Summing it all Up (Genesis 50:20)

There are many TV shows with famous catchphrases.  You hear the phrase, and immediately you think of a show, the character who said it, and all that that character and show represented.  It’s the trademark of a show.

So, let’s see how much TV this congregation watches.  See if you know some of the following:
‘Yabba dabba do!’ – it’s our ill-tempered friend Fred Flintstone from the classic animated kids’ programme The Flintstones.
‘Watch you talkin’ about Willis’ – it’s that family comedy drama called Different Strokes.

For the science fiction fans, how about, ‘Live long and prosper’? – it’s our friend Dr Spock from Star Trek, his trademark farewell.

Now, here’s a harder one.  How about: ‘I love it when a plan comes together’? That’s from The A-Team, when they have pulled off some amazing heist or rescue mission; Colonel Hannibal would chomp on his cigar and say to his crew: ‘I love it when a plan comes together.’  It was the trademark phrase of the show.  
You might be thinking, ‘What does all this have to do with anything?  This is all just meaningless trivia.’  And it is.  But this is not all just a meaningless introduction to get you interested.  ‘I love it when a plan comes together’, could actually be the summary of the story of Joseph and his brothers, couldn’t it?  It would encapsulate the truth that has come across in every page of these chapters that God has had a wonderful plan through all the years of heartache and pain and suffering this family has faced.  And it’s all come together.  It’s all worked out in the end, just how God planned.  And there is a trademark verse that encapsulates this truth.  If you can’t remember anything from what we’ve looked at from Genesis, you need to remember this, v20: ‘You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good…
’  

As we’ve gone through the narratives of the Joseph story, we’ve seen that God’s fingerprints are all over it.  And the amazing thing is, his fingerprints weren’t just over the good stuff.  It wasn’t just his fingerprints on Joseph’s elevation to the highest in the land.  Or his being blessed with a family and children.  God’s fingerprints were also over Joseph’s sufferings.  His sale into slavery.  Him being falsely accused and then imprisoned.  His being forgotten and left to rot in prison.  

If you remember right back to our second sermon, we called this providence.  It’s God’s good government of our lives.

‘You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good.’  Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, that’s a trademark verse that’s not just going to help you in a trivia night.  That’s a trademark verse that you need.  When you are suffering the dark night of the soul and you are asking, ‘Why, Lord? I don’t understand what you are doing, how could this be happening to me?’ Here’s what you hang on to – ‘You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.’  When others around you are suffering and you think to yourself, ‘What a waste.  I can’t comprehend why God would bring this hardship on that family, that person.’  Here’s what you hang on to – ‘You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.’  This is the kind of theology that’s going to give you somewhere to stand when life just doesn’t make sense.  So we’re going to consider a number of things about God’s providence this morning

1.  Firstly, it’s personal.

This is the clear teaching of v20:  God intended it for good.  This might be very obvious to you, and perhaps it should be obvious to us all, but providence is personal.  It’s not some machine or computer that controls our lives.  It’s not a force like karma.  It’s not our genetics that determine the course of our existence.  It’s a person, a living being, God himself.  The LORD, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  He’s the one personally involved in every detail of our lives.  It’s not just that he comes down and gets involved from time to time.  No, he’s involved in every moment, of every day, governing your life in each and every aspect.  We can’t separate this doctrine of God’s providence, from God himself.  He’s the one in control.  
The fact that providence is personal can be either terribly disturbing for you, or it can be delightful to you.  And it all depends on one thing: who is God?  Who is God?  If he’s a harsh, uncaring, untrustworthy person who enjoys wreaking havoc in our lives—who actually despises humans; who is like the despots of this world, just concerned with feathering their own nests—then this teaching that God governs your life will be repulsive to you.  But if you believe that God is tender and kind and full of grace and compassion.  That he is all-wise and that he works all things not just for his own glory but also for the good of his people, then this is a comforting truth.  If you asked most people today to finish this sentence, ‘God is …’, then they would say, ‘God is love.’  But when it comes to his providential government of our lives, sometimes we lose sight of this.  
When sorrows like sea billows roll, we tend to believe that, all of a sudden, we say God is hard.  Or God is uncaring.  Or God has forgotten.  And we have to remember, providence is personal.  It’s tied in with who God is.  

How do you know who God is?  This is where a great danger comes in.   Our temptation is to look at circumstances of our lives, and then we try to extrapolate from that what kind of God he is.  You might be an unbeliever, and your life is going so smoothly and things couldn’t be better, so you think, ‘God must really delight in me and be completely unconcerned with by refusal to submit to Jesus, because life is going so sweetly.’  But if you don’t have faith in Christ, God is not for you but against you, however pleasant your circumstances might be.  And if you are a Christian, your life might be a mess.  Maybe you’ve never had a job you liked; you’ve stopped counting how many times you’ve had to go to the doctors; you’ve failed miserably in your marriage; you get every traffic light red, and you think, ‘God really must be so unkind and so unloving.’  But it’s not the circumstances of our lives that inform our view of God, it’s our view of God that informs how we interpret the circumstances of our lives.

Elizabeth Elliot, a famous Christian author, had 3 husbands.  Her first husband, Jim Elliot, was murdered in cold blood by spears and bows and arrows in the hands of the primitive people he was trying to reach for Christ. Her second husband died of cancer. Elizabeth wrote this, “The experiences of my life are not such that I could infer from them necessarily that God is good, gracious and merciful. To have had one husband murdered and another one disintegrated, body, soul and spirit through cancer, is not what men would call proof of the love of God. In fact, in our experience there are many times when it looks like the very opposite to God being loving.   My belief in the love of God is not by inference or instinct. It is by faith.”  
Isn’t that helpful, congregation?  It is by faith in how God has revealed himself in the person of our Lord Jesus Christ that we can understand who he is.  As we look to Jesus, we can understand just how gracious and merciful and kind and compassionate our God is, and then we can come to trust in his providence.  Sometimes people say, ‘Things will work out OK in the end.’  But things don’t work themselves out.  God—this gracious, merciful, personal God—he works things out.  He bends things, and untwists things, and even uses the sin and heartache of others to work things out just the way he wants them.  God’s providence is personal.

2.  So providence is personal, but it’s also progressive

What I mean by this is that God’s providence works itself out over time.  It’s not always immediately clear what God is doing or where he is taking his plans.  And sometimes, we can’t see until years later what God has been doing in certain events and difficulties.  That’s because God’s providence is progressive.   Now, I can’t prove this, but I’m pretty sure that Joseph wasn’t sitting in his prison cell, thinking to himself, ‘God meant all this for good.  I can see it so clearly now: God put me here in prison, as an innocent sufferer, because I’m going to meet the king’s cup bearer one day, and then a couple of years after that he’s going to get a hearing with Pharoah, and through that I’m going to become the governor of Egypt and I’m going to work things out with my family, and it will all go well.’  More than likely he was thinking, ‘I don’t’ understand.  I did the right thing, and here I am suffering.  Could it really get any worse for me?’  It was only with the passage of time that Joseph could make the confession, ‘You meant it for evil, God meant it for God.’
Only God has the full picture, brothers and sisters.  We’ve got just a little piece of the picture.  And the jigsaw that God is working on is enormous.  God’s jigsaw encompasses the entire world, the entirety of human history, and the entirety of his purposes for this world.  I marvel at those people who can put together those massive 20,000-piece jigsaw puzzles.  If God’s providence was a jigsaw puzzle, how many pieces would it be?  Billions of pieces.  And he’s progressively putting those pieces together through all of human history, including the pieces of our lives, and only he has the full picture.  So when we cry out at times, ‘God I don’t understand, I don’t know what you’re doing in my life. I can’t see how all this suffering and pain makes sense.’  God would turn to us and say ‘Of course you don’t my dear child.  You’ve only got one little piece of the jigsaw, and you can’t see how it fits into my marvellous landscape of human history.’  We get all frustrated with this little piece of the jigsaw we have, and God calls to us and says, ‘Trust me.  I’m putting together the full picture.  And it’s going to take time.’
There’s a poem the reminds us of this truth.  It goes like this:   

My Father’s way may twist and turn, My heart may throb and ache
But in my soul I’m glad; I know He’s making no mistake.
 
My cherished plans may go astray; My hopes may fade away,
But still I’ll trust my Lord to lead, For He does know the way.
 

There’s so much now I cannot see, My eyesight’s far too dim;
But, come what may, I’ll simply trust And leave it all to Him.
 
For by and by the mist will lift And plain in all He’ll make,
Through all the way, though dark to me, He made not one mistake.
Brothers and Sisters, one day the mist will lift.  It might not be in this lifetime.  It might be in the next lifetime.  And then we will come to see how God fit together all the puzzle pieces of our broken, difficult and painful lives, and used them for his glorious plans and purposes in this world.

So providence is personal, it’s progressive, and it’s also purposeful

God’s good government of our lives is designed with a particular purpose in mind.  Notice that Joseph articulates what that was in his own case.  He says in v20 that God wanted to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  God wasn’t rolling the dice through Joseph’s suffering to see what kind of numbers would turn up in the end.  God’s government of Joseph’s life had a very specific end in mind – the physical salvation of the world at that time.  And as we come to consider the book of Genesis as a whole, we see how purposeful God is in all that he is doing in the lives of his people.  Sometimes we talk about people multitasking.  They can do several things at once (usually not very well).  But here is a new word for you to remember, God is a God who multi-purposes.  He’s just got so many purposes going all through these chapters that it boggles our little brains.
There is his purpose in Joseph as an individual.  We see the progression from Joseph as a young teenager who doesn’t know how to hold his peace and blurts out his dreams, to a man who is mature and gracious and godly in his old age.  
There is his purpose in the family, bringing Joseph’s brothers to the point of confession and repentance, and then uniting them together as they are reconciled.  
There is his purpose in Judah, showing him his own lack of righteousness and transforming him from a selfish man to man willing to lay down his life for his father.  
There is his purpose in the life of Jacob, the man who played favourites and who then had to learn to let go of Benjamin and entrust him to God’s care, and let God be God.  

Then there are the bigger purposes of God’s unfolding plan to redeem a people to be his very own.  There is his salvation of the family of Jacob from famine.  There is the selection of Judah as the one through whom the Messiah will come.  There is God bringing his people down to Egypt.  There is God making his people prosper in Egypt as promised to Abraham—that they would be a great nation.  Multi-purposing.  

Isn’t God wise!  Is this the God you believe in?  The God who can take even the greatest suffering in your life, and in his gracious and good hands, he can have multiple purposes for it.  Don Carson gives a wonderful example of this in one of his books.  He asks us to imagine godly mother who’s just been diagnosed with stage 4 breast cancer, and we ask, ‘What is God doing in all this?’ And then he hypothesizes about God’s multi-purposes in it all.  He says that God might be simply allowing the effects of the fall to take their course, to remind us that we will all die and then face judgement.  It might be that she is being prepared for eternity, because now she has the time to face her death and put things right with others.  It may be that he is shocking her covenant-breaking 20-year-old son to make him consider his life before God.  He may be using her joy in the Lord in the midst of suffering to call another of her children to himself.  He may be showing the church what it means to die well, as there are going to be a number of deaths in the year ahead in the congregation.  He may be teaching the minister to slow down and care for his family instead of being so busy with ministry.  Her funeral might be the means by which a number of her unconverted friends and family for whom she has been praying, come to faith.  
And he concludes by saying, ‘I’ve barely started a list of possible things God may be doing, and I have a small brain.  What does the omniscient God think he is doing?  Sometimes we have to cover our mouths and confess in faith, that we cannot possibly grasp all that God is doing when someone suffers.’  Do you believe that, congregation?  We can’t grasp all that God is doing.  And in this life, we only get a glimpse of all that God is doing.  And in the life to come, as we discover, progressively, all that God is doing, we will not cover our mouths, we will open them and praise God that he was working his purposes in so many different ways.    
And I want you to notice that in both the case of Joseph, and the case of the woman who is dying of cancer, where is God mostly working?  He’s mostly working in the lives of other people.  Our questions so often when suffering comes is, ‘Why is God doing this to me?’  We are very me-focused.  Have you ever thought to yourself: ‘I really didn’t get much out of the service today’?  Well, what if the service didn’t exist entirely for you?  What if today, everyone apart from you is going to be either encouraged, or rebuked, or comforted, or emboldened, and they are going to go forth rejoicing—even if you get nothing out of the service?  Wouldn’t that be marvellous?  In his grace and mercy, he is personally very interested in us.  But our theology can never stop with me.  He’s interested in me because his great purpose in my life is to use me to bring blessing to others for the praise of his glory.   
As one author put it: God’s kingdom is not being built in order that it may be subservient to me, but my life is being employed in order that is may be subservient in his kingdom’ [Sinclair Ferguson].  Or to put it more simply, it’s not all about me, it’s all about Christ and his kingdom.

In fact, the main purpose God has in all the sufferings of Joseph is to point us not to self, but to Jesus Christ.  His purpose was to exalt Jesus in the life of Joseph.  We see that in the way Joseph is a pattern for the life of Christ.  How Jesus like is Joseph?  He’s hated by his brothers, he’s betrayed by them for a few pieces of silver, he’s falsely accused and imprisoned, he suffers humiliation after humiliation.  But then God exalts him.  Just like he exalted Jesus, raising him from the dead, so that Jesus too might save many lives—the lives of so many men and women and boys and girls all through human history.  Pilate and the chief priests and Pharisees mean it for evil.  But God used it for good.  For the salvation that we enjoy.   God’s chief purpose is to bring glory to the Lord Jesus Christ.

I mentioned that earlier in our series, that the only reason that the Joseph story is here is so that the Jesus story can continue.  Joseph is caught up in the great story of God sending his son into the world.  Because if there was no Joseph, there would have been no tribe of Judah through whom Jesus would come.  So the tears and the sorrows of Joseph’s life served the purpose of bringing forth Jesus Christ, so that he might be glorified.  

And that is what God is ultimately doing in the lives of all his people.  He’s caught us up in this grand story of his, to save a people who would declare the praises of Jesus Christ.  And he intends to bring glory to Jesus through what he works in our lives.  Through the sufferings, through the hardships, through the decades of life we might be given, through the perplexing circumstances we might face, his great purpose is that Jesus might get the glory.  That he might get the glory because our faith hasn’t failed—because he’s held onto us.  That he might get the glory because we still praise him even though, humanly speaking, we’ve got nothing to praise him about.  That he might get the glory, that we tell others of a faithful Saviour who can do for them, what he’s done for us.   That he might get the glory as we are conformed to the likeness of Jesus Christ even through our sufferings.     

Brothers and Sisters, I heard a sermon on this passage when I was about 18 years old.  And the preacher entitled it ‘The 50:20 Rule.’  The 50:20 rule.  And I’ve always remembered the 50:20 rule: ‘God meant it for good.’  But you need more than a rule, don’t you, when you are going through the muck and mire that Joseph went through, and which I know that many of you have gone through, or you are currently going through.  You need to know that there is a good God working in your life, and he’s putting together all the puzzle pieces of your sufferings and hardships, fitting them in to his beautiful landscape, and he’s doing this because his purpose is to glorify his son through you.  How do I know all this?  How can we be sure of this?   Because he did the same thing in Joseph’s life, and he did the same thing in Jesus’s life.  And he will do the same thing I the lives of all those who are part of his family.  And that’s why this trademark verse is not trivia, but it’s the anchor your soul needs:  God meant it for good.  AMEN

� Genesis 45:5-8.  





