A good death (Gen 49:29-50:26)
As many of you are aware, there is a select committee appointed by the New Zealand parliament studying end of life issues.  One of the issues that is clearly in their sights is the issue of euthanasia.  Euthanasia means, literally, a good death.  What is a good death?  Some say a good death is being able to choose when and where you die.  Some people say a good death is making the choice not to be a burden on society and your family and ending it all.  Some say that there is no purpose to suffering and the only way to die with dignity is to end the suffering.  These are not thoughts and beliefs that will lead to a good death.  But what are?  What does it mean to die well?  There is a good death—a euthanasia that God approves of.  And we see it here in the deaths of Jacob and Joseph.

People like to hear practical sermons.  What could be more practical than this: hearing a sermon that prepares you for your death?  Because there’s some pretty telling statistics when it comes to death: one out of every one people will die.  In a fallen world, that’s how life works.  It ends in death.  Woody Allen said, ‘I’m not afraid of death, I just don’t want to be there when it happens.’  But we will all be there when it happens.  We can’t get away from it.  We can try and ignore it, which is all part of our modern world, and we use euphemisms for death to help calm our fears – it’s just ‘passing on’.  But it’s a reality we all have to face if Christ doesn’t return in our lifetime.  So we learn here, in this final chapter of Genesis, what it means to have a good death.    

1. Firstly, we see that a good death involves a hope for the life to come.  
We see this in 49:29-50:14. There we have recorded for us the death of Jacob.  He’s at the ripe old age of 147.  He’s just gathered all his family before him, all his sons, and in a solemn ceremony he has uttered a prophecy over his sons.  And the highlight of the prophecy was that a king was going to come out the tribe of Judah, who would be powerful and beautiful and all nations would come to him.  King Jesus.  And then he gives an instruction to his sons about where his body is to be buried.  It’s an instruction that is full of faith and hope.  

Some people say this is actually Jacob’s finest hour.  The man who has been a twister, a heel-grabber, a master deceiver for much of his life—trying to get all he could out of life by his own wisdom and his own might.  The man who showed favouritism in his family, to both his wives and his children, creating problem after problem.  
He finally comes to his closing hour, and he evidences a firm trust in his God.  He dies well.  What an encouragement to us when we look back over the course of our lives.  We might have made a mess of our families.  We might have personal flaws that run as deep as the Grand Canyon.  We might not have succeeded at much in this life.  But we can still die well.  We can die with our hope and trust fixed firmly upon the Lord.  

Jacob talks about being gathered to his people.  He doesn’t say, ‘I’m about to enter oblivion.  I’m about to go out of existence.’  He doesn’t believe that this life is all there is, and then there is just blackness.  In fact, the Egyptians didn’t believe that either.  The reason they embalmed people is because of their belief that life could be everlasting.  And you needed your body if you were to have a continual existence after death, and keeping your body preserved in as life-like form as possible was important.  Being gathered to his people doesn’t mean that he’s going to be in the same burial plot as his ancestors.  It’s an idiom that means he believes his soul is going to be re-united with the souls of those who have gone before him into the afterlife.  Why?  Because his ancestors have all followed the same Lord into that afterlife.  And all those who have trusted in the Lord will be together beyond the grave.  
And because of this future hope, look at how Jacob faces his death. He pulls his legs up into his bed, and breathes his last.  It’s a picture of willing submission to death.   Jacob is not fighting saying, ‘I don’t want to go, there’s still too much left on my bucket list, I want to enjoy more time with the grandkids, and have a few more fishing trips along the Nile, and I really wish I could make the big 150, so I’m gonna fight.’  Most people die against their will, don’t they? —fighting all the way.  But he is dying willingly, ready to go, ready to go to His Lord and his God.   How can you die willingly?  Only if you believe that being with Christ is better than anything this world has to offer.  Only if you have faith that after death, you will experience a joy and a happiness that cannot be matched in this life.  Then you can say with the Apostle Paul, ‘to depart and be with Christ is better by far.’  And the more we see how precious it is to be with him, the more we will be ready to willingly submit to our own deaths when they come.
2.  So a good death involves the hope of the life to come, and secondly it involves an abiding trust in the Lord (50:15-21)
No sooner is Jacob laid to rest, than the skeletons in the family history of Joseph come back to haunt the brothers.  They fear that Joseph has been treating them well just because Dad has been around.  And now that Dad is gone, they think they are going to cop it.  And so they send him a message, supposedly from his father, asking for forgiveness.  The text doesn’t say, but there is every indication here that Jacob’s brothers are telling a lie.  And Jacob is deeply grieved by the implications that he will treat his brothers poorly.  He weeps – again.

So the brothers feel guilty still, don’t they?   it’s been 17 years since their reconciliation, and about 45 years since their despicable act of selling Joseph into slavery.  They’ve been forgiven and reconciled, but the guilt feelings still come.  Have you been there?  And how does Joseph feel?  Well, he feels compassion and love for his brothers, and this comes to expression in his words and conduct.  He tells them not to be afraid.  He reminds them that He’s not God.  And then he assures them that he will continue to look after them and their children.  How kind, how tender, how gracious, how God-like all this is.  But it’s also instructive for us when we think about what forgiveness really is.

Notice what forgiveness is here.  It’s having the right theology. In v19, Joseph says, ‘Am I in the place of God?’.  What’s God’s place?  It’s God’s place alone to dish out the appropriate penalty for the debt of sin.  And Joseph is saying, ‘It’s not my job to call in the debt of sin.’  There is a massive debt the brothers have incurred for their sin against Joseph. Joseph remembers what they did.  He hasn’t forgotten, forgiving is not forgetting.  Forgiving is not holding the debt against the person who has sinned against you.  It’s not allowing that debt to affect the relationship.  So Joseph won’t make his brothers pay by giving them the cold shoulder.  Or by bringing what they did up at every family gathering.  Or by avoiding them.  Or by having little digs at them about what they were like.  He won’t take God’s place.
Refusing to forgive someone is a denial of what’s at the heart of the Christian faith.  At the heart of the Christian faith is the cross of Christ.  And on that cross Jesus Christ makes a sacrifice for the debt of our sin.  And that sacrifice is all-sufficient.  It pays for every last debt of sin.  So if you refuse to forgive another believer—children, if you refuse to forgive your parents for not doing something they promised, and you decide you’re going to make life difficult for them for the next few months—do you know what you’re saying?  
You’re saying, ‘God might be satisfied with Christ’s death as a sufficient payment for their sin, but my standard is higher and I won’t forgive.’  If you refuse to forgive your spouse and you let something they’ve done colour how you treat them, then you’re saying, ‘Christ’s death is not enough, I’m going to extract a little more punishment.’  If you refuse to forgive another church member, and they’ve sinned against you so you stay away from them or remove yourself to another church, it’s saying the same thing: ‘Christ’s sacrifice is not enough.  I need more satisfaction.’  But congregation, Jesus Christ is an all-sufficient Saviour, who’s given an all-sufficient sacrifice for the sin of all his people, and so I must forgive.  I can’t not forgive.

But what’s the tragedy is all this?  The tragedy in all this is that the brothers simply didn’t trust Joseph.  After all the years of kindness, after all the years of his provision for them, after all the demonstrations of the fact that he had forgiven them, they still didn’t trust him.  Had he given them any reason not to?  What a dagger must have gone through his heart when he got that message from his brothers.

But this isn’t just some ancient tragedy.  This is a tragedy that recurs time and time again in our own day, and in our own lives.  One of the reasons that people who understand the gospel and who comprehend the Christian faith don’t become Christians is simply because they don’t think Jesus can be trusted.  If you refuse to put your faith in Jesus and follow him, what you’re really saying is, ‘I don’t trust you, Jesus.’  When a person says, ‘my sin is too big to be forgiven, too long-standing for Jesus to deal with’, what that says is, ‘Jesus can’t be trusted to deal with all my sin.’  When a person says, ‘I won’t follow Christ because I want to live my life the way I want’, that’s a refusal to trust that the way of our Saviour is the way that is best for us.  

Don’t we do that as well, congregation?  We simply don’t trust Jesus.  When something goes wrong in our lives, and we start shaking our fist at God for the sickness or the loss, what are we saying?  We’re saying, ‘Jesus, I don’t really trust you to be with me and love me through this trial.’  When something goes wrong in the church and times are tough and we feel like despairing, what are we saying?  We’re saying, ‘Jesus, I don’t really trust you to work through this and help me.’  When we get angry because God hasn’t made our lives work out the way we hoped they would, we’re saying, ‘Jesus, I don’t really trust that you know best for my life.’   When we refuse to think about death, and want to hang on to this life with all our energy, we’re saying, ‘Jesus, I don’t really trust you to take me to the place you have prepared for me.’  
And what a dagger that must send through heart of our Saviour.  But Jesus calls to us this morning again, and he says, ‘Trust me.  Won’t you trust me, I love you, I came into this world for you, I’ve been faithful to you, I’ve died for you, I know what’s best for you, won’t you trust me?’  What joy it must give our Saviour to know that we trust him fully.  
Finally, we see that a good death involves clinging to the promises of God
At the end of the Joseph narrative in verses 22-26, we read of the great blessings upon Joseph in his latter life.  He lived to a ripe old age, he got to see his great, great grandchildren.  Yet for all his greatness as a man, for all the blessings that he’s enjoyed in life, as he comes to the point of death, he’s not reflecting on achievements, he’s got one thing on his mind.  He’s got the promises of God on his mind.  In particular, he’s got God’s promise of land on his mind.  In his covenant promises to Abraham and his people, God guaranteed his people a place.  A land.  The land of Canaan.  It typified the new heaven and the new earth that would be given to all God’s people.  That’s our promise today, the promise of a place.  So the great promise that sustained Joseph in death was the promise of a place where God would dwell with his people, living in fellowship with them, as he did at the very beginning of the Bible.  And so that’s where Joseph wanted to be, in that land.  So he says, ‘Take my bones there when God brings you there.’    
It’s interesting that when you get to the book of Hebrews, and you get the great hall of heroes of the faith, and Joseph is mentioned, what do you think is recorded of his great faith?  It could be the fact that he kept the faith, despite being sold into slavery and mistreated for so long.  It could be his great accomplishment of saving Egypt and his family from death.  It could be his great heart and his willingness to forgive—so God-like.  But do you know what he’s commended for?  He’s commended for this!  That he died clinging to the promise of God.  By faith he expected God to take his people out of Egypt and bring his bones down to Canaan.  And I want you to notice two things about the promise that Joseph is clinging to.  
Firstly, note that there is tension between the promise of God and the reality of what was experienced.  Joseph had the promises of God, but he didn’t see them all fulfilled in his lifetime. He had the promise that he would possess the land, but he spent most of his life in Egypt and his family only ever owned one little burial plot in the land of Canaan.  That’s the way it is with many of God’s promises.
Often, there is a tension between what is promised and what we experience.  There is the tension between the promise that all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to our Lord Jesus Christ and yet you see dictators ruining entire countries, ISIS destroying the church in the Middle East.  We have the promise from the Lord that he will never leave nor forsake us, yet at times we don’t feel the light of his face smiling upon us, we feel like we’re in the darkness.   We have the promise that if we trust in Jesus Christ, we are blessed with immeasurable riches and every spiritual blessing, yet we feel like we are not blessed. There is a tension between what God promises, and what we see and experience in the circumstances of our life.  Joseph was dead and buried.  But he knew that didn’t mean that God’s promises were dead and buried.

Secondly, note the comfort of God’s promises.  The last words in the book of Genesis find Joseph in a coffin.  He’s dead.  It’s a rather depressing ending to a book that began in such a marvellous way.  It began with life, the origins of life, a world brimming with life, but it ends in death with a box full of bones in Egypt.  So the question that must be asked is, is it all over then?  Is this the end of God’s promise?  Is death the victor over life in the plans and purposes of God?  Well, Joseph tells us that he’s confident it is not the end.  It’s not the end of God’s promises.  Death will not have the last word.  He says it twice, in v24 and v25.  ‘Surely God will come to visit you… Surely God will come to visit you.  And when he does, you take my bones to the promised land.’
The end of Genesis leaves us in limbo.  It leaves us waiting for the next episode.  Like any good Netflix series, you’re watching it, and 5 minutes before the end the main in character is in some cell being tortured, and no-one knows where they are, it looks like it is the end, and you think, ‘They can’t resolve this in 5 minutes.’  And you get to the end of the episode and the words ‘To Be Continued…’ go across the screen.  Well, this is God’s ‘To Be Continued…’; ‘I will come to visit you.  Death won’t be the last word.’  And God did come to visit his people, didn’t he? That’s what the book of Exodus is all about.  The death of Joseph wasn’t the end.  But God has surely visited us in his Messiah, in Jesus Christ.  He came to this earth as a man, and he was crucified on a cruel cross, and he was laid in a tomb.  It looked like life had died.  
But on third day he rose from the dead.  And you can go to Israel and visit the tomb where they think his body was laid, and you will see the sign ‘He is not here, he is risen.’  And he rose again that death might not have the last word.  That’s the comfort of the gospel, isn’t it?  He died and he came to life, that we might not die but have eternal life.  The story doesn’t end with a box of bones in Egypt.   The story of our life, if we are in Christ, won’t end with a box of bones in some Canterbury cemetery.  The story will end in life.  Because Jesus Christ will visit us again and then death will be finally and forever swallowed up in victory.  And we will know life that is really life.  Isn’t that a promise worth clinging to?   

AMEN.

