Today, we will continue our walk through the book of Genesis by looking at Genesis 42:1-46:27.  These chapters deal most explicitly with the continued story of Joseph and his family.  On a larger scale, they deal with the continued story of God creating a people for Himself from the descendants of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob – just like He promised He would.  And on an even larger scale, they deal with the continued story of God working to redeem the world that was so terribly broken when Adam sinned in the garden.  

In short, these chapters continue to reveal to us who God is, how He acts in this world and how we should act in light of those things.  So, let us walk through the text together and see what it reveals.  

I. God is faithful to do what He says He will do and carry out the plans He has made. 

The first thing we see very clearly in this text is something we have seen throughout Genesis: God is faithful to do what He sees He will do.  He has a plan, and nothing can thwart that plan.  

We see this in the text in one very small-scale way and in one very large-scale way.  First, we see it in the fact that Joseph's original dreams come true.  Though the text never explicitly declares it, it is fair and right to assume that Joseph's original dreams about his family bowing down to him were sent by God.  In His sovereign power, God have Joseph a vision of what would happen in the future (37:5-11).  And our text today makes clear, over and over again, that those dreams came true.  When the brothers first get to Egypt, the text tells us they “bowed themselves before him with their faces to the ground” (42:6).  When they return to Egypt a second time, we read that “they brought in to the house to him the present that they had with them and bowed down to him to the ground” (43:26).  It also says “they bowed their heads and prostrated themselves” (43:28).  And then, when they return to Egypt the third time, we read that “they fell before him to the ground” (44:14).  God did what He promised and exalted Joseph to a position of power and  authority over his brothers.  In this small-scale episode, we see the faithfulness of God on display.  He does what He says He will do.  

But we also see this on a grander scale.  As this episode unfolds over the course of these chapters, the culmination is that Jacob and his entire family end up migrating to Egypt so that they will not die in the famine.  And, interestingly, the author of Genesis spends a whole chapter telling us all the people that Jacob brought with him to Egypt.  Why would he do that?  It is because God had made promises to His people over and over again.  He had told Abraham and Isaac and Jacob that He would multiply and bless their offspring.  And chapter 46 makes clear that God was doing exactly what He promised.  In three generations, the people of God had grown from one man to a household of 70 people (the number 70 representing total completeness).  God had kept His promise by multiplying His people.  And, as Exodus goes on to make clear, He kept that process going to the point where the Israelites filled the land of Egypt.  Once again, in this large-scale episode, we see the faithfulness of God on display.  He does what He says He will do.  

Before we move on, we should take a moment – as we have many times throughout Genesis – to remember the reality that God is, indeed, faithful.  He always does what He says He will do.  To an outside observer, it would have been easy to assume that God's plan had gone totally off the rails and been hopelessly thwarted.  And yet, in the midst of all the visible circumstances, God was doing exactly what He promised, and planned, to do.  We see this even in the fact that God had told Abraham his descendants would be strangers in a foreign land (Gen. 15:13-16).  Though He did not tell Abraham what land, it becomes clear with time that He was talking about Egypt.  The fact that Jacob and His family had to leave the land and go to Egypt was part of God's sovereign plan.  He was in total control the whole time.  We must never forget that the plan and purpose of God is certain.  He has a plan for this world, and He is carrying out that plan to perfection – according to His incredible and unfathomable wisdom.  He is in complete control.  

II. God sovereignly works things out for the good of His people.

As has been the case throughout Genesis, this text highlights the complete sovereignty of God over all things.  Last week, we saw God sovereignly working through the difficult circumstances of Joseph's life in order to bring him to a position of power in Egypt.  Now, this week, we see that same sovereignty of God working on behalf of the rest of Joseph's family as well.  God was not merely working to rescue Joseph but to rescue His people.  

We can see this point most clearly stated from the mouth of Joseph himself.  In 45:4-8, he declares, 

I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold in to Egypt.  And now do not be distressed or angry with yourselves because you sold me here, for God sent me before you to preserve life.  For the famine has been in the land these two years, and there are yet five years in which there will be neither plowing for harvest.  And God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors.  So it was not you who sent me here, but God.  He has made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt. 

This theologically weighty interpretation by Joseph helps us rightly understand our entire text for this week.  Ultimately, God sent Joseph to Egypt so that God's people would not perish.  Because Joseph was there, Jacob was able to send his sons to Egypt to buy grain and keep them alive (42:1-5).  Because Joseph was there, his brothers were able to get their grain while also keeping their money (42:25; 44:1).  And, ultimately, because Joseph was there, God's people were enabled to move to Egypt and be sustained throughout the remaining five years of famine (45:9-11).  God was ultimately behind all of this – and it is clear that He was working for the good of His people.  

The reason this is such a crucial point in the text is because it would have been easy to look at the various circumstances of Joseph's life and the lives of his family members and assume that everything was careening horribly out of control.  On a bigger level, it would have been easy to look at these various circumstances and assume that God's grand plan of redemption was careening horribly out of control – hijacked by the sinfulness of His own people, the sinfulness of other people and a terrible famine.  But as we look at our text this week, we are supposed to see the sovereignty of God in this story.  We are supposed to recognize that God's hand was controlling and guiding and directing these circumstances the whole time.  Though there were no doubt times where it did not feel like it – especially to Joseph – God was in complete control.  And He was working all things for the good of His people – so that they would be preserved and even blessed.  And, ultimately, God was preserving and blessing His people so that His grand purposes and promises would be accomplished.  

As we step back and apply this to ourselves, we need to recognize – as we have at many points throughout Genesis – that the same thing is true today.  Just as He did in the lives of Joseph and his family members, God is still sovereignly working all things for the good of His people.  Without doubt, it is often easy to look around at our various circumstances and think that somehow the plan and purpose of God has been hijacked – by our own sinfulness or the sinfulness of others or the terrible events of this world.  It may look like God's grand plan to redeem a people for Himself is in a sad, pitiful state.  But, just like in Genesis, God is still in control.  He is working out His plan according to His perfect wisdom and His perfect time.  He will not let His Church be destroyed or overwhelmed.  He will not let His people perish.  His plan is sure.  And it will be accomplished.  Do not ever forget that God is on the throne.  Nothing can change that.  He has a plan for this world that involves redeeming a people for Himself – and He will make sure that plan is carried out.  

III. God sovereignly works to change His people into what He wants them to be.   

The second thing we see in this text is closely related to the first point, but it focuses on a more specific, individual level.  We have just seen that God is sovereignly working out a grand plan of redemption, and that plan will never be thwarted.  On the grand scale, God is at work, and even when it looks out of control, He is working everything out so that His people are delivered and rescued – to His glory.  But we also see in our text that this same reality is taking place on the individual level as well.  That is, just as He is sovereignly working all things together for the good of His people as a whole, He is also working all the individual things in our individual lives for our individual good.  More specifically, God is sovereignly working through even the difficult circumstances of our life to change us into the people he wants us to be.  

We see this most clearly in our text in the lives of Joseph's brothers.  Amazingly, Joseph's brothers are radically different in this text from the way we have seen them before. First of all, they admit their guilt regarding Joseph (42:21-22) – moving even Joseph to tears.  Second, when the brothers return from the first trip to Egypt, Reuben, who had once stolen his father's concubine, offers his own two sons as a pledge that Benjamin will be safely returned (42:36-37).  Then, when Jacob refuses Reuben's offer, Judah offers himself as a pledge for Benjamin's safety (43:8-9).  They also, on their second trip to Egypt, try to rectify having gotten their money back and not paying for the first batch of grain (43:12,19-23).  Then, when they leave Egypt the second time and Joseph's cup is discovered with Benjamin, they all return to the city – even though only Benjamin was to be taken captive (44:1-13).  Instead of abandoning their brother – like they did with Joseph – they all go in hopes of rescuing him.  And then, as they plead their case, Judah steps up and intercedes on behalf of his father for the life of Benjamin (44:18-34).  The change in these brothers is dramatic.  They (particularly Judah) have been transformed from a group that did not care about a brother's welfare or a father's grief to a group that care deeply about both.  These men are radically different.  

And the stark difference should lead us to ask what happened.  Why did they change so radically?  As we look through the story, we see that it was the sovereign hand of God that actually brought the brothers to this point.  And we see that He did it by putting them in a series of difficult, trying circumstances.  First of all, they experienced the same severe famine as everyone else, and that famine forced them to go down to Egypt to get food.  Because of that difficulty, the stage was set for what happened next.  Second, Joseph treated them harshly.  This seems strange at first, but it becomes clear through the story that Joseph was testing them in order to see if they had changed or not.  And, interestingly, when Joseph speaks roughly to them, they see it as punishment for what they had done to Joseph 22 years before (42:21-22).  This is the beginning of them recognizing their sin.  Later, when the brothers discover their money put back in their sacks of grain, they once again assume that it is the Lord's judgment on them (42:28).  Through this, they are revealing their guilty consciences and coming to a true realization of their sin.  Then, finally, we see the brothers broken when Joseph's cup of divination is discovered in Benjamin's sack of grain.  Even though Joseph only requires Benjamin to stay, all of the brothers return to Egypt to plead for his life.  And as they are doing this, Judah finally fully acknowledges what they have done and submits to the disciplining hand of the Lord (44:16).  

So, as we walk through this story, we see something amazing: we see Joseph's brothers radically transformed in their attitudes and their character.  We see that it was accomplished by the sovereign hand of God working through Joseph.  And we see that it was accomplished by putting the brothers in difficult situations where they were distressed and anxious and (at least in their minds) overwhelmed.  It is interesting to see because the brothers seem to see it as the judgment of God because it is so terrible.  However, it becomes apparent that this is actually the discipline of the Lord rather than His punishment.  Though the brothers may not have been able to see it, God was not judging them but transforming them.  It is clear that their consciences were stricken with guilt.  Their sin was chasing them.  Their past was chasing them.  But, ultimately, their God was chasing them.  And in the end, He brings them to repentance and righteousness.  Under the disciplining hand of God, the brothers are radically transformed – so much so that Joseph is twice overcome by emotion at their change (42:24; 45:1-2).  

Why is this so important for us to see?  It is important because it reveals to us an essential part of God's character.  It shows us that He is sovereignly working to transform His people – and one of the means He uses to do that is difficult, and even disciplinary, circumstances.  Paul Tripp has said it this way, “God will put you where you never intended or wanted to go in order to make you something you could never have become on your own.”  In the minds of Joseph's brothers, there was no mercy in the things they were experiencing.  Everywhere they turned, they saw and felt the heavy hand of God.  And yet, though they could not see it, they were being radically changed.  Brothers and sisters, God is working in your life and in the life of His people.  And He is not just working in the good and pleasant things but in the hard and difficult things.  It could be that He is bringing discipline because of something you have done or are doing, or it could be  that He is simply purging you of imperfection, but He is working.  He ordains everything we experience (even the “bad” and “hard” things), and because we belong to Him as followers of Christ, He has ordained it for good.  He is at work, and This means He is using the difficult circumstances of your life – your marriage struggles, your battles with your kids, your stress at work, the terrible pain you are experiencing right now – for your good.  More specifically, He is using it to conform you to the image of Christ by transforming you from what you were and what you are into what you will be.  Like a refiner who heats up gold to make it more pure, God will put you in the crucible of difficulty and suffering and discipline so that you are made more pure.  And the glorious part of it all is that this means that in the end, like Joseph, you will be able to look back over your life and say, “God intended this for good.”  The picture at the end will be glorious.  God is sovereign.  God is in control.  God is working – just like He was working in Joseph's life and the lives of Joseph's brothers.  We should rest in that.  

IV. God's sovereign grace should change the way we treat others. 

The next thing we see in the text is that the sovereign grace of God that we have just seen in the text should radically affect the way we treat other people as well.  As we just saw, Jacob's brothers were transformed by difficult circumstances.  And we also know that the same thing happened to Joseph.  Based on the way he speaks to his brothers at the end of our text (45:1-14), we know that He has been transformed into someone who recognizes the sovereign hand of God directing all things.  And, on top of that, we see that this totally transformed the way he treated his brothers.  

Keep in mind that at the point when Joseph's brothers came to Egypt, 22 years had passed from the time they sold him.  When they finally came to him asking for food, Joseph had the opportunity to take revenge for what they did to him.  At first, he is rough and harsh with them, but it becomes apparent that he is testing them, because even as he is harsh with them, he is being kind to them by giving them their money back (42:25; 44:1).  We also know he is “putting on” for them because he is regularly overcome with affectionate emotion for them (42:24;43:30; 45:2).  And, despite his power to take revenge, Joseph chooses to forgive them (45:5,8; 50:50:15-21).  In the end, Joseph showed mercy to his brothers because of what he understood about God and what God had done.  Even though he had been terribly wronged, he was able to grant forgiveness because of what he knew about God.  

And, in the same way, as those who have experienced the same sort of redeeming, transforming grace – except on an even greater level in the person and work of Christ – we should treat those around us differently.  The Scriptures make this point repeatedly: our knowledge of God and the grace and mercy He has shown us should cause us to love and show mercy and grace to those around us -  even, and especially, those who have wronged us.  Proverbs 20:22 says, “Do not say, 'I will repay evil'; wait for the Lord, and he will deliver you.”  Jesus, in Matt. 5:43-45, says, “You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy'.  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven.  For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.”  Paul told the Romans, 

Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all.  If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.  Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of god, for it is written, 'Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.'  To the contrary, 'if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.'  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good (Rom. 13:17-21).

And Eph. 4:31 says, “Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice.  Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.”  Clearly, the attitude that Joseph displayed is supposed to be the attitude of all those who follow Christ.  And it is clear that Joseph's attitude flowed from a heart that understood certain things about God, so we should all seek to understand and believe those same things.  In particular, God is in control of our lives.  He is working in all of our circumstances for good, and therefore, we can rest in Him no matter what circumstances come our way because we know that He is in control.  We do not have to take revenge because we know that God is the Judge, and He will render to each one according to their works.    

Communion

As we close today, we will come to the table and take communion.  For those of you who have never repented of your sins and followed Jesus Christ in faith, you are not invited to take communion.  Just as Joseph would not reveal himself to his brothers and invite them fully into his favor and blessing until they had humbled themselves and turned from their former wicked ways, you cannot know the Lord and His blessing until you are broken over your sin and humbly submit yourself to God through faith in His Son.  You need to know that your sin will find you out.  You will not escape judgment for your sin.  22 years passed between the transgression of Joseph's brothers and these events, but they were called to account for what they had done, and it will be the same for you.  I would urge you to be like Judah and the other brothers, recognize your sin, repent of it and submit yourself to God.  Believe on Jesus Christ – that he died and was raised to life.  Submit to Him as King – following Him as Lord.  And you will be saved.  

And for those of you who have repented of your sin and trusted in Jesus Christ, I would remind you that this story points very clearly to what has happened, and will happen, in your life.  Just as Joseph's family was raised out of terrible want and need to a position of incredible and abundant blessing because of the mercy and forgiveness of the very one they had wronged (45:16-24), so we have been rescued and delivered and blessed with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places through the mercy and forgiveness of the very one we had wronged.  Even more, eternal blessing and reward awaits us in the future because of that same grace and mercy and forgiveness and love.  We have experienced the same reality as Joseph's brothers.  Rejoice in that today.  Rejoice in the fact that your righteous Judge has become your Redeemer.  And then, go and imitate Him by demonstrating the same mercy and grace and love in your life.  Amen.  
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