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Thus far in our study of Joseph this summer, we've seen him reporting on a
dream of his eventual kingship over his family. His brothers resent that, hate him
and sell him as a slave. He ends up in Potiphar’s house in Egypt, rises up to
become Potiphar’s household chief of staff. Potiphar’s wife hits on Joseph, he
resists. She screams. And Joseph ends up in prison. There he again rises through
the ranks and becomes the warden’s chief of staff. While in prison, the Pharaoh
throws his butler and baker in prison and they are put under Joseph’s care. They
have troubling dreams which Joseph correctly interprets. Two years later Pharaoh
has a troubling dream and the butler who is back to serving Pharaoh tells him
about Joseph. Pharaoh brings Joseph to him, and Joseph tells Pharaoh that his
dream means there’s going to be 7 years of abundant harvest followed by 7 years
of drought so get ready. The king is so impressed with Joseph that he makes him
the chief of staff of all of the Egyptian government. We might call him the Prime
Minister, second in command only to the King, Pharaoh himself. Genesis 42 calls
him the governor.

We are now at the point in the story where the seven years of famine are
happening all over the region, including back in Joseph’s home country. So, his
father Jacob comes up with a plan to help his family get some food. This is
Genesis 42. We'll start reading at v.1 and I’'m going to skip parts because it's a
long chapter, so it’ll be easiest if you read along on the screen this time, but |
encourage you, nonetheless, to keep your Bibles open and discern the meaning
of this passage with me as | preach.

Genesis 42

' When Jacob learned that there was grain in Egypt, he said to his sons... ?...Go
down there and buy some for us, so that we may live and not die.”... 4 But Jacob
did not send Benjamin, Joseph’s brother, with the others, because he was afraid
that harm might come to him...

6 Now Joseph was the governor of the land.... So when Joseph’s brothers
arrived, they bowed down to him with their faces to the ground. 7 As soon as
Joseph saw his brothers, he recognized them, but he pretended to be a stranger
and spoke harshly to them. “Where do you come from?” he asked.

“From the land of Canaan,” they replied, “to buy food.”

8 Although Joseph recognized his brothers, they did not recognize him. ® Then
he remembered his dreams about them and said to them, “You are spies! You
have come to see where our land is unprotected.”

0 “No, my lord,” they answered. “Your servants have come to buy food. ' We
are all the sons of one man. Your servants are honest men, not spies.” ....

4 Joseph said to them, “It is just as | told you: You are spies! > And this is how
you will be tested: As surely as Pharaoh lives, you will not leave this place unless
your youngest brother comes here...

8 On the third day, Joseph said to them, “Do this and you will live, for | fear
God: "° If you are honest men, let one of your brothers stay here in prison, while



the rest of you go and take grain back for your starving households. 2° But you
must bring your youngest brother to me, so that your words may be verified and
that you may not die.” This they proceeded to do.

21 They said to one another, “Surely we are being punished because of our
brother...

22 Reuben replied, “Didn’t | tell you not to sin against the boy? But you wouldn’t
listen! Now we must give an accounting for his blood.” 23 They did not realize that
Joseph could understand them, since he was using an interpreter.

24 Joseph turned away from them and began to weep, but then turned back
and spoke to them again. He had Simeon taken from them and bound before their
eyes.

25 Joseph gave orders to fill their bags with grain, to put each man’s silver back
in his sack, and to give them provisions for their journey. After this was done for
them, 2% they loaded their grain on their donkeys and left. ...

29When they came to their father Jacob in the land of Canaan, they told him all
that had happened to them. They said, 30 “The man who is lord over the land
spoke harshly to us and treated us as though we were spying on the land. 3' But
we said to him, ‘We are honest men; we are not spies. 32 We were twelve
brothers, sons of one father. One is no more, and the youngest is now with our
father in Canaan.’

33 “Then the man who is lord over the land said to us, ‘This is how | will know
whether you are honest men: Leave one of your brothers here with me, and take
food for your starving households and go. 3* But bring your youngest brother to me
so | will know that you are not spies but honest men. Then | will give your brother
back to you, and you can trade in the land.” ”

35 As they were emptying their sacks, there in each man’s sack was his pouch
of silver! When they and their father saw the money pouches, they were
frightened. 3 Their father Jacob said to them, “You have deprived me of my
children. Joseph is no more and Simeon is no more, and now you want to take
Benjamin. Everything is against me!”

37 Then Reuben said to his father, “You may put both of my sons to death if |
do not bring him back to you. Entrust him to my care, and | will bring him back.”

38 But Jacob said, “My son will not go down there with you; his brother is dead
and he is the only one left. If harm comes to him on the journey you are taking,
you will bring my gray head down to the grave in sorrow.”

This is the Word of the Lord.
Congregation,
“Everything is against me!” said Jacob.

Consider the situation in Jacob’s family. The current problem is a famine in
the land. Jacob is trying to care for his large family and their herds. It takes a lot of
food to feed the family, let alone the animals. It’s possible that many of the
animals have been sold, slaughtered or simply died of starvation at this point.
Anyway, the famine is wreaking havoc on Jacob’s family and his business. His
son Joseph, as far as he knows, has been dead for 20 years, since he sent him
alone to check on his brothers. Perhaps Jacob feels guilty every day for what



happened to his beloved son. Now, he seems to think that his son Simeon in
Egypt is never going to be seen again. He is as good as dead, if not dead. There
has also been other drama and trauma in the family (e.g., Gen. 38). In addition,
the brothers return from Egypt appearing to have stolen silver that they just found
in their bags of grain. That’s not likely to do them any favours if they return to
Egypt to that hard man who already accused them of being spies. And now the
brothers want to take Jacob’s youngest son Benjamin to Egypt. That’s not going
to happen, says the father. Jacob is beside himself with sorrow and fear.
Everything feels like it's against him.

Do you ever feel that way? Life can be tough. A lady came to me with a
heavy burden. She was weeping and looking to God for answers. Due to our faith
in God, sometimes our troubles seem even bigger. | mean, we have a God who
can do anything but he doesn’t seem to come through for us when we call on him.
Instead, everything seems to be against us. Our health might be failing, our
strength is waning, our bills are piling up, our children are fighting, our job is tough
or we can’t find enough work. The list of troubles we can face can be endless.

However, we believe in a God of new beginnings. This morning, as we look
at the life of Jacob’s family as described here in Genesis 42, we can see that
when life seems to be against us, God is at work. He’s not only working to bless
us in good times. That’s easy for us to believe. He’s also working to bless us
through trials. Genesis 42 helps us see how. Rather than everything being against
Jacob, God is at work for the good of Jacob, the restoration of his family, for a
new beginning. And Joseph will play a key role in bringing the family back
together and advancing God’s plan of salvation for the world. In our reading,
Joseph gives his brothers a series of tests. Today we look at the first one.

As we see God at work in this test, we see him, first, working to expose the
real brokenness in Jacob’s family.

Brokenness Exposed

For over 20 years, Joseph'’s brother had been keeping a secret from their
father. Joseph was 17 years old when the brothers sold him to slave traders.
Joseph spent a few years in Potiphar’s house. Then 10 or 11 years in the prison.
Then over 7 years as Pharaoh’s governor ensuring that grain from the fruitful years
was stored. Now it is somewhere in the early years of the 7 years of famine. So, for
at least 20 years Jacob has been grieving the death of his most beloved son.

God uses Joseph to bring his brothers to their knees in more ways that
one. Sure, they all bow to Joseph as governor and Joseph remembers his
childhood dream about them doing so. But as the brothers stand before Joseph,
verses 7 & 8 repeat that Joseph recognizes them. He recognizes them and the
brokenness they have covered up for over 20 years quickly bubbles to the
surface. As the saying goes, “the skeletons come out of the closet.”

How many skeletons do you have in your closet? Sometimes there are
traumatic events that take place that we feel ashamed of so we keep quiet about



them. Sometimes these are things we’ve done and other times things that have
been done to us. Either way, we try to bury such things that we’d rather not think
about. Sometimes we feel guilty for what we've done. Other times, we aren’t guilty
of wrong doing but we feel deeply offended and don’t know what to do with that.
So, we keep quiet about it.

Usually that only works for so long. Eventually, something triggers a
memory. The horror of what we did or endured instantly returns. We realize that
what we thought we pushed down has returned powerfully, kind of like a wild bear
released from a cage after being relocated. Our raw emotions get exposed. The
skeleton we thought we'’d buried has come back to haunt us.

We see this in Joseph’s brother who we’ll talk about in a moment. But |
think we see this clearly in Joseph himself. Some people say he was anticipating
this day. That’s possible but uncertain. All we know is that Egypt was the
breadbasket of the region. The drought and famine were not limited to Egypt. It
was in Canaan and other countries too.

Since Joseph was in charge of the land and the food distribution, all
foreigners in particular would very likely be processed through his “office” as a
matter of national security. So maybe Joseph thought about the possibility of one
day seeing his family in the food line. That’s merely speculation, | think. What is
clear is that when he did see his brothers, he recognized them. The text mentions
that twice. And emotion flooded his heart. How could it not?

Anyway, it seems Joseph is not prepared for how he felt. One moment he
is going about his business, saving the country and even the world to some
extent. Then, boom, his brothers show up. We see at one point that he can’t
contain his emotions so he slips away for a while to regain his composure. Is his
heart filled with rage when he sees those brothers? These scoundrels sold him
into slavery. They caused him to endure years of struggle. They kept him
separated from his beloved father and the whole family. For all he knows, his
father could be dead. He would have had no news about his family for over 20
years. That’s no small injustice.

The brothers from Canaan have their issues, but here Joseph especially
helps us to see that we need to trust God with the deep pain in our lives. We can’t
just bury it. We need his healing grace. We need his help for new beginnings.
Despite the emotions, God is at work. Sometimes we try to bury it without getting
healing. But God exposes the brokenness of our hearts and lives to help us find
his healing grace.

Some people argue that Joseph is in complete control and accuses his
brothers of spying in order to get information about his father and youngest
brother. They say he is also testing them to see if they have changed. That is
possible but not certain.

What is absolutely certain in my view is that God is at work. Joseph may be
the governor of Egypt but God is at work from the throne of heaven, watching over
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his children, making good from the bad and the messes we endure in life because
of sin. Genesis is a book about the fall of humanity into sin and God’s coming to
our rescue—time after time after time. God at work to redeem the world through
the line of his elect people. God caring for his people and working all things
together for good. Interestingly, in Genesis, Egypt is a place of grace for God’s
people because God has placed a saviour there. It is the breadbasket for physical
well-being used previously by Abraham and Isaac too. But it is now used by God
to bring about spiritual freedom as well as deliverance from hunger.

God determines that it is time for Jacob’s broken family to be restored.
Time for Joseph to face his brothers and be reconciled. Time for the brothers to
face their demons and find God’s healing. This is the work of our God, the God of
new beginnings. And this is our God too, congregation. He is still at work in our
lives today to heal whatever brokenness we have endured.

True Repentance Induced

In today’s story, we see, secondly, God at work by using Joseph to induce
true repentance in his brothers. More than bowing before Joseph as the governor
of Egypt, his brothers must come to the place of bowing in confession.

Some commentators make Joseph out to be a man of great moral strength.
Almost perfect. Granted, he does shine with integrity and wisdom, as we’ve seen
in previous sermons. But he is not without sin. As we’ve been singing and
hopefully learning, Christ alone is the true and better Joseph. All that Joseph is,
he is by the grace of God. The question here is whether Joseph intentionally
resorted to accusing his brothers of spying for strictly noble reasons. Was he so
composed and thoughtful when he saw them that he immediately thought, “I must
bring my brothers to true repentance.”? | don’t personally think so. The text
mentions his harsh tone and also shows his pain when he cries.

It seems most correct to see God at work, using Joseph’s raw emotion and
his accusations to help the brothers. This is another beautiful illustration of God
using our brokenness to do good things. In this case, to break the brothers free
from their bondage to guilt. The guilt they’d been carrying for over 2 decades. And
also to help Joseph be free from the anger, bitterness and resentment he may
have been holding for years.

In whatever fashion the Lord confronts us, we ought to be grateful for his
grace. Confronting sin in someone is never easy or pleasant. As parent it'’s hard to
discipline a child well—to get the desired outcome without being too harsh. As
elders or pastors, we are called to confront church members engaging in
unrepentant sin. Sometimes that goes poorly and other times surprisingly well.
What we must hold on to is God’s offer of repentance, forgiveness, and restoration.
It's his beautiful means of healing for both the wronged and the wrong-doer.

In this story, Joseph’s brothers weren’t confronted directly with their past
actions. Just accused of being spies. But the Holy Spirit immediately brought their
decades-old guilt to the forefront. It’s probably safe to say that it was never very



far from the forefront, but they had just kept quiet about it for many years.
Interestingly, in our text, they keep repeating publicly that they are honest men.
But when they are alone, they talk about their guilt related to what they did to
Joseph. In v.21 they say, “Surely we are being punished...” And they quarreled
with each other and pointed fingers—°I told you!” But no matter how hard they
tried to declare their innocence in public, the Lord was confronting their sin in
private. This is why they added in v.22, “Now we must give an accounting for his
(Joseph’s) blood.”

Why does the Lord poke their consciences? Because he wants us free
from the burden of guilt. He’s the God of new beginnings and second chances. So
many of us spend so much time dwelling on the past, living in the past, weighed
down by the past. And that’s true as victims and of wrong-doers. If we cannot live
in the freedom that Christ has won for us, then we can’t reach out to others with
the same love and compassion that we ourselves have received in Christ. We
remain trapped rather than liberated.

And Satan loves this. He loves nothing better than keeping us locked in
bondage, living under a heavy load of guilt or of being a victim. Either way, we’re
unable to declare the praises of him who called us out of darkness into his
wonderful light. Unable to live out of Jesus’ words, “Come to me and | will give
you rest!” But we don’t. We hold the burden by ourselves instead of giving it to
Jesus whose yoke is easy and who lightens our burden.

God is bringing Joseph’s brothers to the place of genuine repentance so
that they can find true freedom from their sin and guilt. Their days in an Egyptian
prison are nothing compared to the 20 years they’ve already spent in the prison of
guilt. God is working to release them from it so that the family can be healed and
restored. He’s working in Joseph as well to gain the liberation he needs. God
seeks wholeness and offers grace to the whole family that they might be the
blessing he intends for the whole world.

Salvation Offered

Finally, as the story continues, we see illustrations of God’s free salvation
being offered to the broken family of Jacob. Somewhat unexpectedly, Joseph has
a tender heart towards those who have persecuted him, displayed in his weeping
in v.24. Then in v.34, Joseph says to the brothers,

Gen 42:34b | eave one of your brothers here with me, and take food for your

starving households and go.

He works to save his family from starvation. However, the brothers don’t yet fully
understand God’s grace. Joseph the governor graciously fills the sacks with grain
for his brothers and even gives them their money back. Their food is free. It is
grace. But their response and the response of Jacob when they get home is fear,
according to vv.35 & 36:

Gen 42:35 As they were emptying their sacks, there in each man’s sack was

his pouch of silver! When they and their father saw the money pouches,

they were frightened. 36 Their father Jacob said to them, “You have



deprived me of my children. Joseph is no more and Simeon is no more,
and now you want to take Benjamin. Everything is against me!”

They lived in a world—as do we—where we pay our own way. You face the
powers greater than you and you expect to pay your debt, one way or another.
Fear drives us to say and do crazy things, as we see in this chapter. Jacob could
say, “Everything is against me!” But he has forgotten his encounter with God
himself at the ladder to heaven. He has forgotten God’s earlier promises to him
when they met in Bethel and gave him the name Israel and said, “A great nation
will come from you (Gen 35:11). He should know that God is on his side! Fear has
caused him to lose sight of God’s grace, his salvation and his promises.

And what about Reuben’s response to his dad’s words? This payment or
exchange for Benjamin that he offers his father is foolish and worldly.
Gen 42:37 Then Reuben said to his father, “You may put both of my sons to
death if | do not bring him (Benjamin) back to you. Entrust him to my care,
and | will bring him back.”
Will he really do that? And what good would it do to kill your own children because
your father has lost two of his? This is “an eye for an eye” kind of thinking.

What Jacob, his sons and even Joseph to some extent must realize is that
God is providing the way of salvation for them all. Joseph will be the gate through
which the whole family will eventually find rest from their troubles and be fully
reunited.

Likewise for us, in a new and better way, Jesus is the means of saving
grace for people of all nations to be reconciled to God as one new family. Joseph
is the saviour of his family but through the line of Jacob the Saviour of the world is
to be born. Joseph is the brother of wisdom who has borne his struggle patiently
while seeking to honour God, despite his failures. However, Jesus did so
perfectly. This sinless Son of God endured scorn, ridicule, torture, death and three
days in the grave to honour his Father by paying for our sins. He did this so that
we may be free from our sin, free from our guilt, free from the heaviness of
resentment, and able to get a new start. Jesus lifts us up from the folly and
bondage of our sin, giving us a new beginning by grace. We do not pay for our
sins and we cannot do so. He alone does it for us and ensures that it is done once
and for all. He gives us a new beginning.

Now he desires for us to live free from all the weight of sin that holds us
from becoming fruitful disciples. He doesn’t want us living with the regrets and
scars of the past. Are there people in your life who have hurt you deeply, the way
Joseph’s brothers hurt him? Someone whose name brings pain to your mind?
Maybe even hatred and a desire for revenge? Such hatred and revenge will not
bring peace to your heart. Only forgiving as Jesus has forgiven us can truly heal
us from those short or long held sins against us as well as all the sins we
ourselves have committed against others. Our God of new beginnings wants us
free to love as we have been loved by him in the person of Jesus. Everything is
not against us. People may wrong us. But always remember, God is for us, says
Paul. So who can be against us? Nothing.



