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Rev. Janet R. Doyle 
Elmer Presbyterian Church 
16th Sunday After Pentecost 
Sunday, September 25, 2022 
Scripture:  Genesis 37: 18-28 
 
Sermon: Facing a New Challenge 
 

 The Bible Story of Joseph is a story of adversity and challenges from 
the moment he was born. The story of his life spans several chapters in 
Genesis. We aren’t going to read all the chapters today, but I encourage 
you to carefully read through the story of Joseph. Joseph is instrumental in 
God’s salvation for Jacob’s family and the preservation of the tribe of Judah 
that Jesus Christ came from to bring salvation. The story of Joseph deals 
with redemption, forgiveness, the sovereignty of God and suffering. 

 Joseph was the most loved son of his father, Jacob. His father gives 
him a special coat of many colors and his half-brothers are jealous of 
him.  Joseph has dreams of everybody bowing down to him and his half-
brothers don’t like it and they don’t like him.  The brothers sell Joseph into 
slavery to a traveling caravan of Ishmaelites who took him to Egypt and 
sold him, as a slave, to Potiphar, the captain of Pharaoh’s guard. The 
brothers tell their father that a wild animal killed Joseph. Throughout all of 
Joseph’s adversity, it tells us in the Bible that the Lord was with him. Joseph 
lost his home, family, culture, security and status. Joseph had no friends, no 
one to help him, but scripture says, “The Lord was with Joseph.”  Joseph 
was not alone through all his adversity and challenges. God was at work in 
bad circumstances producing the Joseph that God wanted. Joseph went 
from slave to being put in charge of Egypt for the Pharaoh. The Pharaoh 
trusted Joseph after all these years to help be in charge of his empire. 

 Adversities and difficulties come to all of us; no one is exempt from it. 
It is how we handle the things that come to us in life that matters. How do 
you deal with adversities and challenges?  

 John Ortberg, in his book The Me I Want to Be, describes  Attitudes 
toward Adversity. (p 233) The first attitude is HOPE, the belief that my future 
holds good prospects. We genuinely desire what the future has in store for 
us, but hope involves waiting, and hope can include uncertainty, but hope 
welcomes tomorrow.  



Page 2 of 5 

 The second attitude is DESPAIR. We desire something but believe it 
will not happen.  It is a belief that your longing will go unfulfilled.  The 
thought of the future becomes painful. This despair can be paralyzing.   

The third attitude is RESIGNATION. Many move into resignation, 
saying what they wanted wasn’t desired that much and talk themselves out 
of it. People just accept the inevitable. 

Christians are to be people of hope and not despair and not 
resignation, but just like Joseph, there are times when life is difficult and 
times of suffering. Joseph was a slave. Joseph was thrown in prison. 
Joseph was forgotten in prison but yet the Lord was with Joseph. 

Christians need to know that suffering is part of the Christian life. It 
isn’t a matter of IF; it is a matter of WHEN. 1 Peter 4:12 says, “Beloved, do 
not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as 
though something strange were happening to you.” 

Philippians 1:29 says, “For it has been granted to you that for the sake of 
Christ you should not only believe in him but also suffer for his sake.” 

Writer and professor, C.S. Lewis ,in response to the death of his wife 
said, “I had been warned—I had warned myself—not to reckon on worldly 
happiness.  We were even promised sufferings. They were part of the 
program. We were even told ‘blessed are they that mourn.’” 

Yet, for many of us, when we suffer, we think that something has gone 
wrong. We think God has forgotten us or we must have done something to 
upset God.  Suffering isn’t always the result of our own sin. There aren't 
always immediate answers to our suffering. Suffering doesn’t necessarily 
make sense. Although God may seem absent and apathetic to our suffering 
and adversities, he is not.  God is with us just like he was with Joseph.  

As I mentioned in my sermon last Sunday, adversity can lead to 
growth and growth cannot be achieved without adversity.  It may be that 
adversity and suffering leads to growth in a way that nothing else does. 

The fourth kind of attitude toward adversity that John Ortberg talks 
about is: Rising to a challenge reveals abilities hidden within you (and 
beyond you!) that would otherwise have remained dormant. John 
Ortberg writes: “It is in adversity that we find out what we are really made 
of, just as we find out what is inside a tube of toothpaste when it is 
squeezed.  People often say, ‘I could never go through what that person 
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went through. I would die.’ Then they go through it.  Their heart keeps 
beating. Their world goes on. 

We don’t know what we are capable of until we have to cope.  

I cannot ensure my circumstances will work out the way I want them 
to, but I can always ask, ‘How would the person I most want to be face this 
situation?’” (p. 236) 

 Hope comes from the promise of Romans 8:28, “And we know that for 
those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are 
called according to his purpose.” 

 Joseph told his brothers when he came face to face with them in 
Egypt during the famine, “You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.”  

 Remember Romans 5:2-5 that the Apostle Paul writes, “We rejoice in 
the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also rejoice in our 
sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 
perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not 
disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the 
Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.”  

 Our adversities, our challenges, our sufferings do produce character, 
and they can help us grow in our relationship with God if we remember that 
God is always with us. As we grow, we are filled with the Holy Spirit.  
 John Ortberg says in his book, “God isn’t at work producing the 
circumstances you want. God is at work in bad circumstances producing 
the YOU he wants.” (p. 237) 

 If we didn’t face challenges we never would know how God could work 
in our lives to see us through them.  God is always there for us during our 
struggles and sufferings and during our grief and pain.   

 God was here for us during Covid. God is here for you during your 
challenges of life. God is here for us as a church family as we move forward 
with the challenges of the future. When we go through challenges and 
sufferings, many times we have a deeper understanding of relationships 
and of life. 

 Joni Eareckson Tada became paralyzed as a teenager and has been 
in a wheelchair for decades. She would tell you every day she wishes she 
could walk, but she would also tell you she has met God and loved people 
in ways she couldn’t have imagined because of her chair and because of 
her accident. She has been an inspiration to thousands of people because 
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of her story. Every day she is used by God because of her sufferings and 
everyday challenges. 

 Somehow adversity and challenges in life can deepen relationships.  It 
can soften our hearts to those around us in need as well. An illness or deep 
grief can give us an appreciation for other people and their wounds when 
we are wounded as well. 

 Adversity can change your priorities about what really matters in 
life.  We saw this happening during Covid and many dying so suddenly.  

 Adversity can produce hope for the future and that is where faith and 
perseverance come in.  Adversity points us to the Hope beyond ourselves.  

Every challenge, every adversity, every mountain we have to climb is 
an opportunity for the Holy Spirit to work in our lives and help us grow 
closer to our Lord and Savior who knows what suffering is all about. 

The Holy Spirit knows when you are facing a new challenge in life so 
let the Holy Spirit into your life. Let God work through you and in you to 
change you and give you peace in the midst of the challenges, but don’t 
face these challenges alone.   

Know that God is always with you and know that a community of faith 
can make a difference in your life as well when facing adversity and 
challenges of life. We shouldn’t isolate ourselves when we have a challenge 
before us or facing a crisis, we need to have the love of family and friends. 

“Dr. Marian Diamond, a researcher on aging at the University of 
California at Berkeley found that deliberately induced challenges are 
required to keep our brains healthy and developing.  In one experiment, a 
group of rats was given food directly, while another group had obstacles 
placed in front of their food dish. Rats that had to overcome obstacles 
developed a thicker cortex and were able to navigate other mazes more 
quickly and were able to solve problems more proficiently than the 
comfortable rats.  The fewer problems that a rat had, the faster its brain 
went downhill.  

Dr. Diamond also wanted to explore the effects of isolation on aging. 
She found that if twelve rats were in a cage together–a little community of 
rats–and given challenges, their brains developed more and had a thicker 
cortex than if they were given a challenge in complete isolation.  When they 
started loving those rats and holding them and speaking kindly to them the 
rats were still developing thicker cortexes.  They had more developed 
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brains under challenging conditions because facing challenges in 
community gives life and isolation destroys it.” (John Ortberg The Me I Want to Be 

p. 250-251) 

So, when you are faced with a challenge in life, know you don’t need 
to face it alone.  God is always with you and the support and love of friends 
will always help you and see you through. 

2 Corinthians 1:3-5 says, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us 
in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any 
affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by 
God.  For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ 
we share abundantly in comfort too.”  

May God make us fruitful disciples growing in our challenges and in 
our adversities to be his faithful and obedient disciples. 
 


