Reconciliation (Gen 44-45:15)

We are all familiar with the nursery rhyme, ‘Humpty Dumpty sat on the wall, humpty dumpty had a great fall.  All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put humpty together again.’  That’s a nursery rhyme that rings true, doesn’t it?  Some things just can’t be put back together again!  Like the glass that’s shattered all over the floor in the kitchen.  Like the Lego castle you’ve made that someone has kicked over.  Like the file you forgot to save and the computer turns off and it’s all gone, and no amount of grumbling and techno-wizardry can bring it back again.

And in this story, which we’ve been looking at these past months, we’ve discovered something that is very broken: the family of Jacob.  This family is a mess.  Jacob plays family favourite among his children and wives.  He’s created a brood of resentful and bitter children.  Two of them are murderers.  Nine of them were willing to sell young Joseph into slavery.  Ten brothers were happy to deceive their father about it, and let him believe Joseph was dead.  And they all kept the lie alive for 22 years now.  They are a dysfunctional, broken family.  

But God is in the business of putting back together what is broken and seemingly beyond repair.  That’s what this passage is moving to, isn’t it?  A glorious reconciliation in this family.  If we look at the big picture of this passage, we’ll see that it’s about God getting his people to Egypt.  Getting them there so they can grow into a great nation as he promised.  But if we consider the smaller picture, we see God working to bring reconciliation in the church.  Because that’s what this is, God’s people, the church.  A bit of a bunch of misfits, who are alienated from each other, and God is bringing them together.  He does this by exposing their guilt, and then by softening them through kindness and mercy and tenderness.  And now, this is the last part of the act.  We see that God gloriously reconciles the brothers with Joseph.

You see, God is in the business of putting relationships back together.  Fractured relationships between a husband and wife.  Fractured relationships in a family.  Fractured relationships in a church.  God can work in and through them to produce harmony.  That’s the hope this chapter gives us.  And so we’re going to see in these verses 3 ingredients that bring this reconciliation about.

1.  Firstly, the repentance that paves the way for reconciliation 
Chapter 44 begins with Joseph’s brothers hitting the road on their way back to Canaan.  Their mission has been successful—or so it seems.  
They’ve got the food to keep the family alive.  They’ve got all the brothers together again.  They’ve just had a pretty good night feasting with Joseph.  And now they are on their way to home sweet home.   Except, there is Joseph’s steward in hot pursuit.  Joseph has planted his cup in Benjamin’s sack.  And the steward has been sent to discover it and bring them all back to Joseph.

You might be thinking, ‘This is quite a nasty trick that Joseph is playing on his brothers.’  But remember, this is a test.  Joseph is testing, not tricking.  He wants to see what is in their hearts.  He wants to see, whether they’ve changed, whether they are truly sorry for their past.  So don’t worry too much about Joseph’s actions.  It’s the response of the brothers that we’ve got to be focussing on.  Don’t worry that he calls it the cup that he uses for divination.  Clearly, Joseph follows the Lord and he’s not up to any kind of wickedness.  This is an extra detail to add to the authenticity of the story.
So the steward catches up with the brothers and makes his accusation.  He obviously didn’t get customs officer training at the airport: ‘Did you pack your own bag; do you know the contents?’  And surprise, surprise, he finds the cup in Benjamin’s bag.  Why Benjamin?  Because Benjamin is Dad’s favourite.  And all the brothers know it.  And these guys don’t have a good track record with a favoured son.  The easiest thing in the world for them would have been to let Benjamin go back alone.  The steward told them it was only the guilty one who would become the slave, and the rest would be free – v10.  You can just imagine the brothers tempted to let Benjamin face the music alone, reasoning like this: ‘Well, there was nothing we could do about it against the might of Egypt. At least we’ve got Simeon and the money; it didn’t all go terribly.  It was Benjamin’s fault after all, he had the cup.’  But that’s not what happens.  Instead, they tear their clothes as a sign of sorrow.  And as a sign of solidarity, they all return to the city with Benjamin.  
What are we seeing here, congregation?  We are seeing true repentance.  Some people think that repentance is just feeling sad – you did something wrong, you feel sad about it.  You committed some sin and you got found out, and now you down in the dumps.  But that’s not repentance.  Repentance means to return.  To leave something behind and be done with it.  That what the prodigal son did.  When he felt sorrow, he left his life in the pig sty and returned to the father.  He was done with his old life.  He repented.

That’s what you did to enter the Christian life, if you are a believer.  You left your life where sin was no big deal, where Christ was of no value to you, where living for self was all that mattered.  And you are done with that life, and now you know how terrible your sin really is, you know how precious Christ is, and now living for him is what really matters.  You repented.  And that’s not just something you do once.  That’s something, if you are a Christian, you need to do every day.  You repent.  You leave behind attitudes of bitterness and jealousy.  You leave behind words which tear down others and damage relationships.  You leave behind indulging yourself in the pleasures of the world, and you return to God again and again.  That’s repentance.  And you can’t live the Christian life without repentance. 

And here we have these brothers repenting.  They are done with their old way of life of living as individuals—every man for himself, don’t care what happens to my other brothers—they’re done with that.  And so they return to Egypt with Benjamin.  They are in this together, and so they go back together.  They are a band of brothers not just through biology, but now through the grace of repentance.  They are a band of true spiritual brothers with a deep concern for each other’s welfare.  This is the pathway to reconciliation, repentance.  
2.  The inspiring speech that promotes reconciliation.
I have a book at home, entitled, ‘Speeches that shook the world’.  I love reading those speeches.  The speeches of men like Winston Churchill during World War 2.  Moving words such as: ‘We shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be; we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender...’ Or Martin Luther King Junior who in 1963 said he dreamed a dream, and went on to give one of the greatest oratory addresses in history.  But here is a speech that leaves all of them in the dust.  It’s Judah’s speech in verses 17-34.  This is actually the longest speech in the book of Genesis.  And it is full of tender emotion and profound humility and willing sacrifice.
First thing I want you to notice is that Judah is now concerned for his father.  Sometimes when people are giving a talk, they some ‘ummm’ a lot.  And you count up the number of umms and you are surprised they got to 53 of them!  Notice which word Judah repeats again and again and again in his speech: ‘father… father… father.’  Fourteen times (in Hebrew).  ‘I don’t want to cause my father pain.  I couldn’t bear to see my father’s pain.’
And remember, here is the man who once couldn’t’ give two hoots for his father’s sorrow.  It was his plan to sell Joseph into slavery, and now here he is, interceding before the governor of Egypt, pleading all for the sake of his father!  

Isn’t this grace that has so worked in Judah’s heart?  Remember, Jacob hasn’t really changed.  He still has his favourites.  Rachel was his favourite wife, and Leah was forced upon him.  And Rachel his favourite wife, had two sons – Joseph, who was the favourite, but who is now presumed dead.  And then Benjamin, who the favourite mantle has passed on to.  Judah, remember, is not the favourite.  So do you see what has happened here.  Judah has come to terms with what his father is really like.  His father is a weak and sinful man.  And Judah is saying, ‘I know that’s what he’s like, I know what he’s done, and I’m still concerned for him.  I love him.  I love my dad despite what he is like.’
I wonder if you are able to say that of your father, young people?  Can you look at your father, and you know all about his sins and weaknesses – how he gets impatient, how he’s sometimes selfish with his time, how he has trouble saying ‘sorry’ – and can you say, ‘I know that’s what Dad is like, and I love him anyway.’  That’s when you know grace is at work in our hearts.  When we can love people who haven’t really changed, and we accept them the way they are.  
Husbands with wives, and wives with husbands.  Children with parents and parents with children.  Church members with other church members.  That doesn’t mean we approve of sinful or selfish behaviour.  But it does mean we’ve come to grips with the fact that, like us, everyone else around us is a sinner.  And we’re going to love them, just because God loved us when we were still sinners.  That’s grace at work.

Judah’s attitude reminds us of Jesus’ attitude.  What was Jesus’ life consumed with? Not with getting that next degree; not whether his team had won the game; not with increasing his net worth.  He had one consuming passion in his life: his Father’s pleasure.  He said, ‘I have come down from heaven, not to do my will, but to do the will of him who sent me.’   (John 6:38).  ‘My food is to do the will of him who sent me, and to finish his work.’  (John 4:34).  He didn’t come to please himself; he came to please his father.  To bring delight to the heart of his Father.  And how did he do that?  By going to the cross, to purchase with his blood all those whom the Father had sent him to save.  There’s a world of comfort in that for Christians.  Because this means that my salvation doesn’t depend on my best efforts.  My salvation doesn’t depend on me being the most faithful minister and most godly father.  
Your salvation doesn’t depend on whether you’ve been good enough this past week.  It all depends, on Jesus’ resolve to please his Father.  And his resolve was unbreakable.  He followed his Father’s will right to the cross, accomplishing all that we necessary to save his people.

Secondly, notice that Judah offers himself in the place of his brother Benjamin.  V33, he offers, let me remain instead of Benjamin as your slave.  Judah was innocent, but he was willing to be the substitute for the one who was found to be the guilty.  We call this vicarious substitution.  And this is the first place in the bible where a person willingly offers his own life for another.  But this of course is not the last place in the Bible we see this.  This is just a dim picture of what Jesus Christ came to do for sinners.  Jesus was innocent one.  In fact, he’s the only innocent man there has ever been.  And for the love of this Father, he offered himself to take the punishment in the place of his brothers.  But he did this not by offering himself to be a slave like Judah, but by offering up his very life on the cross.  He bore the punishment, the curse, the just sentence of death for sin, in my place on the cross.
And this is the glory of the Christian faith.  If you don’t get this, you don’t get Christianity.  This is why, for some, the cross is an example of how mean God is that he’d punish his son like this.  They call it divine child abuse.  But for the Christian, it’s the evidence of how loving God is.  For we are guilty.  We are liable of eternal hell for our sin.  And Jesus steps forward, as it were, and says: ‘I will take your place.  I will suffer your death, so that you will never have to.’  Imagine someone did that for you.  You are due to get made redundant from your job, and someone steps in and says, ‘Not them, make me redundant instead.’  Or you get given a big fine and someone steps in and says, ‘Let me pay that for you.’  Or, children, you are given a whole list of jobs, and one of your siblings steps in and says, ‘Let me do that for you.’  Well, here is the king of kings and Lord of lords, and we are due to be executed, and he steps in and says, ‘Let me take your place.’  He’s a greater Judah.  And there can be no reconciliation with God without the sacrifice of Jesus as our substitute.

3.  Finally, let’s consider the glory of reconciliation.  

As we head into chapter 45, we reach the climax of the Joseph story.  This is what everything has been moving towards.  And in response to Judah’s speech, Joseph can’t control himself any more.  No more evidence is needed.  The brothers are repentant, and so Joseph takes off the mask and tells the brother’s, ‘It’s me.’  
Any thought that Joseph was out for pay-back should be forever done away with as we see what he does.  See how Joseph weeps.  He sends everyone out of the room, but he’s so choked up with the great sobs that he can be heard through the palace walls.  Great sobs that come from 22 years of being apart from his brothers, apart from his father, the suffering, the hardship, the pain, and now there is release in a flood of emotion.  Can you imagine that scene?  The puzzled looks of the brothers.  Emotion like you’ve never seen before.  And then Joseph falls not just upon Benjamin his full brother, but upon all his brothers.   God has managed to put this family back together again.  And it is glorious.

Joseph has forgiven his brothers.  If they thought they had reason to fear the merciless governor of Pharoah, they had even more reason to fear Joseph—the brother they had betrayed, the brother they had no compassion for even when cried to them for help and mercy, the brother they were content to sell for a few pieces of silver.  But instead of retribution, they find forgiveness, and more: reconciliation. They are received not as slaves, but as brothers.  They do not receive what their sins deserve, they are forgiven and restored.  And notice the reason why Joseph can forgive.  He gets all theological when he offers forgiveness.  He keeps on talking about the brother’s sin against him, and every time he does, he drags God into it.  In fact, 3 times, he tells them (verses 5, 7 & 8) that God was the one who sent him to Egypt.  That God was working in even their sin and betrayal, to bring about a great deliverance.

Now, don’t think he’s excusing the brothers for their sin.  He’s not saying, ‘Well, because God is sovereign, you aren’t really responsible.’  That’s what our world wants to emphasise today – no-one seems to be responsible for their own sin.  ‘It was the chemical imbalance that made me do it’, or ‘I had a difficult upbringing’, or ‘that’s how I was born.’  But we are all responsible for our own choices, for our own actions.  – we have nobody to blame but ourselves for our own sin.  

But Joseph’s point here is that God’s good government of our lives—his providence—involves even the sins that people commit against us.  God’ s wonderful plan for Joseph’s life included the terrible heartache and pain of being sold by his brothers.  And because of this, he can forgive his brothers.  He saw that God’s plan wasn’t simply to make him suffer, to bring him heartache, to cause him to cry out in the dungeon at night ‘Why me, God?’, to crush him.  He saw that God’s plan was far bigger, it was to preserve a remnant.  
So he could forgive, and so he could work towards reconciliation.  Isn’t that an interesting motive for forgiveness?  We forgive because we know what it’s like to be forgiven so much.    But we can also forgive, because we know that even when we are sinned against, God is at work in the mess and the shame and the sorrow and the scars that run so deep – he’s at work in his plan to do you good.  And when we trust in that, when we trust that he’s that kind of God, we can forgive.

Notice also the tender way Joseph treats his brothers.  They are dumbfounded when Joseph reveals himself to them.  And so in v4 he says to them: ‘Come closer to me.’  This isn’t just about letting them come closer so that they can see it is really Joseph.  This is a term of intimacy, a term which is used when people come close to kiss, or to embrace.  It’s the same word used in v10.  He tells the brothers that they are going to come to Egypt to live there, to be near him.  Joseph, having seen their repentance, having been willing to forgive, now opens his heart, his life to those who have offended him, and wants them near to him.  And v15 tells us that they talked.   Wouldn’t you love to know what they talked about?   That would be an interesting conversation wouldn’t it.  You may remember, way back in Genesis 37, the brothers hated Joseph and couldn’t speak a kind word to their brother.  Now they are talking.  Now they are near Joseph, and there is intimacy and harmony once more.  All that has happened in the past has been forgotten, and now they are together again. 
Could there be anything better than that?  Well, there is, isn’t there?  This is a picture of what Christ does with us, as we come to him in repentance and faith.  He doesn’t simply let us off our punishment and we slink away, relieved, with our tail between our legs.  He invites us, with arms open wide and says, ‘Come close.  Come talk with me, come weep with me, come share your life with me, bare your heart to me, and I’ll share my heart with you, come and live under my care and in my love forever and ever.’
Sometimes, people who are non-Christians think of God as a God who doesn’t want sinners near him.  They think he’s the God who pushes away, rather than invites in.  And yet here is Jesus Christ, the greater Joseph, saying to you this morning, non-Christian, ‘It doesn’t matter how ruined and broken your life has been, I will receive you.  Come near to me.’
Perhaps you are a Christian, and you’ve been struggling to forgive someone.  And the very thought of their name causes you pain, and you just can’t will yourself to forgive.  Jesus calls to you, ‘Come near to me.  And find in me all the resources, all the grace, you need to forgive.’
Perhaps you are just tired in the Christian life.  There are so many broken fragments of your life that you can’t put back together again.  Well, Jesus says, ‘Come near to me, and find in me your rest, your comfort.’
Isn’t the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ so much bigger than we think?  It’s big enough to put the broken pieces of this shattered family back together again.  It’s big enough to restore relationships that we think are unfixable.  It’s big enough to melt our hearts so that we can forgive what might feel to us unforgivable.  It’s big enough to include not just the forgiveness of our all sins, but also intimacy, and fellowship, and friendship with our blessed Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ.  And that’s why, it’s the most wonderful thing in all the world to be a Christian.   I hope you can agree.      

AMEN.

