6th February 2011
Gen 50:15-21

E100 – God’s place
Introduction

The passages from Genesis in this coming week are full of intrigue and double dealing and make exciting reading. The story of Joseph and his brothers are well known and it might seem surprising that this morning we leap to the end. However, like a good play – the conclusion is both satisfying and reassuring. And it sets us up to view a story that is played out in such a way that keeps us rooted to our seats. 
If we were to give these 13 chapters outlining Joseph’s life a memorable strap line – it would be ‘there is a God and God is in charge’.
The conclusion of what we read hinges on two views; either we accept God is in charge or not. If He is not in charge then in Paul’s words, ‘our preaching is useless and so is [our] faith’ (1 Cor 15:14). Our recent sermon series Freedom in Christ majored on this Biblical truth and here we have it again in this story.

The final act

The scene is now set for the final showdown between Joseph and his brothers. It is an act of two scenes. The brothers final attempt to worm their way out of trouble and Joseph’s final reconciliation; one comes from guilt the other from an acknowledgement that there is a God and God is in charge. 
What if...?

Their father’s death has produced a degree of anxiety in the brothers’ minds – has Joseph remembered all the wrongs they have done to him and will he now take advantage of this. Their conscience which must have been troubling them all along and this is the final playing out of that guilt – ‘what if...’ 
It smacks of a conditional admission of guilt – what if we do this then it will seem OK. They are seeking to justify their actions over the years without acknowledging unreservedly their guilt and asking for forgiveness on that basis. It shows their lack of trust in a God who truly forgives and does so unreservedly.
How many situations have we been in ourselves like this and acted like those brothers? What have been the consequences and perhaps more importantly are they situations we still find ourselves in?
The point for us to take from the attitude of the brothers here is the recognition that real forgiveness is not just about the health of interpersonal relationships but rather a reflection of how healthy our relationship is with God. Their attitude is contrasted to Joseph’s reaction when he receives the message – all he can do is weep.
We are now left with the final scene and as such it’s the most important one for us to recognise the implications. They occur in the final two verses of our reading.

There is a God and God is in charge. 

Joseph over the years has matured with age and responsibility which has all been shaped by his relationship with God. He has come to recognise that there is a God and God is in charge. 

Within that life experience Joseph has recognised it’s not up to him to extract revenge or to get even.
 So when the brothers prostrate themselves in front of Joseph we link both the beginning and end of the story.
 Joseph’s reaction contains two important statements which define his own relationship to God and the relationship of his brothers to God. And they should not be taken as a mere pious transfer of holiness. 
The first ‘Am I in the place of God?’ is not an appeal to a higher court – it’s not up to me type of thing, but rather an acknowledgement that God has already spoken. God has already included the brother’s behaviour in His saving grace. For we are told that, part way through the story, Joseph saying to his brothers, ‘God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance.’ (Gen 45:7). Joseph has known that to say anything else he would be contradicting God. 

The second statement is recognisably the highlight of the story, ‘you intended to harm me, but God intended it for good...’ God is not only ‘ruler’ but also the ‘over ruler’ in other words, ‘even where no man could imagine it, God had all the strings in his hand.’
  In Pauline language, ‘we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.’ (Rom 8:28).

God’s word through Joseph brings final reconciliation with his brothers so they can take their place in God’s saving story. We reminded ourselves earlier of situations past and present where we have perhaps acted with the same bad conscience as Joseph’s brothers did. What words of comfort will you now be able to bring to those situations we thought about earlier? What reassuring words can you bring to the situation? 
God looks to us to do exactly as Joseph did for he is a God of compassion and reconciliation. We are called to be ministers of reconciliation.
 

There is also comfort for Christians in this story, for those of us who are in the place where life is difficult or we face an overwhelming situation; this passage and the story’s resolution encourages us to trust God to have His hand upon events. When we struggle to make sense of something to see a light at the end of a very dark tunnel, perhaps we even need to be reminded ‘there is a God and God is in charge.’ 
� Ps 7:8; Mt 7:1 are two examples of the recognition of who it is who has the authority to judge.


� Gen 37:5ff.


� von Rad, G. (1972) Genesis OTL, SCM Press, p 432.


� 2 Cor 5:18.
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