IRON FOR THE SOUL

 No 1 – THE MINE
Gospel/country & western singer Amy Roberts rented an apartment on the Costa del Sol in Spain last year.  Relaxing in the warm Mediterranean sun she decided to look for a book to read, and in the ‘library’ of that apartment found a work entitled ‘Iron for the Soul’.  After the read she said, “my life will never be the same again!”  
The book (and, this webpage), seeks to encourage the believer in Jesus Christ to equate the turmoil they face in life with the gracious dealings of Almighty God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  To realise the ongoing hassle in the believer’s life can be beautifully matched with their faith in God.
Let’s look at the text which prompts this title – firstly, delving into the life of Joseph, he of the multi-coloured coat fame: [Genesis 39 v 20-23] – 
And Joseph’s master took him, and put him into the prison, a place where the king’s prisoners were bound: and he was there in the prison.  But the Lord was with Joseph, and shewed him mercy, and gave him favour in the sight of the keeper of the prison.  And the keeper of the prison committed to Joseph’s hand all the prisoners that were in the prison; and whatsoever they did there, he was the doer of it. The keeper of the prison looked not to any thing that was under his hand; because the Lord was with him, and that which he did, the Lord made it to prosper.
No mention of ‘iron for the soul’ there!  But hold on.  If your Bible has a detailed margin you will find a little reference against the word “prison” in verse 20 directing you to Psalm 105.  So flick over the pages with me to get the Psalmist’s commentary on this incident in Joseph’s life: [Psalm 105 v 16-22] 
Moreover God called for a famine upon the land: He brake the whole staff of bread.  He sent a man before them, even Joseph, who was sold for a servant. Whose feet they hurt with fetters: he was laid in iron; until the time His word came: the Word of the Lord tried him.
Now we begin to get an delightful insight to our title.  Joseph is in prison because he said ‘No!’ when it would have been easier to say ‘Yes!’ The Psalmist, commentating on the incident, insists that Joseph was “laid in iron”.  But slip your eyes over to your marginal rendering of the Hebrew and you find these word-gems – “his soul entered into the iron”. Or to put it simply, he received ‘iron for his soul’.
After Amy Roberts read “Iron for the Soul” her life would never be the same again, my prayer for you is that following this initial series your spirit, your soul, will have received sufficient ‘iron’ to continue your pathway upward to glory.  To help I detail some of the process to make the iron.
It is well known that Joseph was somewhat of a mummy’s boy (no offence intended).  A home-bird, a ‘softie’, whilst his brothers were hard-men, workers out in the fields.  If any child of God needed strengthened in his spiritual backbone it was Joseph.  That being so, God delightfully reveals the process of putting iron into His child’s soul, using what is probably the weakest case scenario.  (You, no doubt, are made of more sterner stuff that Joseph so God hits the basement as His example of what He can do).  From this moment on, Joseph’s life will be characterised by strength, wisdom, courage and resolution.  He will become the ‘Saviour’ of his people and become their sole ‘Provider’.  But prior to the period of our reading in Genesis 39 he is distinctly lacking in fortitude in matters of the soul.  
Jump on board with me; we’re going mining to get this ‘iron’; iron for the soul.
THE MINE
The mine is located in verse 20 of Genesis 39: 
And Joseph’s master took him, and put him into prison, a place where the king’s prisoners were bound, and he [Joseph] was there in the prison.
Twice God pinpoints where His child is – ‘in the prison’.  And just in case you misunderstand, God fixes your gaze with these words – ‘he was there in the prison’.  What a bizarre mine!  
THE MINE … ITS DESCRIPTION
Literally it is a prison, full stop!  That conveys a lot to your imagination, I’m sure.  Especially when we relate this incident to the earliest days of slavery and torture.  But, without embellishment, Joseph himself offers a description of the mine, when later in Genesis 40 v 15 he recounts his past experience – 
I have done nothing that they should put me into the dungeon.
Further ‘colour’ is added to the description of the mine in Genesis 37 v24 – 
And they took Joseph and cast him into a pit.
Joseph’s embittered brothers cast him into a pit in Dothan when he visited them to determine their position.  The Hebrew word for ‘prison’ is the same for ‘dungeon’; and the same for ‘pit’.  Got the picture?  When young people today wish to express their disapproval or annoyance at some dislikeable place, they call it ‘a hole’.  Joseph is in a ‘hole’.  Locked in there!  In a prison; in a dungeon; in a pit; in a hole; in a mine!
Dear child of God, be assured this is an accurate description of the mine wherein Joseph will receive iron for his soul.  Where, may I ask, is your ‘mine’?  Within your four walls?  Within your office environment?  Inside your church, perhaps?  In your marriage?   Does it feel like a pit; a hole; a prison, to you?  There’s no way out, is there?
Within Joseph’s current environment there is iron to be found for his soul.  Hopefully, we may find some for you in your current situation.
THE MINE – ITS DEPTH
Joseph is not in the mine of free choice.  He is forced into it against his will.  He has been misjudged; he has been wronged; he has been ill-treated.  But he is there because God wants him there.  God has iron for him down that mine.  God knows his characteristics, his foibles, his softness, his vunerableness – and God knows what he needs for his soul, now, today!  He needs iron.  And to get it God takes him deep into the mine.
I’m not sure how old Joseph was when he went into the first ‘hole’ in Dothan.  He was eighteen when he went to Egypt.  He served Potiphar long enough to gain approval and promotion, so let’s assume he is then twenty years of age.  At twenty the prison door is slammed shut behind him, or on top of him, whichever the case may be.  He will be thirty years old when he next sees daylight.  Ten years of confinement – enforced confinement; intolerable internment.  The fetters on his ankles don’t help.  The overcrowded condition with its stench; its claustrophobic atmosphere; a hell-hole to a man from a farming background.  No food parcels; no ecclesiastical visits; no daily exercise; no rest periods, just drudgery and grind, sweat, stench, filth and degradation.  And all for saying ‘No!’ when it would have been easier to say ‘Yes!’  He had been taught the fundamental rudiments of life – honour your father and mother, do good to all men, care for the underprivileged, the disadvantaged.  All he reaps for this ‘goodness’ is hate; disappointment; and suffering.  This is the ‘depth’ of that mine where the iron is to be found!
Dear brother and sister in Christ, because there is no other way of getting the iron for your soul our gracious God allows you to spend some time in the ‘pit’.  That ‘hole’ of yours may feel so deep; despairing; desperate; discouraging; dreadful – but that is where the iron for your soul is to be found.  With Joseph, and I’m sure you recall the story, there is a day of reversal ahead.  There is, for you also, a change ahead.  Be patient, be prayerful, be practical.  It will change.  The deep hole is not only yours, it is also God’s hole.
THE MINE – ITS DESPAIR
Please recall that Joseph’s incarceration came as a result of behaving rightly and appropriately.  God’s allowance of this did not stem from God’s righteous indignation and wrath against His child, rather the complete opposite.  God was not ‘getting even’ with Joseph for some past misdemeanour or misconduct.  This chastening of the Lord was designed for the single purpose of soul-strengthening.  Joseph needed iron for his soul,  God knew where he could get it, in abundance.
God does not get even!  Any pastor will tell you that his world is crowded with saints who, having suffered some adversity or tragedy, reckon that God has waited His time to balance the books.  Our part of Northern Ireland suffered a dreadful fishing disaster some few years ago, and, as usual, the whispered implications were that God had waited His time to get even with the family. When this notion was voiced to me I reacted with disgust – ‘if that is the kind of God you worship, I’m sorry but He’s not the same God  I have!’  The Bible is simply beautiful, and beautifully simple on this matter – [Psalm 103 v 10]:
God has not dealt with us after our sins, nor rewarded us according to our iniquities.
God did all the business of ‘getting even’ when He allowed His Son Jesus Christ to carry the full wrath for the sins of this world.  Yours and mine!
Sometimes God will chastise His disobedient children, but as a method of preparation for something much better.  But when God puts you in a hole when you have done right, and you take it right, then God will use you right.  God had a plan for Joseph which was greater than anything eye could see, ear could hear, or heart conceive – so He put him in a ‘hole’; in a ‘mine’
But the despair for Joseph was that he did not understand the reasoning behind this confinement and incarceration.  Living a godly life, as he did, did not guarantee him immunity from that mine. He was not rewarded for living godly, quite the opposite.  Onlookers would immediately think the opposite of him, distrust him and even disown him.  Potiphar’s wife may well scream – “Joseph did it!” – she might well wave Joseph’s coat like a red flag – the palace staff would, no doubt, have decided there is no smoke without fire, that he is guilty until proven innocent – God could, at that precise moment, have vindicated His child, but God didn’t!  God had a hole, a pit, a dungeon, a mine for Joseph to find iron.  Iron for his spiritual backbone; iron for his soul!  God had much more in mind for His child and for this world, than Joseph’s immediate vindication and release.
Stay in the mine – your life will never be the same again, ask Amy Roberts!

Next?  We’ll kook for the ORE!

……………………………………………………………….oOo…………………………………………………………………………………..







4

