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1Then Jacob called for his sons and said: “Gather around so | can tell you what
will happen to you in days to come.
2“Assemble and listen, sons of Jacob;
listen to your father Israel.
3“Reuben, you are my firstborn,
my might, the first sign of my strength,
excelling in honor, excelling in power.
4Turbulent as the waters, you will no longer excel,
for you went up onto your father’s bed,
onto my couch and defiled it.
5“Simeon and Levi are brothers—
their swords are weapons of violence.
6 Let me not enter their council,
let me not join their assembly,
for they have killed men in their anger
and hamstrung oxen as they pleased.
7 Cursed be their anger, so fierce,
and their fury, so cruel!
| will scatter them in Jacob
and disperse them in Israel.
8“Judah, your brothers will praise you;
your hand will be on the neck of your enemies;
your father’s sons will bow down to you.
9You are a lion’s cub, Judah;
you return from the prey, my son.
Like a lion he crouches and lies down,
like a lioness—who dares to rouse him?
0 The scepter will not depart from Judah,
nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,
until he to whom it belongs shall come
and the obedience of the nations shall be his.
" He will tether his donkey to a vine,
his colt to the choicest branch;
he will wash his garments in wine,
his robes in the blood of grapes.
2 His eyes will be darker than wine,
his teeth whiter than milk,
13“Zebulun will live by the seashore
and become a haven for ships;
his border will extend toward Sidon.
14“|ssachar is a rawboned donkey
lying down among the sheep pens.
15When he sees how good is his resting place
and how pleasant is his land,



he will bend his shoulder to the burden
and submit to forced labor.
16 “Dan will provide justice for his people
as one of the tribes of Israel.
17 Dan will be a snake by the roadside,
a viper along the path,
that bites the horse’s heels
so that its rider tumbles backward.
18| look for your deliverance, LORD.
19“Gad will be attacked by a band of raiders,
but he will attack them at their heels.
20“Asher’s food will be rich;
he will provide delicacies fit for a king.
21“Naphtali is a doe set free
that bears beautiful fawns. [l
22“Joseph is a fruitful vine,
a fruitful vine near a spring,
whose branches climb over a wall.
23 With bitterness archers attacked him;
they shot at him with hostility.
24 But his bow remained steady,
his strong arms stayed limber,
because of the hand of the Mighty One of Jacob,
because of the Shepherd, the Rock of Israel,
25 because of your father's God, who helps you,
because of the Almighty, who blesses you
with blessings of the skies above,
blessings of the deep springs below,
blessings of the breast and womb.
26 Your father’s blessings are greater
than the blessings of the ancient mountains,
than the bounty of the age-old hills.
Let all these rest on the head of Joseph,
on the brow of the prince among his brothers.
27 “Benjamin is a ravenous wolf;
in the morning he devours the prey,
in the evening he divides the plunder.”

28 All these are the twelve tribes of Israel, and this is what their father said to them
when he blessed them, giving each the blessing appropriate to him.

29 Then he gave them these instructions: “| am about to be gathered to my people.
Bury me with my fathers in the cave in the field of Ephron the Hittite, 3 the cave in
the field of Machpelah, near Mamre in Canaan, which Abraham bought along with
the field as a burial place from Ephron the Hittite. 3! There Abraham and his wife
Sarah were buried, there Isaac and his wife Rebekah were buried, and there |
buried Leah. 32 The field and the cave in it were bought from the Hittites.”

33 When Jacob had finished giving instructions to his sons, he drew his feet up into
the bed, breathed his last and was gathered to his people.

This is the Word of the Lord.
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People of God,

| think there are times when we’d all like to be the centre of attention. You
might say that’s not true but something in all of us craves attention, being noticed
and appreciated. We might be shy and maybe don’t want someone drawing
attention to us publicly, but still inwardly we want to be noticed. We’d rather be
recognized than being completely disregarded and made to feel insignificant,
unimportant or even useless, and our life meaningless.

Imagine being the sons of Jacob who hear the words of their father that we
just read. This chapter is often entitled “Jacob blessings his sons” but some of
them didn’t really get a blessing, as we understand that today. Some of them were
chastised pretty severely for their poor judgements of the past. But if you read
closely, you see that these blessings are more a prophecy of their future and the
future of their tribes and some of that based on the past actions of the sons. We
don’t have time today to focus on each son. So, we’ll look at Judah who is the
leader of the tribe from which Jesus is born.

Judah probably never really thought much would become of him. | mean,
he was the fourth child. In a culture where the first son was usually everything, the
fourth didn’t really have a chance of being noteworthy. And in Jacob’s family,
there was so much dysfunction that once Jacob had been reunited with Joseph,
Judah probably would have thought that if his oldest brother didn’t make the cut,
Joseph would be next in line to be the head of the family. But, rather surprisingly,
that didn’t happen either.

In our reading today, father Jacob is 147 years old. He’s watched his sons
operate in the family and community in both good times and bad. He’s seen their
strengths and weaknesses in the challenges they’ve faced. He’s seen how they
have grown as men called by God to be a blessing to our world. Jacob himself
didn’t always appreciate that lofty calling from God as the head of the covenant
family. But he understands it more fully now in his old age and sees better what
it'll take to carry out God'’s calling.

However, even if he has a good perspective on his children, it is God’s plan
through them that ultimately prevails. It is God’s Spirit stirring in Jacob, helping
him see the true character of his sons and what sort of future their past actions
will lead to. God’s leading shapes the words Jacob shares with his sons. That’s
because God is at work to save the world from sin and he is using his covenant
people to bring the Messiah for us all. So, ultimately, this is about God’s kingdom
and his work through people like Jacob and people like us.

A Kingdom of Grace
| invite you to note, first of all, that this kingdom is built on grace from God.

God always has the long game in mind. While Judah appears to be the central
figure in this family, it is God at work through Judah’s family line to bring the



Messiah for the whole world. And this world needs a kingdom built on God’s
grace.

While Judah becomes the son to bring forth the Messiah, this is the
Messiah that all the brothers and their families need equally. The Messiah we also
need. So what stands out is the need for grace, regardless of which brother you
look at.

We can be sure that God’s choice here of Judah to be the leader is not
based upon his good actions. Judah is not blessed beyond his brothers because
Judah is an especially good boy. He was not. We can remember him committing
adultery with his daughter in law Tamar back in Genesis 38. That would have also
been incest. You see, when his first son died who was married to Tamar, Judah
tried to stop Tamar from her right to have a child through his other son, as God
had commanded. God commanded this because, in ancient culture, to be without
a child would reduce a woman to poverty. But Judah doesn’t care. He is willing to
abuse Tamar by keeping her from finding safety and provision. He is reducing her
to begging. With that in mind, think of the Apostle Paul’s words in 1 Timothy 5:8.
He says that anyone who fails to provide for his family is “worse than an
unbeliever.”

So Judah is not particularly noble and worthy of a special place in the
kingdom of God because of his virtue. Judah is not chosen because he’s so good.
The kingdom of God is not based upon our goodness and our earning God’s
blessing somehow. God bypassed the three older sons because of their sins but
he chose Judah even though he was clearly a sinner too.

The one reason for God’s choice that we can find in the Bible is that Judah
repented of his flagrant sin. When Tamar confronts him about his breaking of the
commandments, Judah shows humility. He acknowledges his sin by saying in
Genesis 38:26, “She is more righteous than I....” In that story, we see Judah’s sin.
Then his humiliation when his sin is exposed. Then his admission of guilt when he
acknowledges Tamar’s righteousness in contrast to his unrighteousness. In the
subsequent story of the 10 brothers going into Egypt, Judah show himself to be a
humble and sacrificial servant. He is changed by his understanding of himself and
his experience of God’s grace. Judah even confesses before Joseph, “God has
uncovered (or “found out”) your servants’ guilt” (44:16), which refers to what he
and his brothers did to Joseph. Then comes his heartfelt appeal, asking that he be
substituted for Benjamin. This helps to reveal the depth of Judah’s repentance. He
offers himself to be imprisoned in place of Benjamin.

In other words, his repentance results in a change of behaviour. That’s
what repentance is; not just saying sorry but changing directions. In this regard,
someone wrote,

It is true that we see a change in character for the better as the story

progresses. In contrast to his earlier betrayal of Joseph, Judah later offers

his own life as a pledge to his father that he will take care of Joseph'’s little
brother, Benjamin. In Genesis 44:33, he ...offers to take Benjamin’s place
when Joseph demands that Benjamin stay in Egypt as a slave: (Judah says
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to Joseph) “Now therefore, please let (me) your servant remain instead of
the boy as a servant to my lord, and let the boy go back with his brothers.”

Judah’s self-sacrificial offer shows a changed heart, a heart that's been
changed by God’s grace. Not self-centred. Not concerned about his own welfare.
But now concerned about the welfare of his younger brother and the broken heart
of his elderly father. He chooses to put himself in a place of harm for the sake of
Benjamin and his father Jacob. It appears that God chooses Judah because of his
understanding that he is not worthy of anything from God. He knows he’s a sinner
and he has shown himself to be changing, to be a servant.

It's been suggested that God chose Judah over Joseph because Joseph is
portrayed as a mostly righteous man in Genesis. So, who of us “would be
surprised if the heir of the righteous man who did everything right turned out to be
the Messiah? No one. Joseph was already a paragon of virtue. But Judah? Judah
did terrible things. No one would expect him to be the forefather of Jesus.”
Nonetheless, by God’s grace at work in him, Judah was redeemed and his life
changed by God’s grace. Friends, “we all have the option and ability to do the
same, through Jesus.”

That is the gospel, dear friends. God can and does use virtuous people like
Joseph but he also uses those who have been less than virtuous, who repent, and
seek his grace. Judah's transformation shows that even an ugly past is not the
end of the story. God can change anyone who humbles themselves before him.
All of us can be used by God if we repent because his is a kingdom of grace, not
one based on our human merits. Thus the central pillar of God’s kingdom is grace.

And that grace come to us, of course, through Jesus alone.
A Kingdom with One King

So if a central pillar of the kingdom is grace, the centre of the kingdom is
Jesus who makes grace possible for us. God’s appointment of Judah points to
Jesus as the One true and only King for the world. All the prophecies here in
Genesis 49 about Judah point to Jesus as the King of kings, particularly words
like “the scepter will not depart from Judah.” Judah brought forth the line of King
David which ultimately points to Jesus as King of kings.

Moses shares this prophecy of Judah’s rule to instill in Israel and all of us
the hope of God'’s salvation through the Messiah. There will be some better kings
in the line of Judah, like David. And there will be bad ones. But none of them
would be enough to restore people to a right relationship with God. True
deliverance could come only from the Lord Jesus, a good, perfect, holy King.

The scepter spoken of is a symbol of the king’s rule. It's not a shepherd’s
staff to steer wayward sheep to safety. It's the rod, to fight off enemies—wild
animals—seeking to attack the sheep. In ancient culture and times, it symbolized
a king’s sovereign power and rule. It carries with it the idea of a law-giver and law
enforcer. In Isaiah 33:22, for example, we read,
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For the Lord is our judge,
the Lord is our lawgiver,
the Lord is our Kking;
it is he who will save us.
God is telling us that Judah’s line will bring forth that all powerful King who saves
and rules all of Isreal. He’s a pictured as a lion, the king of the beasts.

His kingdom is eternal, powerful, and peaceful. “The scepter shall not
depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until Shiloh comes,
says v.10, and to him shall be the obedience of the peoples” (49:10). Shiloh is
related to the word shalom which means peace. Most commentators recognize
Shiloh as some sort of reference to Jesus as the Prince of Peace. He’s the only
one who can bring peace to this troubled world and rest to our troubled souls. He
reconciles us to God through the cross, giving us peace with God. And he will rule
all peoples, beyond Israel alone. V.10 says, “the obedience of the nations (plural)
shall be his.”

This picture of a strong and peaceful kingdom ruling peoples of all nations
is reinforced by the picture of huge grapevines that are strong enough to tether a
donkey to and so fruitful that there is an abundance of wine. A vine is normally so
small you wouldn’t think of tying your donkey to it but this one is huge. Likewise,
wine is as plentiful as water in this picture. All of this points to the eternal kingdom
we receive through Jesus. It's hinted at on Palm Sunday too when Jesus rides a
donkey as a symbol of peace. Likewise, he turns water into wine as a symbol of
abundance that only he can provide. And these images get picked up at the end
of the Bible in the book of Revelation as well, where pictures of Jesus and his
kingdom are of peace and abundance, where all live in harmony with God and
one another.

Because Jesus is our humble and holy King, we learn that we must
become like Judah who humbled himself. He recognized his sin and his need for
grace and humbly sought to obey God by serving his brother and his father. And,
as such, he exemplified obedience to God’s good ways as a pathway to peace.
He didn’t seek recognition or influence for his own glory.

If we take Jesus as our King seriously, we gladly take the role of servants.
As much as we might not want to be considered insignificant, when we live for
King Jesus and do life his way, our life is significant. We find his peace reigning in
our hearts and his purpose guiding us. And that changes how we feel about
ourselves and how we want to treat others. We gladly serve rather than seeking to
be served or be in the spotlight for our own glory. Given that we are invited to live
in the comfort of God’s grace, and given that our perfect King, the Lord Jesus,
governs and protects us with his scepter, we can have confidence to live putting
Jesus and others first.

I’m sure many of you have heard about the murder of Charlie Kirk this past
week in Utah. I’'m not a fan of his politics but when I think about how he boldly and
lovingly called people to Jesus, | began to think that | can maybe do better in that
regard. Do | have this sense that my life is so secure in Christ’'s hands—eternally

6



secure with amazing peace—that | simply want to live for Jesus no matter what
the cost? God might not have the role of martyr for us, but living for Jesus and
loving others selflessly because we are secure in God’s grace is our calling and
our privilege. Jacob’s blessing on Judah reminds us that there’s no better place to
be, no better way to live than by the values of God’s kingdom. For us, that means

living in the surety and comfort we have in Christ and being a blessing in his
name.

Amen.



