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Sweet and Hard Providences
Genesis 49:28-50:26

Life is full of obstacles. We have all experienced those hard times when life takes a
sharp turn that throws us off balance. How you think about life will make a great dif-
ference how you respond to those times. The lens of your heart, the focus of your
thinking, will determine how well you handle the hard providences.

One of the hardest providences is coming to the end of life. <Story of my Dad’s
death ending with Romans 8:28>

This text is filled that sort of obstacle as well. In it there is dying and grieving and
responding to life’s hardships. Once again, it looks as though God’s promises may be
dim and His purposes unfulfilled. His people are in Egypt, not the Promised Land.
We are gathered around the death bed of Jacob, the clan’s last great patriarch. The
tears are probably starting to flow. Most of us can feel the hardness of this moment.
And yet, mingled in is a certain sweetness as well.

Mourning in Hope (49:28-50:14)
Jacob had gathered his boys around and blessed, prophesying of their destiny as
God’s purposes and their character will intertwine down through the centuries.

Faith in the Dying (49:28-33)
Jacob exhibits faith as he dies. He believes the promises of God concerning the
land. So he commands his sons to lay him to rest in the land where the patriarchs
were buried. This field had been purchased and set aside for their graves. He
wants to be buried in the land God promised in the place of his fathers.

How does this kind of faith both encourage and challenge us? It is hard for us to
answer a question like this because we avoid thinking about dying. Our culture is
a lot about the pursuit of eternal youth. Christians are also often poured into the
world’s mold of focusing on our looks, our health, our diet and so on. | have
heard all the arguments that we are stewards of our bodies and so... No, | think
too often that is simply a veneer of spirituality over deep seated cravings largely
shaped by our world.

Why do | say this? Because when we talk about dying you become distinctly un-
comfortable. You do not want to think about dying. It is something far away. It is
an enemy to be avoided at all costs, yes. But, like everything else, if we do not
think about it Biblically and plan for it practically, it will come up on us and we
will not be prepared. Jacob has come to the time of his death in faith. He has
thought about what believing God means for when life ends. And so, he dies
well.
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The Puritans were convinced that unless one was ready to die well, one would
not live well. They left us a great legacy of both. They lived well in the midst of
sweet and hard providences. And they died well with faith and humility. So let us
determine that we will die well — that we will so grow in our faith in God and our
walk with God that the day of our dying will be a passing through from dimness
to unimaginable brightness.

Faith in the Grieving (50:1-14)

Joseph exhibits faith as he grieves. It is a faith that obeys. It is a faith that goes to
great lengths even in the midst of great sadness and loss to keep his word and
honor his father.

Joseph moves with quiet determination. This was going to take quite a long time.
He orders the embalming, which would take 40 days. Israel (Jacob) would be
embalmed in the Egyptian fashion. They had almost perfected the art. Their sci-
ence of embalming has left us Egyptian mummies giving us opportunities to
study the Egyptians as people. It is quite possible then that Jacob was embalmed
and placed in a sarcophagus.

In the Egyptian culture, the proper period for mourning was seventy days. Joseph
chooses to follow the customs around him, still determined to take his father
home to Canaan. At the end of the time, he seeks and is granted permission to
visit Canaan and bury his father. So great is his witness to the Egyptians that
when he goes, a great host of Egyptians goes up with him. All of the court and
many of the people trek to Canaan to grieve with Joseph. Yet, the respect he has
earned and relationships he has built were never at the expense of his testimony.
All know that this man is full of faith in God.

Upon their arrival in Canaan, Joseph and the Israelites all begin to express their
grief in their own way. It is a time of deep lament and much weeping. The Ca-
naanites are surprised at the great grief and the great company of Egyptians who
join in with sorrow and sympathy. So they bring Jacob to his resting place and
bury him in the field with his fathers and his beloved wife.

We are challenged by this kind of faith. We are too often and too easily derailed
by difficulty. But this is exactly the right time to demonstrate a great faith, a faith
that will commit to delighting in God and doing God’s will regardless. So it is a
faith that both grieves and obeys. People will see and notice. In hardship, trusting
in God will both baffle and entice people. It will be a witness of the graces and
goodness of God.
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Comfort in Submission (50:15-21)

But all is not well in the household. In the weak hearts of Joseph’s brothers, dark lies
and deep fears begin to arise.

The Heart of Fear (v.15-18)

Now that Jacob is dead, Joseph’s brothers begin to fear for their lives. After all
the years of care and provision, they now begin to suspect Joseph. They begin to
impute to him what is not true. Their emotions of fear come from lies that they
believe. They are saying in their hearts and to one another that Joseph has not
taken revenge against them because of their father. Now that Jacob is dead, Jo-
seph will be free to exact his revenge. They think that he has hated them all along
and has not wanted to bring grief to his father. They have to be thinking that Jo-
seph has been lying and deceiving them all along. In their hearts, they twist his
strengths of patience and persistence into cold and calculating laying in wait.
With their hearts filled with the false thoughts, they are afraid.

Now they begin to try to manipulate and appease Joseph. They send a message
that is probably not even true. It is doubtful that Jacob told them this. But here is
the message. “Our father told us to let you know that you should forgive us.” At
least, there seems to be a clear admission of all the evil they had committed. But
this is intended to be manipulation. Joseph has enormous power over their lives.
They think they are very vulnerable. Rather than taking Joseph at his word and
believing the best about him, they are now going to impute bad motivations even
to the good he has done for them. As many people will do, they attribute to him
their own faults. Their own weaknesses, sins and failures become dark shaded
glasses through which Joseph is seen. Rather than approach him open handed
with honesty and humility, they come and cower in his presence.

The Heart of Trust (v.19-21)

How would we respond to this? These brothers continue to sin. Isn’t it true that
we would be prone to thoughts and words like these, “Well, if this is what they
think, then this is what | am going to do.” Maybe we would say in anger, “How
dare they think like this. After all they did to me and all | have done for them,
how dare they impute such motivations to me! How do they know what | am
thinking?” Or maybe we would stand over them with our power over them and
let them suffer for a while. After all, they are the ones who are badly mistaken.
So, let them cower for a while.

But notice how Joseph responds to them. When they speak to him like this, he
breaks down and weeps. He is broken hearted. He has acted with a good con-
science before God. It breaks his heart that his brothers would think such of him.
This is startling. This is neither what we expect nor how we tend to respond.

What is going on in Joseph’s heart that squeezes tears from his eyes? What does
he believe so strongly and desire so submissively that he weeps when misunder-
stood? Ah, brothers and sisters, here is a great heart that understands and trusts in
God.
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HE UNDERSTANDS HIS TRUE PLACE BEFORE GOD (Vv.19). Here is humility in the
powerful. While he has great authority, he keeps his heart humble before
God. He is not God. He is not in God’s place and he will not try to be God to
them. How much trouble we have with others when we try to be the God in
their lives! How much trouble we get into when we make idols (gods) of
people in our lives. We need to be humble in our relationships so that we do
not try to control them. And we need to know how to honor those we are re-
sponsible to without elevating them above measure or expecting what is not
possible.

HE TRUSTS IN THE GOOD PURPOSES OF GoD (Vv.20). He recognizes that God is
working through the evil men do to bring about the good He has purposed.
Now this is a very important truth. It is central to the redemptive themes of
the Bible. Evil is not outside of God’s control. He never does evil. But the
evil in the world and the evil done by men is part of how God intends to bring
about good for His people. The great evil of unjustly killing the pure and in-
nocent Son of God is how redemption is accomplished. God is at work in the
evil people do around you and even to you so as to accomplish His purposes.
Some of those purposes involve you directly. Some of the evil done against
you may be and often actually is for the good of others. Do you believe this?
Do you believe this so strongly that you would weep when misunderstood?

HE DESIRES TO CONTINUE TO DO GOOD FOR THEM (V.21). He promises to pro-
vide for them. He assures them that they have no need to fear. He speaks
kindly to them. He comforts them. The sweet and hard providences of God
have taught his heart and tenderized his words. He is gracious and kind. What
a convicting and challenging example this is. We are often so unlike this. |
know it is easy to think of some big thing that troubles you. But what about in
your common relationship with your spouse, your parents, your boss, others
in ministry? Is your heart so organized by truth and oriented toward God that
you move with good toward others who hurt you?

The effect is to calm their fears and cultivate their relationship. There is a great
unity of spirit that is evident here. But Joseph had to take the initiative in re-
sponding well. He could not sit back and wait for them to get it right. He was
poised to forgive them. Now that they have openly acknowledged their evil, he
immediately forgives them. His forgiveness is not begrudging. It is generous,
gracious and full of kindness.

Here is our Redeemer as well. His rules with absolute power and yet is poised to
do us good. His heart is one of mercy. We should not cower before Him. Yes, we
must bow in submission. But the doctrine of His providence is not a hard doc-
trine, but a sweet one.

Is this the way you believe in the providence and purposes of God? Is this what
rules your heart? Is this what fuels your affections? Is this what directs your
words? Is the trajectory of your forgiveness guided along the path of trusting in
God’s hand? Do you see God’s finger prints on everything?
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Direction in Expectation (50:22-26)

Joseph lives scores of years and like his father, gathers his family as he comes to the
end of his days.

The Richness of his Life (v.22-23)

In language conveying the fullness and richness of his life, Joseph sees the great-
great grand children of Ephraim. He is there at the birth Manasseh’s grandson.
He has loved long, enjoyed much and seen the beginning of the fulfillment of his
father’s blessings on Ephraim.

The Instruction upon his Death (v.24-25)

Then he comes to the end of his life. He gathers his brothers and family around
him. He has now lived in Egypt for around 93 years. He seems settled and con-
tent with the providences and provision of God. But he also believes that God
will fulfill what He has promised. God will visit His people and bring them up
out of Egypt and bring them into the land He had promised.

Since God will do this, then they must promise to take his bones back to Canaan
and bury them with his fathers. What he believes emerges in the instructions he
gives. His faith produces works, as it always does. So, when God brings the Isra-
elites up out of Egypt, then they are take his body home to Canaan.

In the faith Joseph has and the instruction he gives, Moses sets the stage for the
book of Exodus. Just as God had promised, He will visit His people. He will
bring them up out of Egypt. And He will bring them into the land. As Israel hears
this book for the first time, they are in the middle of God’s visiting them and
bringing them to the land. He who has begun this work in what Joseph believed
will assuredly actually bring to completion what He has promised.

The Anticipation of his Return (v.26)

The family hears both his faith and his instruction. So, when he dies, like his fa-
ther, he is embalmed in the Egyptian manner. He is put in a coffin. The day will
come when that coffin will be carried by Ephraim’s sons back to Canaan. There,
Joseph will be buried. But what he does not know is that it will be many years
until that day. And centuries until he reaches his final resting place in the new
heavens and new earth.,
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The great challenge in the Christian life is faith. 1 am not talking about the faith at
the moment of our salvation. | am talking about faith that believes God moment by
moment through all the sweet and hard providences. We have seen faith in the dying
and faith in the grieving. We see faith that looks forward in hope. We have seen faith
that moves now in obedience. Is this your faith? Do you believe God moment by
moment? Do you truly trust Him even as you are trusting in Him? Is your life
marked by the stability and steadiness that comes when resting in Christ?

How will we do well even when people sin against us? How does Joseph not strike
back when he has opportunity? How do we love people who have wronged us and
move toward them with compassion, gentleness and assurance? How do seek their
good when they have sought our harm? How do we not become angry, bitter, cynical
and hard? We must believe with all our hearts the doctrine of God’s providence. We
must believe that God is working in all things for our good and for His glory. We
must believe deep in our souls that God is making us like Christ. Bitterness, anger,
hardness, frustration are all symptoms that we have put our hope in people and failed
to rest in God’s good providences. In the midst of both sweet and hard providences,
God’s purposes and providences are our necessary truths.

Just as God had promised to visit Israel and bring them up out of Egypt and bring
them to their Promised Land, so God has visited His people in Christ. Jesus has come
into this world to deliver us from it and to bring us home to God. This great Exodus
is our redemption. Our redemption is what God has done to save us from sin and to
bring us to God.

Joseph rested even in death that God would finish what He had promised and what
He had begun. Paul rests in that very same great truth. “He who began a good work
in you will bring it to completion in the Day of Jesus Christ.” (Philippians 1:6 ESV)
We rest in the assurance of that great truth. It is how we can have hope in the greatest
hardships, comfort others understanding the providences of God and rest with quiet-
ness and godliness in the day of our death. That which God has begun, from creation
to eternity, from Genesis to Revelation, from your birth to your death, He will com-
plete. He will complete it at the Day of Christ when He will magnified and glorified.

So may God cause you rest in Him in the sweet and hard providences of life.

Lessons



