
SESSION TWELVE

The God Who Uses 
Suffering

SESSION SUMMARY
In this session we see how God used the suffering in Joseph’s life to accomplish His plan to save many 
lives. We also get a preview of how God will work through Jesus’ suffering in our place to save the 
world. The good news for those in Christ is that we can trust God to take the hardships in our life and 
use them to fulfill His plan.

SCRIPTURE
Genesis 37:3-11,23-28; 39:6b-23
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THE POINT

God is sovereign over our lives and can use suffering to 
accomplish His plans in and through us.

INTRO/STARTER  5-10 MINUTES

Option 1
Twice I have received in the mail the same “miraculous” prayer rug. The rug depicted Jesus with 
His eyes closed. It claimed that if you stared at the picture long enough, then Jesus would open His 
eyes. When His eyes opened, then you were supposed to kneel in the middle of the rug and pray, and 
whatever you asked for, you would receive from God. With the rug came a letter with testimonies from 
people who had used it. 

Most of us see this rug for the gimmicky nonsense it is. God is not some kind of genie who grants 
us whatever we want or think we need. And yet, many Christians believe if only they have enough 
faith and obey God, then God will help them achieve their dreams, make lots of money, find that 
perfect “someone” to spend the rest of their life with, and so on. 

Believing that God is a grand “bargainer” who rewards people’s obedience with a suffering-free life 
is detrimental to our faith. People who see God this way blame Him and walk away from the faith 
when things don’t work out. They face disillusionment because of the suffering they never expected.

The Bible never guarantees that true faith in God will lead to an easy life. We live in a fallen world 
where suffering is inevitable. Sometimes the righteous suffer and the wicked prosper. But we see in 
Scripture that those who trust in God are never alone in their suffering. God can even use pain to 
bring about His good purpose and plan.

• What are some prayers you’ve made that God didn’t answer the way you had hoped? 
• Looking back, how do you think God was working in that situation to accomplish His purpose?

Option 2
Show a series of pictures depicting different types of suffering, such as a person standing by the bedside 
of someone sick, starving children, people arguing, a student intentionally being left out of the group, 
etc. Discuss the many different forms of suffering and things we might say to comfort people in these 
situations. Next, group students into teams and assign each team one of the scenarios listed below. 
Encourage students to use Bible reference tools to look up verses they could use to encourage people in 
these situations.

• Your best friend just found out her parents are getting divorced. 
• Your teacher at school is going through chemo.
• A student in your student ministry made some bad choices and now everyone shuns him.

Remind students that no matter what we are going through, God is sovereign. In today’s session, we 
will see how God is faithful to use suffering and injustice to accomplish His plans in and through us.
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THE POINT

God is sovereign over our lives and can use suffering to 
accomplish His plans in and through us.

CHARACTERS
• The Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit

• Joseph: favorite son of Jacob and Rachel; sold into slavery by his jealous brothers

• Joseph’s brothers: twelve brothers whose families would eventually become the twelve tribes 
of Israel.

PLOT
The unfolding drama of God’s redemptive story continues as we take a peek into the life of a young man 
named Joseph. Throughout Joseph’s life, we see how God uses suffering to accomplish His plan to save many 
lives. Not only that, but we also get a preview of how God will work through Jesus’ suffering in our place to 
save the world. The good news for those in Christ is that we can trust God to take the hardships in our life and 
use them to fulfill His plan.

HIS STORY   15-20 MINUTES
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GOD HAS A FUTURE PLAN
We’ve seen how God made promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But God 
also warned Abraham about a future slavery in a foreign land before they 
would receive the promised land (Gen. 15:13). So, yes, God’s plan was to bless 
the entire world through Abraham’s offspring, but that future plan included 
pain and suffering. 

That’s where the story of Joseph (Jacob’s son) comes in. Let’s take a look at 
Genesis 37, where we see God reveal His plan for Joseph’s future.

Now Israel loved Joseph more than any other of his sons, because he 
was the son of his old age. And he made him a robe of many colors. 
But when his brothers saw that their father loved him more than all 
his brothers, they hated him and could not speak peacefully to him. 
(Gen. 37:3-4)

Jacob’s favorite son was Joseph because he was born to Jacob’s favorite wife, 
Rachel, in Jacob’s old age (Gen. 30:22-24). That’s why Jacob made Joseph a 
robe of many colors, a sign of favoritism toward Joseph and something that 
caused Joseph’s brothers to despise him. 

Making matters worse, the story goes on to say (vv. 5-11) that Joseph had 
dreams about his brothers bowing down to him—not something you want to 
hear from your younger brother. The text never indicates whether or not Joseph 
was right or wrong in recounting these dreams to his family, but it’s clear that 
the dreams were a picture of God’s future plan.

The journey from Joseph’s initial dreams to the fulfillment of God’s plan would 
be long and difficult. But it’s important to see how his dreams set the stage for 
the conclusion of Genesis. God’s overarching plan, as we’ve seen, was to bless the 
entire world through Abraham’s offspring. Joseph’s dreams gave a glimpse of this 
plan coming to fruition at the end of Genesis because, through Joseph’s exaltation 
above his brothers and father, God would not only rescue Israel, but He would 
also rescue the surrounding people groups. 

Despite the suffering that would befall Joseph, God would use the terrible 
circumstances to exalt Joseph and save his family (along with many others). God 
gave the family a picture of this plan through Joseph’s dreams. It’s not surprising 
that Joseph’s brothers did not like the plan, but as we will see, the dreams pointed 
to the way God would save them from famine and certain death. 

We can learn from Joseph’s brothers because no matter how much we may not 
like what God is doing, we can trust that God’s plan for our future is better than 
any plan we can come up with for ourselves. 

TIMELINE

JOSEPH’S 
HARDSHIPS
The sufferings of 
Joseph and the 
mercies of God.

THE SALVATION 
OF MANY
God brings good out 
of the evil done to 
Joseph. 

Beginning Winter 2015-16

MOSES SPEAKS 
TO GOD
God reveals Himself to 
Moses and promises 
redemption.
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• What are some dreams you have for your future? How might God’s 
plans be better? (p. 78, PSG)

GOD PREPARES JOSEPH FOR THAT PLAN
Have you ever noticed that not everyone is responsible enough to enjoy certain 
blessings in life? How many times have we watched athletes or singers get rich 
at a young age and be bankrupt within a decade? Most of the time, they weren’t 
prepared to handle the fame and fortune.

In a much bigger way, God knows what it will take to prepare us for the 
wonderful future awaiting us. God knows what we need in order to conform us 
into the image of Christ so that we can be ready for the inheritance. That’s why 
sometimes He does not instantly rescue us from hardship and suffering; rather, He 
lets us be trained by the hard times, the distress, and the want so we can be the type 
of people who enjoy the blessings He has prepared for us (see Rom. 8:28-39). 

We see this truth in the life of Joseph. He suffered greatly at his brothers’ 
hands, but God used this event in Joseph’s life to prepare him for his future role.

So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe, 
the robe of many colors that he wore. And they took him and threw 
him into a pit. The pit was empty; there was no water in it. Then they 
sat down to eat. And looking up they saw a caravan of Ishmaelites 
coming from Gilead, with their camels bearing gum, balm, and myrrh, 
on their way to carry it down to Egypt. Then Judah said to his brothers, 
“What profit is it if we kill our brother and conceal his blood? Come, 
let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and let not our hand be upon him, 
for he is our brother, our own flesh.” And his brothers listened to him. 
Then Midianite traders passed by. And they drew Joseph up and lifted 
him out of the pit, and sold him to the Ishmaelites for twenty shekels 
of silver. They took Joseph to Egypt. (Gen. 37:23-28)

Joseph’s brothers were shepherding their dad’s flock near Shechem, and Israel 
sent Joseph to check on them. When the brothers saw him coming in the 
distance, they devised a plan to harm him. At first, they intended to kill him 
and throw him into one of the pits (37:20), but Reuben tried to convince 
the brothers not to kill Joseph. Hoping to come back later to rescue Joseph, 
Reuben told his brothers to throw him in the pit alive (37:21-22). 

When Joseph approached, the brothers stripped him of his robe and threw him 
in the pit as Reuben had suggested. As they ate, they saw a caravan of Ishmaelites 
on a journey to Egypt. Judah devised a new plan; he reasoned that killing Joseph 
would not be profitable, but selling him as a slave to the Ishmaelites would be. 
So they sold Joseph for 20 pieces of silver, and the caravan took Joseph down to 
Egypt. When Reuben returned and found this out, he was distraught, and the 
brothers let their father believe that a wild animal had killed Joseph. 
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This horrific act of betrayal and injustice was part of the process God would 
use to accomplish His plan. God’s plan was not merely to rescue Israel; rather, 
He intended to rescue the world, and Joseph’s rejection and suffering were the 
means by which God would accomplish the plan. 

JOSEPH TRUSTS GOD EVEN WHEN GOD 
SEEMS ABSENT
Although Joseph was betrayed by his brothers and sold into slavery, God was with 
him. Joseph became a servant in the house of Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s officers and 
the captain of the guard. Because God was with Joseph and prospered everything 
that he did, Potiphar put Joseph in charge of his entire house, and the Lord blessed 
Potiphar’s house greatly. This is one example of how God continued to keep His 
promise to Abraham that He would bless everyone who blessed Abraham (see 
Gen. 12:1-3). But just as things were looking up, they went from bad to worse.

Now Joseph was handsome in form and appearance. And after a time 
his master’s wife cast her eyes on Joseph and said, “Lie with me.” But 
he refused and said to his master’s wife, “Behold, because of me my 
master has no concern about anything in the house, and he has put 
everything that he has in my charge. He is not greater in this house than 
I am, nor has he kept back anything from me except yourself, because 
you are his wife. How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against 
God?” And as she spoke to Joseph day after day, he would not listen to 
her, to lie beside her or to be with her. But one day, when he went into the 
house to do his work and none of the men of the house was there in the 
house, she caught him by his garment, saying, “Lie with me.” But he left 
his garment in her hand and fled and got out of the house. And as soon 
as she saw that he had left his garment in her hand and had fled out of 
the house, she called to the men of her household and said to them, 
“See, he has brought among us a Hebrew to laugh at us. He came in to 
me to lie with me, and I cried out with a loud voice. And as soon as he 
heard that I lifted up my voice and cried out, he left his garment beside 
me and fled and got out of the house.” Then she laid up his garment 
by her until his master came home, and she told him the same story, 

TIMELINE

GOD’S GLORY 
IS REVEALED
God displays His 
glory among all the 
peoples.

JUDGE AND 
SAVIOR
Even in the midst of 
His judgment, God 
provides a means of 
salvation.

THE RED SEA
God continues to 
provide for His 
people by parting 
the Red Sea.

God Is Omniscient

Scripture teaches that God is all-knowing. He is the One who is “perfect in knowledge” 
(Job 37:16), and this knowledge extends to all things past, present, and future, including 
the future decisions of His free creatures. His knowledge is complete, and as He is outside 
of time, He has known from all eternity whatever will come to pass. In response to God’s 
omniscience, we admit our finite knowledge and trust His decisions as wise and good.
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saying, “The Hebrew servant, whom you have brought among us, came 
in to me to laugh at me. But as soon as I lifted up my voice and cried, he 
left his garment beside me and fled out of the house.” As soon as his 
master heard the words that his wife spoke to him, “This is the way your 
servant treated me,” his anger was kindled. And Joseph’s master took 
him and put him into the prison, the place where the king’s prisoners 
were confined, and he was there in prison. But the Lord was with Joseph 
and showed him steadfast love and gave him favor in the sight of the 
keeper of the prison. And the keeper of the prison put Joseph in charge 
of all the prisoners who were in the prison. Whatever was done there, 
he was the one who did it. The keeper of the prison paid no attention to 
anything that was in Joseph’s charge, because the Lord was with him. 
And whatever he did, the Lord made it succeed. (Gen. 39:6b-23)

Joseph did the right thing in rejecting the advances of his master’s wife. Even 
so, he was falsely accused, and despite his innocence, he was thrown into 
prison. Yet even there, the Lord was with him (v. 21). God had not abandoned 
him. God gave Joseph great grace so that even the prison warden put Joseph 
in charge of all the other prisoners. And once again, the Lord prospered 
everything that Joseph did.

Too many Christians have the false idea that if God is with us, then nothing 
bad will happen. We think of verses like Romans 8:31—“If God is for us, who 
can be against us?”—as if they promise life without adversity. But we leave out 
the verses that say we may experience suffering, famine, nakedness, peril, and 
many other obstacles (8:35-39). Rightly understood, nothing can separate you 
from God and His love in Christ, not because He shields you from bad things 
but rather because in the midst of those circumstances, He walks with you. He 
brings you safely through to the other side. 

We are tempted in the tough moments to question if God is with us, but the Bible 
assures us that He never leaves nor forsakes His people. Our hope is not in a God who 
keeps bad things from happening to us; our hope is in a God who is with us in life and 
death, a God who sees to it that nothing separates us from His love in Jesus Christ.

CHRIST CONNECTION
Joseph’s life points forward to Jesus. Jesus would be betrayed, handed over to 
captivity, stripped of His robe, and killed through an unjust sentence. But the 
rejection and humiliation of Jesus was God’s plan to save Israel and the world! 
Jesus looked abandoned by God, as if His cries to the Father went unanswered, 
but when that grave opened on Sunday morning, it was clear He was not 
alone. God vindicated His Son. 

We get a glimpse of this plan in Joseph’s life. He suffered. It seemed as if he 
were abandoned, but God was with him and God was accomplishing His good 
plan. Joseph succeeded even in captivity, and his humiliation would eventually 
lead to God’s exaltation to bless Israel and all nations (see Gen. 12; Phil. 2).
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GROUP QUESTIONS
God’s Story has always been designed to connect with your story. It is because of His Story that 
our stories make sense, have meaning, and carry on into eternity. Use the questions below to 
help think through how His Story connects with your own. 

• Why do we sometimes envy God’s plan for someone else’s life rather than 
accept the one He has laid out for us? Answers will vary, but may include things like: 
we covet what others have, whether in possessions, personality, or abilities; we fail to be 
content with who we are and what God is doing in our own lives; etc. 

• When we try to live out God’s plan for someone else, how does that usually 
turn out? Ultimately, trying to live out someone else’s plan is unfulfilling in the long run 
given that 1) it isn’t God’s plan for us, and 2) we are living life behind a mask and under 
false pretenses. 

• What are some ways you intentionally put a strain on your body in order to be 
better prepared for the future? How can the same truth apply to our character? 
Answers to the first may include some sort of physical/athletic conditioning that has 
benefits for how one plays a sport or maintains a healthier lifestyle. Allow students to 
think of similar ways this concept applies to the building of one’s character. 

• What are some challenges you have faced that prepared you to handle future 
challenges and blessings? Given the personal nature of this question, answers will 
vary. The goal is simply to help students internalize the questions above. 

YOUR STORY   10-15 MINUTES

HIS STORY
God’s Story of 
Redemption 
through His Son, 
Jesus Christ.

YOUR STORY
Where your story 
meets His.
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YOUR MISSION   10-15 MINUTES

HEAD
Joseph’s story challenges our thinking about our integrity and our actions. Joseph did what was 
right and fled from the sexual temptation of Potiphar’s wife, yet was still sent to prison. Even 
though he suffered for doing the right thing, he maintained his integrity and would be used by God 
in the long run to save many nations. 

• What lessons can we learn from Joseph’s victory over temptation? Answers to this 
question will vary, but one might include the fact that overcoming a temptation doesn’t 
necessarily lead immediately to a happy and joyful life. Yes, there is joy in overcoming 
sin through the power of the Spirit; however, we still live in a broken world of sin until 
Christ returns.

• Why is it important to do the right thing, regardless of the outcome? Allow students 
time to answer, helping them to consider the importance of doing the right and godly thing 
because it is the right and godly thing, and not because of the outcome.  

HEART
Joseph’s story encourages our hearts and reassures us that God is not only good and sovereign, but 
is working all things for the good of those who love Him. 

• Why do we assume God is there in the good times and gone in the bad? For some, the 
answer to this question is based solely on one’s feelings—they don’t “feel” God is near, so that 
must mean He is not. However, this thinking is clearly not true—one only needs to look at Jesus 
on the cross to demonstrate that. Others will answer this question based upon a works-based 
view of Christianity, thinking that if they do good then God will be present, but if they do bad, 
He will be absent. 

• How does the knowledge that God is with you in hardship help you battle things like 
discouragement, depression, and isolation? Answers to this question will vary.

HANDS
Joseph’s story not only challenges our thinking and encourages our hearts, but it also informs us on 
how we should live and treat others around us. 

• What can your church do in showing people around you that God has not abandoned 
them? Answers to this question will vary.

• How can you personally encourage someone you know who feels alone this week? 
Answers to this question will vary.
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ADDITIONAL INFO

LEADER PACK
For this session, item #10 can be used during group time. Item #10 contains a map that will help students to 
visually grasp the landscape and journeys of many of the characters they are learning about. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Check out the following additional resources:

• Leader Training Videos
• One Conversations
• Midweek Studies
• Circular Timeline Poster
• App (for both leader and student)

Additional suggestions for specific groups are available at
GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

And for free online training on how to lead a group visit
MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject
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