no matter what comes our way. When we complain and despair, it shows that our faith in God may not be as strong as we would have others believe.
Today, we’re going to be looking at the last lesson in our study of Genesis, a lesson on Joseph. We’ll learn how Joseph kept a positive attitude when the going got tough.
1. We will face difficult circumstances in life
· What has been one of the most difficult situations you have experienced in life?
· What effect did this situation have on you?
· What helped you make it through?
· Imagine going through the challenges Joseph faced. How would you probably have responded?
Sometimes we think that if we believe in God or if we’re mostly good people, we won’t experience tough times.  This is simply not the way life works.  Ever since sin entered the world, death and disease and evil entered the world as a result.  The life God intended for us as reflected in Eden was forever altered by sin.  Now, as a result, we live in a world where we must face trials and difficulties.
2. God accompanies us through every trial

· What is the significance of the first few words of Genesis 39:2?
· God is with us, too, just as he was with Joseph. How does this fact help you as you think about the trying times you currently face or will face in life?
· How do you know that God is with you in the midst of difficult times—especially in those situations when you don’t “feel” God’s presence?
· How can you take advantage of God’s presence during hard times?
God has never abandoned one of his children in a time of need, and God never will.  The Bible assures us of this. And this is an amazing promise!  When we stop and consider that God, the creator of the universe, is right there with us when things get tough, it’s almost unbelievable!  Even when life gives us its worst shot, we can hold firm because we have God in our corner—always.
3. Our attitude in difficult times is directly tied to our faith in God

· Look at how Joseph was described in Genesis 39:4. After all that had happened to Joseph, what could his attitude have been instead?

· Joseph’s attitude in the face of great struggle reveals his faith. What does his attitude say to you?

· Does having a positive attitude in the midst of difficult times mean that we can’t be sad or that we always have to be happy? What are some examples of how our attitudes can remain positive even while we’re experiencing and expressing the emotions we’d expect in a tough situation?

Having a positive attitude when we go through a crisis doesn’t mean that we have to experience warm, fuzzy feelings all the time. It doesn’t mean we have to ignore the pain, confusion, or uncertainty of a situation.  It simply means that we choose to surrender these things to God.  Staying positive is much more about the big picture. It’s about knowing that whatever life throws at us can’t touch the promise and hope that God has for us.  God is with us in times of trouble.  And our attitude when facing troubling times says a great deal about whether we truly believe this fact or not.
Psalm 42:5-6 “Why are you cast down, O my soul?  And why are you disquieted within me?  Hope in God, for I shall yet praise Him for the help of His countenance.  O my God, my soul is cast down within me;  Therefore I remember You from the land of the Jordan, and from the heights of Hermon, from the Hill Mizar.”
· Read Psalm 42:5-6. These verses paint a perfect picture of the balance between maintaining a right attitude and struggling with the emotions that rough circumstances create. What do these verses say about the emotions the author is feeling?
· What does the author say in regards to what it means to keep a right attitude?
Psalm 46:1 “God is our refuge and strength, always ready to help in times of trouble.”

· Read Psalm 46:1. As you have gone through trials in the past, or maybe as you are going through one now, which one of the attributes mentioned in this verse has meant the most to you? Explain.
When we remember God in times of trouble and remember all that God has done in our lives and promises to do in our future, the pain or anxiety or frustration we feel in tough times is no longer the only emotion. We are then filled with the joy of knowing God. This joy might not take away our negative feelings, but it helps us get through our situation. 

APPLICATION

· As you think back on hard times you have experienced, when do you remember feeling God’s presence with you?

· What are some practical examples of how we can stay hopeful and positive, even when we are in the middle of a bad situation?

· Think about the most recent situation you experienced that you would say really tested your faith. Looking back, what would you have done differently, and why?

· If you’ve gone through a bad situation recently, what did you learn about God or yourself that will help you the next time—and might help someone in the same position right now?

· Why is it important not to try to “tough out” rough times on your own? Why is seeking out other Christ-followers who know and care for you so important during challenging circumstances?

Memory Verse
God is our refuge and strength, always ready to help in times of trouble (Psalm 46:1 NLT).
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