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Genesis 50
Last week we began to look at the faith of Joseph.  Here is a summary of Joseph’s life so far, a roller coaster life of many ups and downs.  Joseph was the son of Israel, the most powerful man in the Promised Land.  He was sold into slavery by his jealous brothers.  Joseph became a slave in Egypt under Potiphar, the captain of Pharaoh’s guard.  Blessed by God even as a slave, Joseph became the manager of Potiphar’s household.  Potiphar’s wife unfairly accused Joseph of rape and he was sent to prison.  Blessed by God even in prison, Joseph became the manager of the prison, serving as the warden’s assistant.  In the prison, Joseph interpreted the dreams of 2 of Pharaoh’s servants.  This led to Joseph interpreting Pharaoh’s dreams that led to his becoming the Prime Minister of Egypt.  Joseph remained faithful in every situation, good or bad.  God blessed Joseph through every situation and it all led to him becoming Prime Minister of Egypt.  
Let’s pick up from there and hear how Joseph, the Prime Minister of Egypt, meets his brothers again.  We expect there will be vengeance and a day of reckoning for them.  We find this account in Genesis 42-46.  Just as Joseph had predicted, 7 years of abundance led to 7 years of great famine affecting Egypt and all the surrounding countries including the Promised Land.  Joseph wisely prepared for this, so there was food available in Egypt.  The famine gripped the Promised Land too, so Israel sent his remaining 10 sons except for Benjamin to Egypt to buy food.  When they arrived, Joseph saw and recognized his brothers, but they didn’t recognize him.  Joseph interviewed them and heard about his father and Benjamin.  He accused his brothers of being spies and demanded they bring back Benjamin.  He detained his brother Simeon while the others go back to Israel.  Israel, upset about losing Simeon, and still grieving the loss of Joseph, was unwilling to lose Benjamin; so he did not let the brothers go back.  However hunger drove them back to Egypt, now with Benjamin.
When the brothers arrived back in Egypt, Joseph, after other incidents with them, revealed himself to them and welcomed all of them.  The brothers went back to get Israel so all could survive the rest of the famine together in Egypt.  Israel reunited with Joseph and lived 17 more years in Egypt.  When he dies, Joseph’s brothers think he will take revenge on them.  Let’s pick up the account in Genesis 50:15-21 (NIV), 15When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?”  16So they sent word to Joseph, saying, “Your father left these instructions before he died: 17‘This is what you are to say to Joseph: I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs they committed in treating you so badly.’  Now please forgive the sins of the servants of the God of your father.”  When their message came to him, Joseph wept.  18His brothers then came and threw themselves down before him.  “We are your slaves,” they said.  19But Joseph said to them, “Don’t be afraid.  Am I in the place of God?  20You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  21So then, don’t be afraid.  I will provide for you and your children.”  And he reassured them and spoke kindly to them.
There are three huge lessons from the lives of these brothers and Joseph for us today.  First, notice that Joseph’s brothers lived many years in great guilt for what they had done to him.  Wrongs have consequences!  Throughout the chapters and the dealings with Egypt and Joseph, they continually regret what they did to Joseph and feel they will be punished.  Joseph forgave them in Genesis 45:4-5 saying, “I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt!  5And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you.”  They could not seem to understand Joseph’s mercy to them.  Joseph treats them well for 17 years, but they still think Joseph will take vengeance on them after Israel dies.  Wrongs have consequences.  Unless we submit our wrongs to the Lord and accept His forgiveness and cleansing, we get eaten up by guilt and it ruins our lives.  But when we do allow God to remove our guilt, our lives can become joyful again.  This is true as much for the one who needs to ask forgiveness as it is for the one who needs to give forgiveness.
Joseph could have become filled with hate against his brothers, and thus become a very bitter, vengeful man period.  Hatred becomes a poison that eats all of us up.  Joseph could have plotted a way to take vengeance.  He had plenty of power as the Prime Minister of Egypt to do that.  Yet, lesson 2 is that Joseph does not take vengeance but forgives as He submits to God’s will and justice.  Faith removes the bitterness and the need for revenge, replacing it with understanding, forgiveness and love.  Joseph realized that God allowed him to go through all he went through, especially the difficult times as a slave and a prisoner, so that he could be in a position to use his power to save lives, not take them; especially to save the lives of all his family.
Faith sees that the Lord God is in control not the situations we face.  Faith looks up above the difficulty to discover God’s kind face.  Joseph understood that God was in control when he told his brothers, 20You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  
Lesson 3 is that God works for our salvation and better life through all things good to bad.  Faith trusts that God is greater than all things of this world.  Faith trusts that God allows only those things, whether they are good to bad, which will work for our greater good.  In Romans 8:28 (NIV) Joseph’s trust is repeated by the Apostle Paul.  This is a promise we all can claim every day and in every difficulty, And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose.  Now you have heard this verse many times, but maybe you did not realize that Joseph said it his way long before.  Joseph and Paul related to the same Lord, and saw how faithful is our God every time.
Our trouble is that we don’t like God’s timing.  We want our timing, which is always NOW.  We want instant healing from pain, suffering and illness.  We want instant relief from adverse economic conditions.  We want instant justice and compensation for the wrongs inflicted upon us by others.  Yet we also want instant forgiveness when we wrong others.  (We really get very confused.)  We want instant success to turn around our failings.  We want God to act now.  Yet, God rarely acts according to our time table.  God’s timing and greater plan for our lives often includes difficulty, trials and sometimes death.  Remember how Jesus slept while the Disciples thought they would die in the storm.  Remember how Jesus delayed before going to help Lazarus who was very sick.  By the time Jesus got to Lazarus’ house, Lazarus had been dead for days.  Remember that Jesus Himself lay in the tomb until the third day to rise up again.  God delays more than we are comfortable with.  God delays so the right time for everything can come to pass, and the most favorable consequences can occur.  God knows better than we do when to do the right thing at the right time.
Faith requires a lot of hope that waits through the difficulties.  We do hear Romans 8:28 recited many times, but we forget the context.  Look at the deeper faith, trust and hope required in Romans 8:23-28 (NIV), 23Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.  (We are groaning because we must wait through a lot of difficult and distress in this world.)  24For in this hope we were saved.  But hope that is seen is no hope at all.  Who hopes for what he already has?  25But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.  (Do you have this kind of hope?  Do you have a hope that waits patiently for the Lord, even when we do not have what we want yet?  Maybe we need to pray for more of this kind of hope and faith?  Yes!)  26In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness.  We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.  27And He who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will.  (As we wait patiently in hope, we still don’t know what to even pray for in some very bad difficulties.  But the Holy Spirit is praying for us, so we can keep hoping, keep holding on and trusting the Lord so we can discover how wonderful is the truth of verse 28.)  28And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose.
Ah, there it is - after hope, after faith comes the promise.  In trusting the Lord, we trust in His timing for us.  God's timing works for the best in our world and for eternity.  All might look dark, lonely, and hopeless.  Yet there is never a time to give up when God is involved.  We don’t give up on marriage, when facing addictions, or in failures, setbacks or disappointments.  God works all things for the good, even evil wrongs against us.  Like Joseph, we wait patiently for when it all will work out for good.  We proclaim with him, even against our enemies, “20You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good…”
Dustin Armstrong wrote about how he as a teenager discovered this incredible truth.  ("My Faith Is My Witness," Ignite Your Faith, June/July 2006, p. 8)  “Before I decided to live for Christ, I'd party with friends.  As a guy who wanted to be a "cool and popular jock," I thought it was the thing to do.  I'd drink, act stupid, and end up making a fool of myself.  But I didn't care, because I was popular and one of my school's top athletes.  As for God, I thought he was for weak people.  If Christians tried to tell me about Jesus, I'd make fun of them.  I thought Christians who always talked about God were crazy.  Then something happened my sophomore year that changed everything.  My little sister Ashley, who was a freshman at the time, was riding in a car driven by one of her friends.  Worried about getting home late, Ashley's friend started speeding.  The car hit a rough railroad track and flipped over.  Ashley soon lay in a hospital on life support, in a coma, very close to death.

“At first, I was angry with God for what happened to my sister.  I shouted to heaven, "If you are who you say you are, how could you let this happen?!"  As angry as I was at God, I began to think about how much I really loved my family.  It wasn't like I hadn't cared about them before, but all the pain—all those trips to the hospital and all those times we cried together—just began to bring us much closer together.  My family suddenly seemed more important than anything else in the whole world.  Even though my sister managed to survive, we were told her brain injury was so severe she'd probably never walk or talk again.  But in the months that followed the accident, I helped coach her along as she struggled to stand, and then, eventually, take a few tiny steps.  I also listened in amazement as she began to put words together and form sentences.  Slowly, very slowly, she was getting better.  And slowly, very slowly, I was starting to change.

“Along with realizing how important my family was to me, I also thought a lot about God and his place in everything that had happened.  Instead of blaming him for it all, I began to thank him for my sister's life and for my whole family.  I also began to see that all those things I'd lived for—like partying and acceptance by the popular crowd—weren't really important.  Even sports no longer seemed as important as they used to.  Instead, I started going to youth group and really enjoying it.  I liked having conversations with my friends about God and Christianity.  I wanted to know as much as I could about following God.  During my junior year, I committed my life to Christ.”
When we really let the truth of how much God loves us take hold of our lives, it changes everything, especially us.  We look at every situation differently because we begin to realize that “we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose.”  There is nothing that will keep us from God’s greater good for our lives.  Paul explains this a few verses later in Romans 8:37-39 “No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us.  38For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
We have learned a lot about faith from Adam and Eve, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac and Jacob/Israel.  But perhaps we learn the most from Joseph.  His life testifies to us that when we live with the Lord, whether we live in a prison or in a palace, He does amazing things for us.  God has a greater plan for our lives.  He is just waiting for us to discover that plan through trusting in Him each and every day.  I pray that you will become like Joseph and learn to say when facing any enemy, evil or difficulty, 20You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  Amen.
