Transformation Begins… Genesis 43

I’ve noticed a phenomenon when people make the transition from being a father to being a grandfather.  I’m sure you’ve noticed it as well: they seem to soften once they become grandparents.  All of a sudden, they let the grandkids get away with stuff they’d never let their children get away with.  They soften in the discipline department and nothing seems to be worth a smack.  They seem to have more patience that they ever did before.  They just seem to soften.  Maybe it’s time that softens them.  Maybe it’s a perspective that comes from living a bit longer.  Maybe it’s because they can send the kids home.  But whatever did it, something softens them.  And it is usually a wonderful sight to behold.
But what is even more wonderful than that is when a person softens spiritually.  When a person who has been bitter and angry with God because of the trials He has brought into their lives, all of a sudden seems to soften and can speak about God in loving ways.  When a person has held a grudge against another member of the church for decades, and all of sudden they soften and you can see that they are warm and loving towards that person.  When a person who for so long could not admit their sin of selfishness and pride, all of a sudden softens and loses all their defensiveness, and can admit their sin before men and the Lord.  Such transformations are a beautiful thing to behold.  But even more, they are a beautiful thing to experience personally.  That our hearts become softened toward the Lord.  That the hardness of our attitudes or sharp tongues suddenly softens.  It is a beautiful thing.  But what is it that can soften us?
That’s actually what we’re going to see in this chapter.  We’re going to see the way that God softens the family of Joseph.   From chapters 42-45 we are in stage two of the Joseph narratives.  This is where we are going to see these murderous, lying, hardened brothers of Joseph be transformed by God.  And eventually, we’re going to see them reconciled to Joseph.  But it’s going to take work before they get to that point.  In chapter 42 we saw that the work that God needed to do to soften these men was to awaken them to their own guilt.  The guilt of the sin committed 20 years prior had come bubbling to the surface.  God wanted them to face their guilt.  But now God is going to make this dysfunctional family face something else.  He’s going to make them face his character.  His tenderness, and faithfulness, and mercy is going to confront them.  
And that’s how we change, brothers and sisters.   I can come here and bang the pulpit and raise my voice, but that won’t change you.  Your elder can come and put the heavy word on you and show you where you need to change and how you need to go about it, but that might have no effect at all.  I could come to you with all the arguments under the sun for why you ought to be willing to give up everything to follow the Lord Jesus Christ, but it might be to no avail.  But what can really soften our hearts is when we come to face to face with the character of our glorious God.

Firstly, we see that God’s gracious promises can soften us

Jacob has not been a shining example of faith and Christian living in these chapters, has he?  First there’s his favouritism: Joseph was the golden child whom he obviously loved more than his other children.  Then, when Joseph is reported as dead, Jacob goes into a downward spiral of self-pity and grieves as if there is no-one else in the world to care about.  And Jacob himself has been the stumbling block to the boys going back to Egypt.  He wouldn’t let them go and get more food, because he couldn’t bear to let Benjamin go.  But now, he gives his assent for all his sons to go back and get more food.  And his assent it given at the urging of Judah.  And here we get a glimpse of the fact that Judah has softened.  Judah makes a pledge, at his own cost, to return Benjamin.  
But it’s not Judah’s offer I want us to focus on, it’s Jacob’s response.  Look at his plea in v14.  ‘May God Almighty grant you mercy before ‘the man’ so that he will let your other brother and Benjamin come back with you.’ God Almighty is El Shaddai in the Hebrew.  Jacob is looking to El Shaddai, the God of power, that he would work powerfully and protect and preserve and grant success to his children on their journey.  And’s he’s intentionally using this name El Shaddai.  Parents use names intentionally at times, don’t they?  When my Mum used to say, ‘Andrew John de Vries’, I knew her intent was to reprimand me for some fault.  Jacob is intentionally using this name because when God revealed himself to Abraham way back in Genesis 17:1, he revealed himself as El Shaddai.  And as El Shaddai, God promised to make Abraham fruitful.  And Isaac sought the blessing of El Shaddai for his son Jacob.  He prayed for the blessing of fruitfulness for Jacob (28:3).  And now here is Jacob himself.  And he’s putting all his family’s eggs in one basket – all his children are going down to Egypt.  And he thinks about El Shaddai.  The God who has promised to make his people fruitful.  And he entrusts his sons into the care of El Shaddai.
Look at how God works here.  There is a pattern that emerges about the way God likes to work to soften those he loves.  He comes and brings chaos into Jacob’s life, so as to cause him to cast all his cares upon Him.  Remember, Jacob has always been a schemer.  He’d always tried to stay in control and get things to work out the way he wanted them.  And God has come, and he has brought chaos and confusion, and Jacob is finally realising he doesn’t have control.  He couldn’t keep Joseph, and he can’t keep Benjamin.  No matter what he does, he’s going to have to let him go.  He’s going to have to acknowledge that he doesn’t have power over the situation.  God here is prying from Jacob’s grip what is most precious to him, so that he would entrust himself entirely into the hands of the Lord.  And to do that, he had to bring disorder into this man’s life.

Has El Shaddai ever done that to you? You hold something tightly in your grip – good health and a perfect body, a dream for the future, your business which seems to be going so well, or a stable family life – and the Lord comes and brings chaos into the situation, and you can’t do anything at all about it, and you realise he’s driving the car of your life.  And you’ve got a choice.  You can be the back-seat driver and rant and rave that God is taking you the wrong way.  Or you can entrust yourself to him, and say, ‘I’ll let you drive.  You know exactly where you want to take me, and you mean it for good.’ That’s what faith is, congregation.  That’s what we do when we enter the Christian life, isn’t it?  We entrust our salvation entirely into the hands of God, we know it’s outside of our control to be saved – we can’t work up enough good works, we can’t repay God, we can’t earn our way into his holy heaven, and so we trust in Jesus’ death and resurrection on the cross for us.  And that’s the way of faith as we go on in the Christian life.  We continue to entrust each situation, each circumstance, each blessing into the hands of God.

Why should you do that?  Because he is El Shaddai.  That’s what softened Jacob, El Shaddai who keeps his covenant promises, and who shows his covenant mercies to his people.  And so Jacob could even entrust Benjamin into God’s care.  He could do this because he was resting on God’s promises.  He was leaning completely on the Lord’s promises to support him.  What is your “Benjamin”, brothers and sisters?  What is your Benjamin that you cling to, and you won’t give over to God and entrust to his sovereign hands?  We sang earlier a hymn which expresses this beautifully – ‘we never can prove the delights of his love until ALL on the alter we lay.’
We could say that’s what Jacob is singing here.  You know, Benjamin wasn’t safe when he was in Jacob’s hands, he was only safe when Jacob entrusted him into God’s hands.  Congregation, all that have, our very lives, they are most secure not when we hold them tight, but when we entrust them into the hands of El Shaddai.   

Secondly, we see that the offer of peace softens us

The narrative fast-forwards so that we end up back in Egypt, the brothers are before Joseph again, but then they get a surprise invite to Joseph’s house for supper.  They are going to dine with the prince of Egypt.  It looks like a generous offer – you are in the middle of a famine, and you get invited to the palace for dinner, that’s good news, isn’t it?  But with the brothers, their guilty consciences won’t allow them to interpret this with joy.  They can only see it as a plot from Joseph to seize them and their property, and so they have a little chat with the steward to declare their innocence.  They present their defence, even before they have been accused.  ‘We are not thieves; we’ve done nothing wrong.’
The thing to notice is the reply of the steward.  The NIV doesn’t do us any favours with its translation.  V23.  ‘It’s all right.’  Bad translation.  He actually says, ‘Peace to you, do not be afraid.’  It’s that lovely Hebrew word, Shalom.  Not just the absence of fighting, but the presence of harmony and wellbeing—when all is right with the world.  Shalom.  Remember, this is what the brothers couldn’t speak to Joseph, they couldn’t say ‘Shalom’ to him.  They hated him that much.  And now, what is the word from Joseph when they come into his presence.  Just as guilty of sin as they were 20 years ago.  ‘Peace to you.’  It’s absolutely amazing.  ‘Peace to you, don’t be afraid.’
What a wonderful picture of the gospel.  These brothers didn’t deserve to enjoy harmony and fellowship with Joseph, they deserved to be thrown into prison.  Think of all the ways they had offended their brother Joseph.  And as we approach God, we don’t deserve harmony and fellowship with him, we deserve to be thrown into the eternal prison of God’s hell for all the ways we’ve treated him.  Our disregard for him, our lack of love for him, and apathy towards him and his kingdom.  We are guilty, and yet he holds out to us peace.  He offers to us peace, peace with him only through his son.  Isn’t that the message the angels sang as they announced the birth of Jesus to the shepherds?  ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favour rests.’
It’s interesting, the brothers thought that the ruler wasn’t going to offer them peace, but that he’d take their donkeys and throw them in prison.  And so often this is the distorted view people have of the Christian faith.  They think coming to Christ means he’s going to rob us of all good things and make life a misery.  And when we think like that, then we won’t come to him.  
Let me try and explain it like this.  Children, imagine you are at school, and you’ve been up to a little bit a of mischief.  And you’ve been summoned to the principal’s office.  And you think you are in for it – you are going through in your mind all the scenarios of the talk you will get and the punishment that will be meted out.  And so you try and find any way not to go to that office.  Well, imagine if you knew that the principal wasn’t summoning you to discipline you, but to reward you.  That he had prepared a great feast for you, even though you didn’t deserve it, and he was going to speak words of peace to you.  Well, that’s what God does for us in the gospel. And that is designed to soften us and cause us to come to him again and again.  

Thirdly, let us see that the compassion of God softens us
When Joseph arrives home, he receives a few things from his brothers.  Firstly, there are the gifts
.  Then there is the homage: now 11 brothers bow down before Joseph.  For emphasis, we are told this twice.  V26 & 28.  This is how Hebrew narrative puts something in bold for us – it repeats it.  Why?  Because this is important.  The dream God gave about 20 years earlier is finally coming true.  The defiant statements of the brothers, ‘will you really rule over us Joseph?’– they’ve come true, haven’t they?  There they are, on their faces before Joseph.  God said they would bow before him, and there they are, they fought against God and lost.  This reminds me of Philippians 2: at the name of Jesus every knee shall bow, and every tongue confess, on earth, and in heaven, that Jesus Christ is Lord.  You can fight against that, but you will lose.

Then the conversation begins.  And what I want you to notice is the emotion of it.  Joseph’s compassion bubbling to the surface in v30. He’s so overcome with emotion when he sees Benjamin, his full brother, that he’s got to get out of there to find a place to weep.  Our translation says he was deeply moved, it literally reads his compassion boiled over.  The phrase is only used in one other place in the Bible.  
1 Kings 3:26 where Solomon ordered that a child be cut in two, as the real mum, and the false mother argued over who should get it.  And the real mother, her compassion boils over and she says, ‘give it to the other lady, ‘Don’t kill my precious child.’   And so with Joseph, his compassion is overflowing, coming out even through his tear ducts.  
As an aside, is this is a reminder to us that emotion is not some anomaly of the human condition – to be repressed and suppressed at all cost.  Emotion is part of how God’s made us.  He’s made us to feel deeply and passionately, and to express it.  And here we have Joseph, feeling deep compassion for his brothers.  There is a deep longing for them.   
The interesting thing about all this is that to these brothers, Joseph is just ‘the man’.  Notice that’s what they call him all through this: ‘the man’ said this; ‘the man’ asked that.  The warm love and tender compassion Joseph has for them is hidden from them.  It’s hidden from them because there are more tests to come, but it’s there.  We know he cares for them; he loves Benjamin - as readers of the story we see the whole picture, but they don’t know.  Not yet.  
Some people live as if God’s love is like that.  It’s hidden, you can’t really know if he loves you or not.  Monday: He loves me, Tuesday: he loves me not, Wednesday: he loves me, Thursday: he loves me not.  And so on they go.  Continually wondering, guessing, thinking God’s love is either non-existent or very well hidden.  I wonder if that’s you.  You feel as if God couldn’t love you.  Or you conclude from your difficult life that God mustn’t love you.  But God doesn’t hide his love for you.  He’s put in full view: ‘God demonstrated his own love for us in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.’  Now there’s a love that can’t be hidden.  It’s on full display on the cross.  As Isaac Watts put it: See from his head, his hands his feet, sorrow and love flow mingled down.  That’s the love that God has for us – all the time.  In all times, and all places, he loves his people.  

And if nothing else softens us, surely God’s love and passion for sinners such as we are should soften us.  He knows everything about you.  All your shame, all the thoughts you’d never dare share with another human being, all the ways you’ve let him down, and yet his heart is not moved with disgust toward you, but with love and compassion.  Surely that’s what melts our stone-cold hearts, isn’t it?  (Hos 11:8).  
Isn’t this what happens when a child does something wrong? They’ve lied and they’ve been caught.  Or they’ve been playing up at camp and they were busted.  Or they’ve stolen from you and it’s all come to light.   And Dad sits them down, and he says, ‘you did the wrong thing, and I’m going to have to discipline you.  But you know son, I love you so much, and so glad you are my son, and I will love you no matter what you do, and I want you to know that.’  You know what that does, don’t you – it melts their hearts.  Joseph’s love is just a little picture, of the tender love that our Lord Jesus has for us, that love which boiled over at the cross.  
The final scene takes us to the dining room.  The boys have been invited for lunch with ‘the man’.  Joseph seats them in birth order.  I read that there are nearly 40 million different ways you could seat 11 people at a table.  No wonder the brothers are amazed when they are seated like that.  But the thing we are to notice are the portions that Benjamin received.  The youngest boy received five times the portions of everyone else.  Not one steak, but 5 of them.  Not one stuffed potato, but five.  Not one ceasar salad, but 5 of them.  Not one bread roll, but 5 of them.  Not one bowl of ice cream and fruit salad, but five of them.  How would that go down in your family?  I’m pretty sure I know how that would go if our youngest got that much.  It would take about 3 seconds and a chorus would ring out, join with me if you know what it is, they would say ‘that’s not fair.’  And that’s the point here.  It’s not fair.  And Joseph doesn’t’ want it to be fair, because he’s testing his brothers.  He’s recreating the scenario that led to his brothers disposing of him.  He’s doing it on purpose, to see if the brothers have softened.  And what do we see?  They eat together, and not a hint of jealousy appears.  God’s softening work is bearing fruit.
Do you know, this is what God intends to do in the lives of His people?  He intends to soften and transform us.  And notice the pattern here.  God doesn’t wait until we have changed and softened, and then make us into his people.  He takes hard, broken, stubborn, sinful families and then he begins the work of changing and softening them.  That’s how God works.  He calls broken and sinful people like us to become his people, and then he goes about softening and transforming us.  And it’s messy work.  It’s sometimes painful work.  And it’s work that takes a very long time.  But it always involves one key ingredient: coming to terms with who God is.  So let us gaze upon God’s gracious promises, appreciate his offer of peace, and delight ourselves in his deep compassion.  It is the way our hearts are softened.  AMEN.

� The gifts were the same ones that the Ishmaelites brought to Egypt.  They are the Ishmaelites going with another brother this time: with Benjamin.





