A mixed bag of blessings (Gen 49:1-28)
We have a saying that something can be a mixed blessing.  That there is bit of good, but also a bit of bad in something.  Like holidays with the kids at home – that can be a mixed blessing:  to have a more relaxed routine and no uniforms, but then there are the inevitable squabbles and boredom that ensues.  
Church can be a mixed blessing at times.   There is the support you get when times are tough or the special joys you experience in church life.  But then there are also the meetings you find difficult, the sorrows of people leaving, Session decisions that upset you.  It’s a mixed bag.

And what we get in this chapter is a mixed bag of blessings for the sons of Jacob.  Jacob has been in Egypt for 17 years.  He’s nearing death.  He’s called his children to himself, and he blesses them.  Each gets a blessing that is in part based upon their past, and that blessings looks ahead to a very specific future for them.  Now, as we think about this chapter, this is not Jacob speaking about his dreams and aspirations for the future of his children.  This is Jacob declaring prophetically the future for the 12 tribes of Israel.  He is not saying what he hopes will happen, but he is declaring what will be for his sons.  And what will be is a very mixed bag.  

Now, why is this relevant to you?  Why should you care what blessings were foretold for Naphtali or for Issachar?  You can’t even spell the names of the tribe, why should you care what blessing they get?  Well, you should care because these blessings teach us about the way the God works.  But more than that, these blessings teach us about the source of true blessing.  This passage teaches us that if you want to live a full, rich, abundantly blessed life, there’s only one way to do that.  We don’t have time to look at each blessing to each tribe in detail, so we’ll just be focussing on a few this morning.

1.   The first thing we notice is that some blessings are unpleasant
It is clear that this is not a universally positive prophecy that Jacob makes over his children.  He starts with Reuben
.    Reuben was his firstborn son.  And in those days being firstborn was really, really good.  The firstborn got special privileges – they were the leader in the family.  They were the one who would receive a double portion of the family inheritance.  They were in a position of great honour.  And that was Reuben’s position by birth.

But Reuben forfeited that position through his sin.  He sinned by being intimate with Bilhah, one of the concubines of his father.   And so he loses the pre-eminence in the family.  We see that in the flow of Genesis as increasingly his leadership is side-lined.  And we see it also the future of the tribe of Reuben.  They aren’t the biggest and strongest tribe as we’d expect.  And they don’t take a place of leadership.

But if you think the blessing for Reuben is harsh, then it gets worse with Simeon and Levi, doesn’t it?  Jacob distances himself from them and their actions using the strongest language.  He says, ‘Cursed be their anger.’  Remember what these brothers did?  They tricked the Shechemites into being circumcised.  And then, to avenge the honour of their sister Dinah, they murdered them.  And because of this, Jacob foretells that their future will be one of being divided and scattered.  And that’s exactly what happens to them.  When they end up in the land of Canaan, the tribe of Simeon was actually engulfed and incorporated into the tribe of Judah.  They seem to disappear.  And Levi is scattered through all the different tribal lands.  

What does this teach us?  Well, this little section of Scripture is giving us a really robust theology of sin.  I know it’s not popular to talk about sin, and some are already mounting the complaint in their own mind about the sermon – ‘wasn’t it negative this morning?  Why can’t we talk about nice things in church, why all this sin stuff, it’s just not good for my self-esteem.’  Well, it’s not supposed to be good for your self-esteem.  It’s meant to humble us and help us esteem Christ more.  So what does this teach us about sin? 

Firstly, sin is serious.  If you are thinking to yourself, ‘Wow, Jacob is being a bit harsh here with his prophecies’, this is what you’ve forgotten.  Sin is very serious.  The wages of sin is death.  

Secondly sin has consequences.  The future of these tribes was determined in part by the sin of the tribal leaders.  Sin carries with it not just the bitter aftertaste of the guilt and shame, but sometimes the bitter aftertaste of sin’s consequences.  
And thirdly, some sin has multi-generational consequences.  It’s not just Reuben and Simeon and Levi who have to live with the negative consequences of their actions, it’s all their descendants.   It’s their children, and their grandchildren, and their great-grandchildren.  I wonder if that’s the way you think about your own actions and the choices you make today.  They have a way of reaching down through the generations.  Take our attitudes to church life for example.  
What happens when the sin of a parent’s apathy and neglect of the church is passed on to the next generation?  What happens when a father decides that it’s no big deal to be away from worship every second weekend because there is so much sport and tramping to be done, or they’re just so busy pursuing their career that they need a rest on Sunday all morning?  I’ve lived long enough to see what happens when the means of grace and the fellowship of God’s people is neglected by parents.  The parents are able to just scrape by in their faith, and when they are older, they grieve over what they’ve done.  And their children typically grow up to have a big foot in the world, they see no need to sit under preaching or to fellowship with God’s people.  And then their grandchildren, they typically write off Christ and his church as something completely irrelevant for their life.  As Kevin de Young puts it:  The man who attempts Christianity without the church shoots himself in the foot, shoots his children in the leg, and shoots his grandchildren in the heart.”  There are multi-generational effects of sin.
Well, this is all rather depressing, isn’t it?  And that’s what sin is like, isn’t it?  When you really begin to understand it.  It’s black, and it’s dirty, and it’s dark.  And it’s like that to highlight for us the white, and the cleanness, and the light of the grace of God in our Lord Jesus Christ.  And that leads us to our second point.

2.   Our second point is that grace triumphs over sin

The sin of God’s people does not have the final word.  The multi-generational consequences of sin are not inevitable and irreversible.  Our lives don’t have to be defined by our sinful actions - the foolish sins of youth, the sophisticated sins of middle age, the selfish sins of retirement.  Our sin doesn’t mean that God can no longer use us for good in this world.  Because these blessings teach us, that grace triumphs over sin.    We see this at 3 levels:

We see it at the corporate level.  In the grand narrative of the story of Joseph and his brothers that we are looking at, one thing has been very clear to us.  And that is, Jacob has a dysfunctional family full of sinners.  There’s hatred, there’s cruelty, there’s murder, there’s lies, there’s favouritism, there’s sexual sin, there is a lot of muck.  And yet, this is the family that makes up the OT church.  These are the people God has set his love upon and whom he sovereignly decided he would work through.  There’s a lovely note rung in verse 28 ‘All these are the twelve tribes of Israel’.  Clearly, God doesn’t bring people into his family because they have impeccable middle-class morals and values.  
He gathers sinners into his family, and it’s these sinners such as the people of Israel—such as us—that he’s determined to refine and shape so that we will be a holy nation pleasing to him.

But grace also triumphs in the line of Levi.  Levi received the blessing of being scattered.  It’s the same thing God did to the people who were building Babel, he scattered them across the face of the earth.  And Levi was scattered through the tribes of Israel.  But do you remember what the Levite’s did?  It was their job to work at the temple/tabernacle and also to teach the people the law of God.  And because they were scattered through all the tribes of Israel, they actually became a blessing to the tribes of Israel as they taught people about the Lord. Grace was greater than their sin.  The Lord turned the consequence of their father’s curse into a blessing to the people of Israel.  
We see that grace also triumphs in the story of Joseph. in verses 22-26.  There his life is described (in V22) as Joseph being a fruitful bough, watered by a nice spring, whose branches extended over the wall.  The implication is that his fruitfulness extends to be a blessing to others.  But we notice the context in which his fruitfulness comes?  Archers bitterly attacked him. This is the story of Joseph’s life.  The hatred of his brothers, being sold into slavery, the false allegations of Potiphar’s wife, an unjust imprisonment, being forgotten by the cupbearer.  There was sin after sin committed against Joseph.  Yet, through this, God brought Joseph to the throne of Egypt and made him the Saviour of his people.  God used it all to eventually re-unite, in harmony, Joseph and his brothers.  God used it all to bring his people down to Egypt so that they could prosper and be preserved.   What is all this, but God’s grace triumphing over human sin?  

Now, the application here is not, ‘Let’s sin boldly so that God can use it in marvellous ways.’  No, no, no, the application here is, ‘There is comfort for us when we consider our shameful past.’  Have you been addicted to pornography and struggled with it for years?  Well maybe God will use that to enable you to minister to men in this congregation who struggle with that sin.  Have you sinned in ways that you saw your parents’ sin, even though you said, ‘I’ll never do it how they did it’?  And because of that, you can now appreciate the gospel in ways you never could before.  Have you had a marriage that was on the rocks and you made so many mistakes, and because of this it drove you to dependence upon the Lord in a way you never knew before?  What we discover, even in our sin and brokenness, is that God’s grace is greater than all our sin.

3.   The third thing we notice is the source of ultimate blessing 
The most profound blessing belongs to Judah (v8-12).  His blessing stands in stark contrast to the negative blessings that Reuben, Simeon and Levi received.  Because his future is very bright indeed.  In fact, it’s from his tribe that the Messiah, Jesus Christ, is going to come.  This is not what we would anticipate for Judah.  Shouldn’t he have been a little anxious as Jacob addressed Reuben, then Simeon and Levi, and as he saw the negative blessings they received for their sin, shouldn’t he have had that sinking feeling in his gut?  Because this was the man, you will recall, who left the covenant people of God, took to himself an unbelieving wife, treated his daughter-in-law terribly, slept with a prostitute, and who was a first-rate hypocrite.  He deserved a negative blessing, but he received something far different.  Why?  Well, to highlight again the grace of God.  God’s way is not our way, is it?  It’s not the way of salvation earned by merit and righteous living; it is the way of salvation freely given to those who don’t deserve it.  Judah deserved nothing from the Lord.  We deserve nothing from the Lord.  I often hear the question, ‘Why do bad things happen to good people?’  Wrong question.   Firstly, there are no good people for bad things to happen to.  The right question is, ‘Why do good things, happen to bad people?  Why does anything good ever happen to me?  Why good for Judah?’ The answer is God’s grace.

So, what is Judah’s future?  Well, firstly, he is going to be elevated to the highest position in his family.  Even though he’s not the firstborn, his tribe becomes the tribe of leaders and the powerbrokers.  In v8 Jacob tells Judah that his father’s sons will bow down to him (not just his full brothers, but all the brothers).  This echoes exactly what God told Joseph in his dreams.  But in the future, it’s not Joseph who will take centre stage, it’s Judah.  It’s interesting, isn’t it?  If anyone was the likely candidate to be greatest amongst the 12 tribes, to be the forerunner of the Messiah, who is the most likely?  Surely Joseph.  He outshines all his brothers, chapter after chapter in his faithfulness and devotion to God.  And yet it’s Judah who gets this wonderful blessing.  Why?  Again, it’s to show it’s about God’s grace, not about man’s efforts and deserving.  

Secondly, we see the tribe of Judah is going to be strong and powerful.  Judah is likened to a lion’s cub – an animal that easily overpowers his prey, the king of the jungle.  And that’s why Jesus is known as the Lion of the tribe of Judah – it speaks of his power to break the chains of sin, to set the prisoner free, to destroy the work the devil, to conquer death itself.

And finally, we see that Judah is going to be the royal tribe - the sceptre and the staff are not going to be part of Judah’s family history.  They are the line of kings.  And in v10 we see a clear prophecy of the coming Messiah.  There is a particular member of the tribe of Judah who will arise in the future.  He is the one to whom rule belongs by right – rule belongs to him by right of who he is.  And we’re told something here of what Jesus and his coming reign will be like.  It’s a beautiful picture.  V11 ‘he will tether his donkey to a vine, he will wash his garments in wine.  You might think this is a very unusual picture.  But both images are saying the same thing.  Jesus will bring in a reign of prosperity.  I’ll just look at the second image – washing in wine.  This is obviously not trying to give us theology of cleaning products.  It’s trying to create an impression upon our imaginations.  If you saw someone washing their socks in nice Hawkes Bay Merlot, you’d say, ‘What a waste! You paid good money for that, you’re supposed to drink it, not use it for washing.’ 
But if wine is just as plentiful as water that you can wash your clothes in it, then it makes sense.  And if wine is so abundant like that, what kind of age are you living in?  You are living in an age of unparalleled blessing.  It’s an age of abundance.  The reign of Jesus brings unparalleled blessing and prosperity to his people.  All the spiritual riches that are found in him in this life.  And then in the life to come, a new heaven and a new earth where Christ’s abundance will be enjoyed in its fullness.

Have you ever wondered what Jesus looked like, congregation?  We’re told here in v12 that his eyes will be darker than wine and his teeth whiter than milk.  Now, please don’t think this means Jesus had dark eyes and really good teeth.  This is not trying to give us a literal picture of what Jesus looks like but it’s trying to tell us what he is like.  And what we are being told here is that Jesus is wonderfully attractive.  This is the language of a poet, waxing lyrical about the one who’s captured their heart.  So this messiah, this Jesus, is magnificent and captivating and deeply attractive.  Not in what he looks like, but in his character.  In his compassion to needy people.  In his tenderness with those who are hurting.  In his patience with his foolish disciples.  In his wisdom in knowing what to say and when to say it.  In his willingness to call sinners to follow him to share his life and enjoy his company.  In his humility as he washes his disciples’ feet.  In his self-sacrifice, as he lays his life down for his people.

Is that how you think of Jesus?  Appealing, fascinating, wonderfully delightful?  Seeing Jesus like this, as he really is, is the driving force of the Christian life. This is what evangelism is congregation—it’s simply telling people, ‘Let me introduce you to the most wonderful man I have ever met; there’s no-one like him.  He’s just magnificent and I want to tell you about him.’
This is what worship is, congregation.  It’s not coming here to go through some religious rituals—and, thankfully, I only have to do it once a Sunday.  It’s coming to behold the one who is altogether lovely.  It’s coming to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord.  
This is what living a holy life is all about.  It’s fighting against sin so my sin doesn’t impede my view of the magnificence of Jesus Christ.  He is wonderfully attractive and alluring, isn’t he congregation?    

So here are the blessings for the 12 tribes of Israel.  But we’re also told that the obedience of the nations will come to him – to Jesus (10).  Jesus is not just the Messiah for Israel (the 12 tribes), he is the world’s Messiah.   Many of you will know the story of Eric Lidell, and how he gave up an Olympic gold medal by not running on a Sunday in the event he was favourite to win.  But many of you may not know that not long after that, Lidell left track and field to become a missionary in China.  He was at the Edinburgh Waverley Train station.  The national hero was departing the shores of Scotland and a crowd was there to see him off.  He shouted to them ‘Christ for the world, for the world needs Christ’.  He didn’t know what else to say, so he started singing the words of the great Isaac Watts hymn.  And so, as the train left the station, the crowd joined: ‘Jesus shall reign wherever the sun, does its successive journeys run, his kingdom spread from shore to shore, till moons shall wax and wane no more.  Blessings abound wherever he reigns, the prisoner leaps to lose his chains, the weary find eternal rest, and all the sons of want are blest.’

He’s the Christ for the world.  So if you don’t yet know him, you might think you are blessed.  You might have cars and friends and houses and your latest i-this and that.  But true blessing is found only in Jesus.  Blessing is found in living under his rule and submitting to his authority.  Blessing is found in being washed clean of your sin through his blood shed on the cross.  Blessing is found in coming to know how magnificent he really is.  Why don’t you accept his invitation and enjoy that blessing? 

And if you do know him already.  If you are a Christian this morning, you know that Jesus is not a mixture of good and bad.  Your life, to be sure, might be a mixture of good and bad things.  But Christ himself is no mixed blessing.  In him is undiluted, full strength, unmixed blessings of sheer delight and goodness.  Blessings abound wherever he reigns, the prisoner leaps to lose his chains, the weary find eternal rest, and all the sons of want are blest.’  AMEN
� And the way the chapter is structured is not the strict birth order of the twelve sons of Jacob, but with the family groupings.   So the children of Leah first, then the children of Bilhah and Zilpah, and then finally the children of Rachel.  





