Genesis 47:27-48:22 Famous Last Words
There’s something about a person’s last words before death that ought to make us sit up and take notice.  As a person faces their own mortality, you often get a glimpse of what really lives in them.  What consumes them.  What has been the driving force of their lives? Joan Crawford, highly regarded as one of the most spectacular movie actresses of her time, got cancer in her 70’s. She had been bedridden for years and had refused to seek medical care for herself. On May 1977, the two nurses who took care of her on her last day, upon realizing that Crawford was already dying, offered a soft prayer beside her bed. The movie star saw them praying, uttered ‘Don’t you dare ask God to help me,’ then breathed her last.   You get a pretty obvious glimpse of what lives in her heart right there.
And here we get a glimpse of what lives in the heart of Jacob as he comes to the end of his life.  We have recorded for us in chapters 48 & 49 Jacob’s last words.  He’s been in Egypt now for 17 years.  Maybe that reminds you of the age of Joseph when he left his father’s house that fateful day to go and search for his brothers, and he never came home.  And Jacob was distraught.  And he thought he’d go down to the grave in sorrow.  But now the Lord has given him his final 17 years with Joseph.  What grace.  And the sense that we get in this chapter is that he’s quickly coming to the end of his earthly pilgrimage.  The doctors have said it’s time to call for the family.  And so Joseph and his sons have arrived for the final words of Jacob.  
In many ways he’s passing on a legacy to his children and grandchildren.  He’s saying, ‘This is what I want for you.  This is the most important thing in the world and I want you to have it.’  What do you want to pass on, congregation, to those who come after you?  What do you want to say, what do you want those who are your children or grandchildren—or if you don’t have children and grandchildren, what do you want your spiritual friends and family who’ve been with you all through their life—what do you want them to remember about you?  What do you want them to take hold of as the anchor for their life?  Well, Jacob is very clear in his dying words, what he wants for his children, and indeed, for us.  So let’s see what his last words teach us.  

1.  Firstly, they teach us about the promises of God

Jacob makes what looks like an unusual request when he asks to be buried with his fathers.  He’s living and settled in Egypt, and now he wants his bones to go back to Canaan.  Why?  Are the cemeteries there that much better?  And look how earnest he is about it all.  
He asks Joseph to put his hand under his thigh – effectively to make a solemn oath that the burial place of his body will be with his fathers.  Why such a strong request?  Well, it has everything to do with one of the main themes of the Joseph narratives.  And that main theme is land.  In particular, God’s promise that he would give his people a place. He promised Abraham, and then Isaac, and then Jacob, that he would give them the land of Canaan.  
That was God’s promise to his covenant people.  And Jacob, as his life nears its end, clings to that promise.  ‘Canaan is my home, not Egypt.’  And you will recall that Jacob was doing quite well in Egypt.  He enjoyed prime real estate.  His family had the noble task of looking after Pharaoh’s flocks and herds.  They were eating well, remember, they had been starving when they were back in Canaan.  How easy it would have been to forget that promise of a place.  To imagine that now God’s promise has shifted south to Egypt, because it seemed much better here.  But Jacob lived by faith.  No matter how good things appeared to be in Egypt, this was not the wonderful promise God had in store for them.  Jacob wasn’t so caught up in the prosperity and plenty of Egypt that he stopped longing for the promised land—his true and lasting home.  
The NT teaches us that the patriarchs weren’t simply longing for the land of Canaan. They were longing for the new heaven and the new earth, the city whose builder and foundation is God himself, as the author of Hebrews puts it.  The land of Canaan was just a little picture of the ultimate place where God was going to dwell with his people in perfect fellowship and peace.  Like the OT sacrifices were just a picture of the ultimate sacrifice of the Lord Jesus Christ.  The land of Canaan was just a picture, a foretaste, a glimpse of the ultimate place that the Lord has in store for his people.
So we are like Jacob today.  We live in ‘Egypt’, away from the promised place of God.  But this is not our home.  This is not God’s ultimate promise to us.  And that’s where the great challenge is for us in 21st century NZ, isn’t it?  Egypt for us is such a place of plenty.  Any kind of food we want, it’s all available at the shops.  When we get sick there are all kinds of medicine to make our lives comfortable and pain-free.  We have all kinds of entertainment at our fingertips to give us amusement any time we feel bored.  And our houses are full of goods and toys and things we don’t even use or need.  It’s a comfortable life for many of us.  Not that these things are bad.  But they can lull us into thinking that just maybe, God’s promise has changed.  Maybe the promise of a place is this one.  And Jacob comes to us and says, ‘Dear friends, there is a promised land, and it’s certainly not this earth.’
And sometimes that’s what our sufferings do for us, congregation.  Sometimes that’s why God sends hardships, and pains, and tears into our lives.  To wean us from this worldly Egypt.  To dash our delusion that we could ever have heaven on this earth.  To give us that longing for our real home.  To enable us to sing with authenticity those profound words ‘O sweet and blessed country the home of God’s elect!  O sweet and blessed country that eager hearts expect.  Jesus in mercy bring us, to that dear land of rest, who art with God the Father and spirit ever blessed.’  That’s what Jacob would have you sing through your earthly pilgrimage.  

2.  Secondly, Jacob’s last words also teach us about the unusual ways of God

We see this in the way that Jacob deals with both Ephraim and Manasseh.  Jacob blesses these boys.  That’s clearly the focus on these chapters.  And when he gives his blessing, he’s not doing that as any ordinary Joe Blow Christian.  This is not some fortune cookie blessing wishing well upon a person.  This is Jacob, functioning as patriarch of Israel, functioning as a prophet, and declaring with God’s authority what the future will be for these boys.
And I want you to notice two things about how Jacob does this.  Firstly, notice that he adopts both Ephraim and Manasseh.  That’s what some of the features in this chapter show us.  Sitting on Jacobs knee wasn’t because he wanted to have a cute cuddle with the boys and give Joseph a photo opportunity.  These boys were in their 20’s by this stage.  This was a part of an adoption ritual.  We see in v5 that Ephraim and Manasseh are given a place with both Reuben and Simeon.  Reuben and Simeon are sons 1 & 2 of Jacob.  And Ephraim and Manasseh are being given them same rights as they have.  The same place in the family they do.  The same blessings and promises of the covenant become theirs by virtue of their adoption by Israel.  
This is important because you might recall who their mother was.  That’s right, she was Asenath, daughter of one of the priests of On.  She was an Egyptian.  So, the sons of Joseph weren’t pure Israelites, if you like.  They weren’t, by virtue of their birth, full citizens of the commonwealth of Israel.  You could just imagine Joseph’s brothers, treating these nephews as second-rate parts of the family tree.  After all, these young men looked like Egyptians.  They would have dressed like them.  They spoke with Egyptians accents.  They knew Egyptian customs.  And Jacob says, ‘No, they have the same place in the covenant family as all my sons.’
So we get a glimpse here, that the covenant relationship with God was not simply limited to descendants of Israel according to the flesh.  There were others who came to enjoy the covenant blessings of God in the OT.  God’s intention wasn’t simply to save Israel alone, but to bring his salvation to all the peoples of the earth.   That those outside of Israel would come to know the covenant God as their own.  You see that later on in the book of Exodus where there are Egyptians who attach themselves to Israel and become part of God’s people.  You get the same thing in the book of Ruth, where Ruth the Moabitess is incorporated into the people of God and becomes one of the ancestors of our Lord Jesus Christ.  This is the good news of the gospel.  The God who says to Israel and his ancestors ‘I will be your God, and you will be my people.  And I will take you to myself and be all I have promised to be to you through this life.’  This God offers himself to you and me as well.  Through faith in Jesus Christ.  You come into the family of Israel.  You become the people of God.  You become children of the living God.

What a comfort this doctrine of adoption is to the believer.  That’s what we are if we have put our faith in Christ.  And this should transform the way we relate to God.  Sometimes, even for the Christian, we can think of God as like a stranger, who keeps us at arm’s length, hoping that we will finally get our act together enough for him to take notice of us.   But the gospel assures us that in Christ, we are his children whom he loves and delights in.  I have a bedtime routine, where I make sure the doors are locked, put the dishwasher on, and then I make sure the kids are tucked safely in bed.  And sometimes I’ll just stand there and look at these little children, and my heart just fills with joy at the sight of them – not because they are finally quiet and asleep – but because they are my children who I delight in.  Pure delight.  Pure delight and joy that you are his child.  Well, that’s the privilege you have of being brought into his family, a Father who delights in you just as he delights in his own son Jesus Christ, because you have the full rights of being his child.

Secondly, we notice that God’s blessing is unexpected.  The aged Jacob lays hands of blessing upon Ephraim and Manasseh.  But he lays his right hand of blessing, it seems, on the wrong child.  This scene should remind us of another episode in Jacob’s life, where he went to his aged father Isaac, who couldn’t see, and he tricked him into giving him the blessing.  Now Jacob too has his sight failing.  But there are no tricks here.  He knows exactly what he’s doing.  He intentionally lays his right hand on the head of Ephraim, the right hand signifying the greater blessing, the blessing for the firstborn.  and his left hand on the head of Manasseh.  But Joseph thinks he’s done it the wrong way around, because Manasseh is the firstborn.  The expectation is that he would get the greater blessing.  Joseph thinks his vision impaired father needs a little help getting this the right way around.  But he needs no help whatsoever.  This is exactly how the Lord wants the blessing to come.

What’s going on here?  This is teaching us about the unusual way God works in bestowing his blessings.  God’s blessing seems to come to those who don’t have the natural rights to his blessing.  This is the case all through Genesis.  Think about Esau and Jacob. Esau the firstborn, you’d expect he’d receive the blessing, and yet God gives the blessing to Jacob.  Because blessing doesn’t depend on being number one in the birth order, but on God’s sovereign choice – he blesses, in his grace, whom he chooses to bless.  Think of Judah, the least likely son of Jacob for anything good to come from him.   He’s even the child of the wife Jacob doesn’t love, Leah.  And yet Judah is the tribe through which God is going to bring his messiah into the world.  And all this is to rub the point deep into our hearts and minds that God brings his blessing because of his grace, not because of our works and our merits and our deserving.  Not because we belong to a special race, or family or nation.  One author put it like this: ‘God likes to bless the underdog.’    
The expectation of the natural man is that God blesses those who deserve it.  That you can go to heaven if you are good enough.  That God helps those who help themselves.  Good things happen to good people, don’t they?  What goes around, comes around.  And the message of the gospel comes and says God’s blessing doesn’t come to the good, to the godly, to the externally righteous, to the people who’ve got it all together.  The message of the gospel is that Christ died for the ungodly, for the sinner, for the prostitute, for the terrorist, for the despised tax collector.  You can only come into the blessings of God because of God’s grace.  And here is a man who knew that personally.  In many ways, Jacob had made a mess of his life and his family.  His hands had been cheating hands, and stealing hands, and hands of favouritism, and hands that pushed God away.  And yet God had blessed him despite all this. God had come to him in his grace, and restored Jacob, and transformed Jacob.  
And here is the encouragement of this passage.  That’s what God can do for any sinner.  For any grandparent here who’s made a mess of their lives.  You can still enjoy the blessing of God, not because you deserve it, but because of his grace.  
Finally, Jacob’s last words teach us about the glorious character of God

As Jacob reviews his life, as he nears the end of his earthly pilgrimage, one thing comes into very clear perspective for him.  And that is the character of the God he serves.  As he looks back over his life, the sorrows, and the relative peace of the last 17 years, he describes God in v15 as ‘The God who has been my shepherd all my life long to this day, the angel who has delivered me from all harm.’   He knows that God has sometimes been leading him beside quiet waters, and at other times he’s been leading him through the valley of the shadow of death.  Whether in the land of promise, or in the land of Padan Aram, or now in the land of Egypt, the Lord had been his constant companion, his faithful provider, and his only protector.  Surely Jacob could recite the words of Psalm 23.

But notice he also says that the Lord is the shepherd who has delivered him from harm.  This clearly does not mean Jacob has been immune from harm or pain.  That evil has just passed his life by and he’s been carried through life on a bed of roses.  Just think about his life – he’s had to flee from the family home and spend 20 years away from his parents, he was tricked into marrying someone he didn’t love, he’s been treated very poorly by his boss – who also happened to be his father-in-law, and he’d been bereaved of his wife Rachel in childbirth, and after that he thought he’d lost his son Joseph and grieved for him for 22 years.  That’s quite a lot of harm in one lifetime.  Clearly his life was full of painful experiences.

So in what sense does God deliver from evil?  In these sense that all the pain and suffering that Jacob had endured through his life, God had overcome in the end.  And brought something good out of it.  It didn’t have the last word; God’s grace had the last word.  And Jacob knew that for himself.  For all the evil he had committed, it didn’t have the last word.  God’ grace had the last word.  Despite all his failures, God in his grace had worked in his life, so that as he lay dying, he could speak of the one who had delivered him from all harm.

You see what Jacob’s doing here, congregation?  Everything that is important in life has come into perspective – he’s got clarity.  He wants his grandchildren to know the blessing he has known.  What is that blessing?  What’s the blessing you want to pass on to your children and grandchildren?  Hopefully not simply that they get a good education, that they get a stable job, that they get married and give you grandkids.  No, surely the greatest blessing they can know is to have the Lord as their shepherd.  You might not be able to say much to your children or friends about the gospel.  They might not be interested in engaging with you in some theological debate as you come to close out your life.  But here is one thing you can say.  ‘God has been my shepherd, and he’s delivered me from all harm.'  These are not just words for the dying, are they?  These are words for the living.  These are words for us.  These are the words that are going to get you through the week, through the years.  These are the words that only the Christian can say:  The Lord is my shepherd, and I have not wanted for anything.

AMEN

