Certainty in an uncertain world, Genesis 45:16-46
We’ve turned the corner into another year.  There are a few things many of us do at new year’s.  Many of us eat some oliebollen—you need to do that once a year.  Many of us make new year’s resolutions, although by now most of them will be broken.  And most of us wonder what the year ahead might hold for us.  Because the year ahead holds the promise of new experiences, new opportunities, and a new start.  But the year ahead is also full of uncertainties.  You children might be certain that you’ll be at school for another year, but you don’t really know what school will be like, what your teacher will be like.  None of us can be certain the year ahead will bring us good health, or whether it will be filled with tests and trips to the doctor.  There’s no certainty in our work or even in the place where we live.  We face, in many ways, an uncertain future.

That’s what it’s like for the people of God in the passage we are looking at today.  We are now onto Act 3 of the Joseph narrative.  Act 1 was the humiliation and exaltation of Joseph, where he was sold into slavery but rose to become the saviour of his people.  Act 2 was the reconciliation of Joseph and his brothers, where Joseph tested them, bringing their sin to light so that they might repent and be restored to him.  And now in Act 3, we see the family of Jacob moving down to Egypt.  This act will take up the rest of the book.  It’s a big move to Egypt, full of unknowns.  It is a terribly uncertain future for Jacob and his family ahead.  And in the midst of these uncertainties, we find that God encourages his people.  In the midst of an uncertain future for you in the year ahead, what will be your anchor?  What will give you hope when the chips are down?  I trust it’s not going to be your bank balance.  Or your inner strength.  Or the people around you who just never let you down – give them time, they’ll let you down.  Here in this passage, we are shown what encourages God’s people when they are facing an uncertain future.

1. Firstly, we see that God’s tender kindness encourages us in our uncertainties, in 45:16 to the end of the chapter

No sooner had Joseph been reconciled to his brothers, than the news has passed right up the line to the Pharaoh.  Maybe it’s like the Reformed Church news network—you know how an interesting bit of news travels around the country faster than the speed of light.    And upon this news, Pharoah makes the most incredible offer to the family of Jacob.  
He says they can have the best of the land v18, they are going to eat the ‘fat of the land’ it literally says – remember, fat in the Bible is good!  It’s the best stuff.  And remember, these are people who are living in a famine, living in valley of the shadow of death.  And Pharoah offers them the rich physical blessings of living in the land where there is still food.  He’s offering them welcome instead of expulsion.  Riches instead of poverty. Favour instead of rejection.   
And on top of that, notice the kindnesses Joseph lavishes on his brothers.  There are the extra donkeys they are given for the trip home.  Then there are the wagons for transportation.  They must have been rather impressive wagons because the text talks about them four times.  This is the luxury transport of the day – this is your Hummer limousine, or your first-class airplane ticket.  He also gives them a change of clothes.   Articles of clothing have played a pretty significant role in this story so far.  This stands in contrast what the brothers did to Joseph – they stripped him of his special robe, and ripped it to shreds.  But he graciously clothes them with the finest of Egypt.  It’s a token of his affection and love for them.  They are not just random shepherd who’ve come for food.  This shows they have the status as his full brothers.  They’ve been delivered from guilt and hostility with Joseph, and now they’ve come into a situation of great blessing.

Is this not a wonderful picture of the gospel?  These are guilty men, deserving of nothing but judgment, but they have now been forgiven by Joseph and reconciled to him, and now both Pharoah and Joseph lavish upon them blessing after blessing.  Provisions to meet their every need: clothes, food, money, transport, a home.  And we know that in the Joseph narrative it is God’s hand that stands behind all this.  What wonderful kindness to guilty, vile sinners that these men were.    Is that not the experience of all those who have trusted in Jesus Christ?  We come to God as guilty sinners, deserving of nothing but judgment.  And through faith in Jesus Christ, we receive blessing upon blessing.  Underserved, blessings that are unrivalled, spiritual provisions that meet our every need coming from the hand of a gracious Father in heaven.  All because of the kindness of God.

Notice Joseph’s parting instruction to the brothers.  ‘Don’t quarrel on the way home to bring this good news to Dad.’  Timely advice, isn’t it?  Because this would have been a perfect time for the brothers to do a bit of arguing; road trips are great like that.  Because they are going to have to explain how the brother they reported dead is actually alive.  We’re not told what this looked like.  

But we are told how Jacob responded when he received the news.  He couldn’t believe it—the news that the son he had given up for dead was alive was just too incredible.  There are echoes of resurrection Sunday here, aren’t there?  The disciples—they were present to see Jesus die—see him give up his spirit into his Father’s hand on Good Friday.  And when the reports started coming in that he was alive, they couldn’t believe it.  Isn’t that the response we have a times as Christians?  The gospel couldn’t be true. could it?  Jesus, crucified, dead and buried, and raised to life again for me—surely, it’s all too good to be true?  Surely there must be some mistake, with all the darkness that lives in my heart, could it really be true that I’m forgiven?  With all the shame I carry around, could it really be true that Jesus is preparing a place for me in heaven?  With all the atheists telling me this Christianity stuff is on a par with believing in Santa Claus, could it really be true that man in the middle east who was executed as criminal was the son of God before whom every knee shall bow?
And look at God’s kindness in how he deals with Jacob’s difficulty in believing that Joseph is alive.  Not only does he get the word and witness of his sons, God gives him an extra assurance that Joseph is alive and not dead.  It’s those carts. V27 God gives an external sign to confirm the reality of his word.  God is so kind that he gives his people little pictures to impress upon them the truth of his word.  And that’s not just for OT believers, is it?  That’s what he gives NT believers as well.  In his kindness, God has given us the Lord’s Supper and baptism to prop up our weak faith.  
-  Because sometimes it doesn’t feel as if we really can sing ‘In sweet communion, Lord, with you I constantly abide.’  And so in our weakness, God gives us the Lord’s Supper, to impress upon us that Jesus is the host who invites us to come and eat with him, and enjoy fellowship with him, and sit at the banqueting table with the King.  
-  And sometimes we don’t really feel forgiven; we don’t feel pure.  And then we see a baptism.  And God says to us in that water, ‘Know for certain that as you look to Christ your sins have been washed away, that you are whiter than the snow.’  That’s why we need the sacraments, brothers and sisters.  They lead us to Christ, again and again and again, to confirm and support and nourish our faltering faith.  If you’re going to resolve to do something new in the new year, how about this: never miss a service where the sacraments are offered to you, because they lead you to Jesus.  How kind is our God to give us such assurances in all the uncertainties we will face in the year ahead?
2.  Secondly, we see that God’s unwavering promises encourage us in our uncertainties, in verses 1-4 of chapter 46.  
There we find that Jacob and all the family have packed for the move, and they are on their way down to Egypt.  We don’t get a detailed itinerary of the trip, but we get one important detail: they stop in Beersheba.  And this is significant.  Beersheba is the southernmost point in the land of Canaan.  You go beyond Beersheba, and you are stepping out of the promised land.  And the promise that Jacob and his father and grandfather had been given, was that the land of Canaan would belong to them and their descendants.  But now he’s just about the leave the promised land, with all his gear, and all his children, leaving everything behind.  What does this suggest?  That he’s not going back any time soon.  And the question that Jacob is wrestling with is, ‘Should I be leaving the promised land?  Is this part of God’s plan?’ 
And that’s where this theophany, this appearance of God, comes in.  In it, God comes with a word of comfort to a distressed Jacob.  He tells him not to be afraid.  Why does he do this?  Because Jacob is clearly afraid.  Moving is one of the most stressful things you can do—so the researchers tell us.  And can you imagine moving at 130 years old!  Not a pleasant prospect.  And it’s not a just a move, it’s a move to Egypt.   Egypt gets a bad rap in Genesis.  Abraham went down to Egypt when there was a famine and disgraced himself there.  He put his wife in great danger.  It was a disaster. And then there was Isaac, who, when there was another famine, was told specifically not to go to Egypt.  And now here is Jacob, just about to head down to Egypt.  Everything actually pointed to this being a good idea – no food in Canaan, that’s where his son is, it seems like the right thing to do.  But he’s afraid.  Afraid it might not be the right thing to do.  Afraid of what the future might hold for him and the people of God there.

And that’s when God comes with this word of comfort.  And the word of comfort consists of four promises.  Three of them are a rehearsal of the promises God has already made either directly or indirectly to Jacob – his covenant promises.  God promises to make Jacob into a great nation.  There in Egypt, God will be at work to make Israel big.  This is warming us up for the book of Exodus, isn’t it?  And then there is the promise that God will be with Jacob.  Leaving the land of promise didn’t mean leaving God behind.  Our Lord is not limited and will go with his people.  He is the God with his people.  And God promises him that he will come back again.  Egypt is just part of the story, not the end of the story.  The nation of Israel is going to be there a while, but the Lord will bring them back (already told this in Gen15).  And there is also a special personal promise that Jacob receives, that Joseph will close his eyes.  
You know that when people are coming near death, typically, the thing they want most is someone to be with them.  They don’t want to be alone.  And God is saying to Jacob here, ‘Joseph will be with you.  He will hold your hand as you go through the valley of death itself.  Let that be a comfort to you.’
What’s the take-home application from this?  It’s not that we should have the expectation of a theophany from God any time we have a major decision to make and we’re afraid.  Contrary to what most people think, God appearing and speaking to people was quite rare in OT.  It’s not going to be until 430 years later that there is going to be another theophany of God.  Do you know when that is?  When the Lord appears to Moses in the burning bush.  However nice it would be, God is not going to pay you a little visit or whisper sweet nothings from heaven when you have to make a decision about whether to move to another city for work, or whether you should or shouldn’t take the treatment the doctor is offering, or whether you should or shouldn’t serve in that ministry the church is seeking assistance for.  He expects us to decide these things using the principles we have been given in the Scriptures, as well as the wisdom that he has given us and the people he has put around us.  And more importantly, in all our uncertainties for the future, we are to rest on his promises. 
Notice that God doesn’t come to Jacob and say, ‘Stop being a big wuss and just get on down to Egypt.’  He doesn’t come and say, ‘It’s all going to work out fine because I have a wonderful plan for your life.’  He certainly doesn’t say, ‘Don’t be afraid, because you can do it, Jacob—you’re the man.’  In the great uncertainty, God comes with his promises.  Congregation, that’s the antidote to fear, isn’t it?  When we’re afraid of the future.  When we don’t know how we are going to look after the family.  When we’re at the hospital bed of a loved one and they are not going to come home.  When we’re worried about the spiritual state of the children.  When we’re afraid.  What is the antidote to our fears?  It’s God’s wonderful promises.  His promise never to leave or forsake us.  His promise that his grace will be sufficient for us.  His promise that nothing—nothing in all creation—will separate us from his love.  That’s what we’ve got to hang on to, congregation.  Or should I say, rather, that’s what hangs on to us and keeps us from sinking beneath the waves?  The promise of God.  Isn’t that what we love to sing:  

Standing on the promises that cannot fail,
When the howling storms of doubt and fear assail,
By the living Word of God I shall prevail,
Standing on the promises of God. 
That’s where we stand in the uncertainties of the year ahead.

3.  Thirdly, we see that God’s precious people encourage us in our uncertainties, this is in verses 8-27 of chapter 46.   Have you ever heard the saying, ’It’s all about the journey—it’s about how you get there, and what you see on the way, and where you stop to take pictures’?  Well, that’s not the case here when the covenant family goes down to Egypt.  They are moving from Canaan to Egypt, and this would take about 3 weeks.  It would be a pretty interesting journey through some very rugged wasteland, with 70 plus people.  And how many details do we get about the journey?  None.  Because the author doesn’t want us to focus on the journey, he wants us to focus on the people.  That’s why we get that big genealogy, the list of names.  You might think these genealogies are as interesting as reading the phone book.  But this is here in the Bible, because God wants us to take notice.   He wants to pay particular attention to who is going down to Egypt.

We are told that 70 people make up the direct descendants of Jacob.  Now, this is the kind of genealogy that gets scholars all excited.  Because there’s lots of debates about who is included, and who isn’t.  People write PhD’s on this kind of stuff, because it’s a very stylised list – some of the people aren’t even born yet.  And the reasons we get the number 70 is because the author wants to make a theological point.  The last time the number 70 was mentioned in the book of Genesis, it referred to 70 nations of Genesis 11 that were in rebellion against God at the tower of Babel.  It spoke of a fullness of the world in rebellion against God.  But now God is starting with a new nation.  He’s bringing the fullness of his people down to Egypt, where they are going to be the nation that grows and learns to love and rely on God.  They are all going down to Egypt because that’s where they are going to learn what it means to be redeemed by God.

And this little nation going down to Egypt is a miracle people.  Because this nation was created from one barren couple: Abraham and Sarah.  God had promised to Abraham that he would make him a great nation.  And that’s what he’d begun to do.  He created that nation out of nothing, and now they are 70 people.  
And look who’s included.  There are the murderers, Simeon and Levi.  There are those who have committed sexually immoral acts – Reuben and Judah.  There are those who have suffered great shame and loss – Dinah.  And they are all part of the family of God’s people.  Entry into God’s family is not because of our own righteousness.  It’s sinners that God welcomes into his family through Jesus Christ.  
And it’s an absolute certainty that God will enlarge this nation, he will have a people.  That’s what he was taking them down to Egypt for.  Egypt was going to be a little greenhouse where the people of God would multiply and thrive.  Where they would be protected from the corrupting influences of Canaan.  They would become a great people of God.  And God will have a people today.  Sometimes we get a bit discouraged that we don’t see many coming to Christ.  But by his grace, Christ will add to his church in the year ahead; men and women and children will hear the voice of the good shepherd and come to him.  And it will all be a miracle of his grace.

And notice who is in this this genealogy.  Listed in this genealogy are people like Judah, and Ephraim and also people like Ohad.  You know about Judah and Ephraim. But what do you know about Ohad?  What stories about Ohad’s faith and exploits come to mind for you?  Well, that’s a trick question isn’t it.  He’s not mentioned anywhere else in the Bible other than in another genealogy.  We don’t know anything he did, great or small.  He seems to be one of the extras in God’s story of redemption.  There are no children’s books bout Ohad.  No one is clamouring to play Ohad in the Sunday school play.  There is no ‘Dare to be an Ohad’ motto you can adopt.  He seems insignificant to us.  But God knows who he is.  God is concerned enough about Ohad to list his name for us here.  God knows the names of every one of his children.  Remember what he says through the prophet Isaiah: ‘Fear not, for I have redeemed you, I have called you by name.’  And Jesus Christ himself says ‘I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep.’  Great or small, they are important to him.  If you belong to the people of God by faith in Christ, you might feel like the most unimportant person in the world, but you are not to Jesus Christ.  He knows you, and he loves you.

Congregation, God hasn’t changed.  His people are still known by him, and precious to him.  Who knows what changes will be brought into your life in the year ahead?   There could be monumental changes that are brought into your life.  You might get married, or you might lose your spouse.  You might go from strength to strength spiritually, or you might fall and stumble into serious sin.  You might move house and experience great changes, or you might stay put and life goes on much the same as usual.  We might see many come to Christ in our midst, or we might battle on in service to the Lord seeing very little fruit for our labours.  All is uncertain to us.  But one thing is certain: God knows all his people.  And God knows how to keep all people.  And God’s grace will continue to be sufficient for all his people.

And all God’s people said AMEN.  

