THE GOODNESS OF GUILT, Genesis 42

I was visiting someone who had recently built a new house, and they were showing me around the garden.  In the front of the house, they had lovely garden beds and on the surface they had placed large flat pebbles/stones (about fist sized).  They looked rather attractive, I commented on them, and they surprised me by saying that they had collected all the stones from their lawn.  Theses stones just rise to the surface, and they keep on coming up.  It’s handy for garden beds, not so good for mowers.  But why?  It’s thought that the freezing and then melting of water beneath the ground causes this phenomenon.  It’s called granular convection.  When you’ve got larger particles, and smaller particles mixed in together, the larger ones always rise to the surface.  It happens in a bowl of nuts as well.  The big ones end at the top, the little ones at the bottom.  And there is absolutely nothing you can do to stop this process.

And there is a spiritual equivalent to this.  The guilt of sin we have never confessed and repented of does the same thing – it always rises to the surface of our lives.  It might take years, but it always finds a way of pushing its way through.  It pushes its way through, when we bump into that person we had a falling out with and we never really said sorry.  It pushes its way through when we see a movie, and the main character does something that reminds us of what we did and never sought forgiveness for.  We might try and push the guilt back down – say, ‘it was so long ago, why worry?’ – but up it comes when we’re trying to get to sleep at night.  The guilt might even manifest itself in other ways – we might become hypercritical of people who do the same thing.  Or we might avoid people, and we don’t know why, but it’s because they in some way remind us of something we did.  The guilt of unconfessed sin has a way of rising to the surface and causing a sharp pain in our conscience.  Perhaps you know exactly what I’m talking about.  If you don’t know what I’m talking about, there are 10 men in the story who know exactly what that feels like.  

That’s what we get in chapter 42.  The guilt of sin that has never been repented of, is going to push to the surface in the lives of Joseph’s 10 brothers.  There sin of selling their brother into slavery over two decades in the past.  And the process is going to be messy, and painful, and cut them deeply.  Why would God put them through this?  Why does God do this to us also, sometimes crushing us it seems under the weight of guilt we’ve never really dealt with.  He does this, because he’s good.  He doesn’t want us wallowing in the guilt and shame of the past, but wants to move us, to wholeness and health.

This is the beginning of stage 2 of the Joseph story.  Stage 1 comprised chapters 37-41, where we saw Joseph humiliated, and then exalted to the highest place so that he could be a blessing to the nations.  

And now we’re going to see the story of Joseph being reconciled to his brothers, which reaches its climax at chapter 45.  In many ways, this is the climax of the Joseph story.  Because remember, the Joseph narratives aren’t just about Joseph.  They are about his family.  They are about this dysfunctional, deeply sinful family, which God is going to transform and change by his grace.  That’s what we see in stage 2 – how the Lord makes a nation out of his people, a nation that can be used to bring blessing to the earth.  But work needs to be done first.  Work needs to be done to make them see the darkness that lurks in their hearts, before there can be reconciliation and forgiveness and transformation.  There needs to be a night of sorrow before we reach the morning when joy comes.

1.  Firstly, let’s consider God’s uncomfortable way of bringing guilt to the surface

We’ve been following the rollercoaster career of Joseph so far in these narratives.  He’s now living as a prince in Egypt.  There’s been 7 years of plenty, now there have been two years of famine.  And finally we get to find out what’s going on back at the family farm.  How is the covenant family of God doing?  Well, we see that they are doing about as good as everyone else in the region.  The famine has begun, and they too are facing starvation.    It’s life or death for them.  And as an aside, notice that they aren’t immune from the suffering engulfing the region.  Christians aren’t immune from the results of living in a fallen world.  Their tummies are grumbling just as much as the pagan sun worshippers who lives next door.  And so Jacob decides to send his sons down to Egypt to get food.    

But not all of them.  We see that Jacob still has not learnt the lesson he should have learnt 20 years earlier.  The lesson that favouritism is a sure way to destroy a family – that’s partly what got Joseph in trouble in the first place.  And yet, the favourite status has now just passed to another son.  Benjamin has taken Joseph’s place as the golden child.  Some sinful patterns and habits die very hard, don’t they?  Sometimes you see things in your parents lives that change, but sometimes there is sin there that won’t be dealt with until glory.  And so Jacob is not willing to send little Benji down to Egypt – the message is – the 10 brothers are disposable, but he isn’t.  Just keep this in mind.   This is déjà vu, it’s Joseph all over again.  How will the brothers deal with it this time around?  We’ll see over the next few chapters.

So here they are about to set out for Egypt.  Surprisingly the brothers haven’t taken the initiative and set off themselves.  But notice the uncomfortable way that God gets them to face their guilt.  He sends a famine.   A famine is not a minor irritation like getting stuck in the traffic, or having to go to the doctors again when one of the kids comes down with an illness.  Famine is life and death, it’s terrible, it’s catastrophic.  

And yet in his providence, God is going to use this to reconcile Joseph and his brothers, to get them to face their sinful past.  And it’s going to be terribly painful.  Many people today believe that the purpose of God’s existence is to make me feel happy about myself.  He’s the cosmic therapist in the sky who affirms me, and tells me I’m fine no matter what I do.  But that’s not the true God; that’s an idol.  What we see here, and what we experience in our own lives, is that the true God brings us into places and into seasons where we have to face things about ourselves that are desperately unhappy, and difficult.  Because in the economy of God, we have to go down into the depths, before he exalts us to the heights.  Isn’t this a different way to look at our sufferings, congregation?  Sometimes God works very uncomfortable in our lives, so that eventually we will find the comfort that only he can supply.

2.  And that leads us to our second point.  God’s instrument of awaking guilt in his people
We see this in verses 6-26.  There we have recorded a very unusual family reunion.  You think your family re-unions are weird?  The tension that you can feel when two people are in the same room together?  Trying to work out a schedule that everyone can agree on?  Getting called the wrong name the whole evening because Aunty Betty can’t tell the difference between you and your sister?  Well, that’s nothing compared to this, is it?  Joseph’s brothers come before him for food, but they don’t even recognise him.  This is quite understandable.  Joseph was a 17-year-old young man last time they saw him, now he is at least 39.  He was dressed royally and he was in the highest position imaginable, last time they saw him he was in the lowest position possible.  And he’s speaking Egyptian.  v8 tells us that he recognised them, but they didn’t recognise him – and we think, of course
.    

And that’s why we find what happens next a bit puzzling.  Why doesn’t Joseph say, ‘it’s me, boys! Great to see you, let’s go for a beer!’?  Instead: he speaks harshly to them, he puts them in custody for 3 days, he accused them of spying 4 times, a charge he full-well knows isn’t true.  He’s playing the bad cop routine very well.  So, what’s going?  Is this payback time for Joseph?  You might think we’re getting a glimpse of the real Joseph, the bitter and twisted Joseph.  But notice how kind he actually is.  He sends 9 of the brothers back with food for the starving family.  He wants them to live.  And he also gives them the money back.  And notice what happens when Reuben speaks, and Joseph finds out that Reuben tried to save him.  He’s hearing for the first time, that one of his brothers actually cared for him.  

One of his brothers didn’t want to rid the family of Joseph.  And Joseph weeps over this.  This is hardly the reaction of a vindictive man bent on taking revenge
.  

The key verse here is v9.  When his brothers bow down before him, Joseph remembers his dreams.  Those dreams of long ago, God’s word to him, his promise to him, that his 11 brothers, and his father and mother would bow down before him.  And now, that dream is coming to fulfilment.  And what Joseph does, is that he responds to this dream with a plan.  Just like he did in the last chapter.  Remember, Pharoah has a dream, and in light of the dream, Joseph comes up with a plan that will bring blessing to the nations.  And here Joseph has a dream, and in response to this dream he now comes up with a plan to bring blessing to his brothers.  And the blessing that he is seeking to bring them is the blessing of exposing their guilt.  

He’s going to give them a test; in fact, he’s going to give them several tests in the next few chapters, all to bring their guilt to the surface. And the reason this is so important, is that there can be no true reconciliation, unless guilt is confessed, owned, and turned away from.  Imagine that someone gossips about you behind your back—it’s just possible that might have happened.  And imagine it gets back to you, and so you go and talk to this person.  And they say to you, ‘Well, I don’t know why you are getting all upset about it.  It’s no big deal.  It wasn’t gossip; I was just passing on some prayer points about you.   I think you need to stop being so sensitive, you’ve got some very long toes.’  Do you think reconciliation is going to be likely with that person?  Reconciliation with God, and with people, is only possible when we say ‘I sinned.  I was in the wrong.  Will you please forgive me?’  Joseph, in the kindness of his testing, was going to bring the brothers to this point by exposing the guilt of their sin.

One commentator graphically describes it like this: ‘The word of God through Joseph, is pressing on the pus-point of sin in their lives.’  Where do we see the pus oozing out?  v21 reveals the first evidence of the pus oozing out.   They say to each other ‘We are being punished for what we did to our brother’.  This is an interesting statement, isn’t it?  Who has said anything about their brother Joseph?  Who has accused them of doing something bad in the past?  No-one.  But that’s what they are now thinking.  And this is just how the conscience works, isn’t it?  When we’ve done something wrong and haven’t dealt with it, the conscience works overtime and all kinds of things can bring it to the surface.  
But not only that; for the first time, these men become conscious of God.  Joseph lets 9 of them go home, he keeps Simeon in prison, and they depart with the food.  And when they stop for the night, one of the brothers notices that his silver has been returned.  And what is the interpretation:  v28 ‘What is this that God has done to us?’  What a strange thing to say.  When you have an unexpected financial windfall, you find 10 dollars on the street, do you say, ‘What is God doing to me? This is terrible!’?  No, you are happy.  These men are receiving wonderful grace from God through Joseph, free food, silver returned, lives of their family saved, but all they can do is look at it and see it as punishment, see it as some foreboding omen of terror.  That’s what happens when we have not been freed from a guilty conscience.  The good things in life, God’s grace, we don’t know how to receive it.  

Have you ever had something good happen, and then you think to yourself, I don’t deserve this, I’m sure something bad is going to happen?  Why do we do that?  Because sometimes we have more of a problem with God’s grace, than we do with his judgement.  We can understand him punishing us for a sin, and we say, ‘fair enough I deserved that.’  But when he lavishes a blessing on us that we know we don’t deserve, we can’t take it.   It doesn’t seem right to us.  And we think this is all wrong.  And so when we have a guilty conscience, it can twist things so terribly for us.  Instead of saying, ‘Lord, you’re so good to me, thank you for another good season of health, I didn’t deserve it.  Thank you for the great job I have.  Thank you that the kids just went to sleep quickly.  Thank you for the blessings of salvation which you freely give me and I deserve none of them’—instead we say, ‘What’s God up to?  He’s out to get me.’  A guilty conscience can really mess with our heads.

One of the principles that we learn from this chapter is about the guilt of unconfessed sin.  Buried guilt, never remains buried.  It will rise.  During the American Civil War, the U.S. Treasury received a cheque for $1,500 from a private citizen who said he had misappropriated government funds while serving as a quartermaster in the Army. He said he felt guilty. “Suppose we call this a contribution to the conscience fund and get it announced in the newspapers,” suggested Treasury Secretary Francis Spinner. “Perhaps we will get some more.”  Ever since, then the Treasury has maintained a “conscience fund” to which guilt-ridden citizens can contribute.   There are now millions in this fund.  Most donations are anonymous, and many letters are from clergy, following up confessions taken at deathbeds.  The guilt of unconfessed sin rises on deathbeds.  It’s inevitable, the guilt of your sin will rise.  And the question is, congregation, what will you do with it?  Where will it take you?

3.  And that leads us to our final point, God’s antidote for awakened guilt

So if we thought the family reunion in Egypt was difficult enough, now the brothers get home and have to explain to Jacob what has happened.  The boys tell Jacob the story of what happened, and he’s not particularly happy, is he?  In fact, when he sees that his sons have silver in their packs, he says in v36 ‘You have deprived me of my children.  Joseph is no more, Simeon is no more, and now you want to take Benjamin!’  This could be construed as an accusation, couldn’t it?  Jacob has seen this all before.  The last time these boys came home minus brother Joseph, Levi could mysteriously afford to go on a holiday and Naphtali could afford some new cattle.  And now it is deja vu.  The boys have come home minus Simeon, and again they are all cashed up.  Surely Jacob has every right to be suspicious.  And we see what his theological conclusion is: ‘everything is against me!’
Ever felt like that?  ‘God is against me.  My job is difficult and unfulfilling, I’ve got to go to the doctors again, my family problems just don’t go away, I’m struggling with someone in church, everything is against me.’  Maybe at times it looks like everything is against you.  That’s what Jacob thought.  But of course, if you are a Christian, that’s not true.  God is not against his people, in fact, if God is for us, who can be against us?  But all this is for Jacob’s good, isn’t it?  All this is leading to reconciliation.  Joseph is causing pain for his brothers, pain in the heart of his father, all for the greater good.  The greater good of them being restored and reconciled and united again as the family of God.  

That’s why I entitled this sermon, ‘The Goodness of Guilt’.  The guilt of unconfessed sin comes to the surface for the good of the brothers, not their harm.  Oh it hurts, and it pains them, but it’s ultimately to save them.  Joseph is not just after their physical salvation.  That they’ve got food to eat for them and their children.  He wants them saved completely – transformed, reconciled to him.  And sometimes God has to hurt us, in order to get us to that point.  That’s what he had to do to this family.  And sometimes that’s what he does to us.

I wonder if God has hurt you by exposing your guilt.  Perhaps he’s done so this morning, reminding you of something you did a long time ago and now it’s come bubbling to the surface.  Perhaps he’s hurt you by bringing a breakdown into you family life, and you’ve come to see all the ways you’ve failed as a parent.  Perhaps he’s hurt you by bringing some sickness into your life, and you’ve had all this time to think and you’ve come to realise that some very dark and selfish attitudes exist in your own heart.  Perhaps you’ve never come to terms you’re your guilt before God ever before.  

And it’s only now you are coming to have some awareness of how self-obsessed and self-referenced your life has been.  And it hurts.  And it’s good we feel the guilt of unconfessed sin.

But it’s only good if we take the right medicine for it.  There are plenty of medicines on the market for the guilt of unconfessed sin.  I bet you’ve got a few in your kitchen cupboard.  The medicine of distraction – just don’t think about it, play another computer game, spend another hour on Facebook, and I’ll never have to face it.  The medicine of work – throw yourself into your labours, spend extra time being the best employee you could be, or throw yourself into the church, serving tirelessly.  The medicine of another pill, another drink, another counselling session, anything to try and dull the pain.  

There is a better way to deal with your guilt, congregation.  There is a medicine that God supplies to remove your guilt, my guilt, once and for all.  Because there is one greater than Joseph.  One who has been exalted to right hand of God the Father.  The Lord Jesus Christ.  And just like Joseph, he doesn’t come to make us feel good about ourselves, he meddles in our lives and exposes our hidden sin.  By his spirit he gets us to face stuff we’d much rather keep buried.   Why does he do this?  Because he loves us.  He doesn’t want to hurt us, but to heal us.  He wants us to bring all our guilt, all our shame, letting him bear it all upon the cross, so that we can know the peace of conscience at rest.  

Perhaps you bury your guilt.  You keep pushing it away, refusing to deal with it.  Christ speaks to you now, let your guilt rise to the surface and supress it no longer.  Bring it to him, he’s the only one who can deal with buried guilt.

Perhaps you agonise over your guilt.  You know how guilty you are you play the guilt tape over and over in your mind.  Sometimes you punish yourself because you’re so guilty.  Christ speaks to you now, bring your guilt to him, he’s the only one who can take the punishment for your sin.

Perhaps you resist your guilt.  You are proud and you just don’t want to admit all the ways you’ve failed God, failed your family, failed in your own hopes and dreams for your life.  You think it would destroy you to own up.  Christ speaks to you now, ‘bring your guilt to me.  I won’t crush you, but I’ll lift you up if you humble yourself before me.’
Perhaps you think guilt doesn’t have a place in the Christian life.  And so you think there’s something wrong with you when you feel it.  In a strange way in the Christian life, the closer we draw to Christ, the more he seems to show us the guilt and misery of our sin.  Christ speaks to you now, ‘bring your guilt again to me, and discover afresh the depths of my cleansing grace for sinners.’
Brothers and sisters, when Christ brings the stones of our guilt to the surface and we bring it to him for forgiveness, he turns these stones into a beautiful garden.  A beautiful garden of peace of conscience, an attractive garden of unhindered fellowship with the Lord, a fragrant garden of joy in the grace of God.  That’s the goodness of guilt, brothers and sisters.  And there’s enough power in his atoning death on the cross, to deal with as much guilt as you could ever bring to him.  He is able to remove it from you forevermore.   Won’t you bring it to him?  
AMEN

� But notice that recognition has played a key role in this story.  �Remember, the cloak of Joseph, taken to Jacob: ‘Do you recognise this?’  Then there was Tamar as she was brought out to be burned: ‘Recognise these?’  Now there is Joseph, recognising his brothers.  But the narrator tells us, they don’t recognise him, but Joseph knows exactly who he is looking at.


� Remember last chapter, how we saw that Joseph was at peace with his situation.  He names his child Manasseh, because God had made him forget the hardships in his father’s household.  He’s been able to move on.  





