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“GOD MEANT IT FOR GOOD”
(Genesis 50:15-21)
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A. Like our Savior, Joseph was a man of tears. On several occasions during this dramatic saga, Moses reports that Joseph wept, and for a variety of reasons. While Moses does not mention it, we recall that Joseph’s mother, Rachel, died in giving birth to his younger brother, Benjamin, a sure occasion for tears. Also not mentioned in the moment, only later, his brothers recall his tears when they betrayed him and sold him as a slave to Egypt. We can certainly imagine many more tears as he was marched away from his homeland into the uncertainty, the probable “nasty, brutish, and short” life of a slave.


We can also imagine his tears at being falsely accused by his master’s lustful wife and being cast further down into the dungeon. We can assume more tears as he counted the days of being forgotten by the Pharaoh’s cup bearer who promised to remember him to his master.


But we leave our imagination and move on to fact as Moses records Joseph’s tears when he hears his brothers’ terrified repentance while they still did not recognize him. He wept so loudly that the house of Pharaoh heard of it. Joseph wept at his father’s death, and wept as they burial procession paused at the border of Canaan for seven more days of mourning.


B. And now we find him weeping again. His brothers are troubled. They had perpetrated the serious crime of man stealing, kidnapping their brother, in many contexts a capital offense. They undoubtedly imagined that Joseph would not lay hands on them as long as their mutual father Jacob was alive. But now their father is dead, no longer their protector, and they are back in Egypt, in Joseph’s territory, and in some ways under his authority as the prime minister or grand vizier under the Pharaoh. 


So they resort to an obvious lie: “15 When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “It may be that Joseph will hate us and pay us back for all the evil that we did to him.” 16 So they sent a message to Joseph, saying, “Your father gave this command before he died, 17 ‘Say to Joseph, Please forgive the transgression of your brothers and their sin, because they did evil to you.’ And now, please forgive the transgression of the servants of the God of your father.”

Notice that they were too afraid to go to Joseph on their own. They sent a messenger, lest things go south quickly: perhaps they could yet flee. And in response to this request, Joseph again wept. Undoubtedly he was moved by disappointment: after all these years, they still did not trust him. The family circle was still fractured, the relationship unhealthy. John Calvin suggests that he was also moved by sympathy. So deeply pained were they that they could not accept forgiveness. So spiritually immature were they that they could not imagine that Joseph could forgive them. If the tables were turned, if Joseph had treated them so horribly, they surely would have sought revenge. 

C. We must remember that genuine, self-denying, self-sacrificing, others-focused love is exceedingly rare as to be almost unheard of or impossible to imagine. So certain was our Lord Jesus of this fact that he could tell his disciples that when they loved one another in this astonishing way, it would be a sure sign to the watching world that these were his disciples. It would not be any overtly miraculous sign, no miracle of healing, or of power over the forces of nature, or of speaking in tongues. Rather, it would be the sustained miracle of genuine love. Joseph’s brothers literally could not believe that Joseph could love them and forgive them so they created this ruse to protect themselves. 

C. And it’s in Joseph’s response that we hear echoes of our Lord’s teaching, of our Lord’s blueprint for the common life of his redeemed people. For example, we read this in Luke 6:27-28: “But I say to you who hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.” And similarly, we could almost consider Paul’s teaching in Romans 12 to be a commentary on Joseph’s response to his brothers: “17 Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. 18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’”


Joseph’s response has three aspects to it. The first is:

I. WE MUST LEAVE VENGEANCE TO GOD. 


A. Joseph does not deny the wickedness of their behavior. Instead, he denies that he would be the one to seek vengeance for it: “19 But Joseph said to them, ‘Do not fear, for am I in the place of God?’” God is the only Judge. God is the one we can count on to ensure justice, for justice is essential to God’s own character. The Westminster Shorter Catechism defines God with this abbreviated statement: “God is a spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.” God’s justice is infinite. God’s justice is eternal. God’s justice is unchangeable. 


One should rightly be concerned about all of the seeming injustice in the world. For example, Jeffrey Epstein seems to have escaped justice in this world. He did horrible things to underage girls. And then, when he was arrested and called to account, he simply took his own life. Everybody dies in the end, so how was that justice for what he had done? 

The philosopher Immanuel Kant denied that we could ever prove that God was really there. But then he wrote that for there to be a moral society, we have to live as though God is there. For a people to be moral, he said, there must be justice. But for there to be justice, there must be an afterlife, because there are so many obvious injustices in this life. And for there to be justice in the next life, Kant argued, there must be a Judge. But it could not be just any Judge. This Judge must be truly just so he could not be biased or bribed. And this Judge must be all-knowing, so that nobody could hide their wrongdoings. And this Judge must be all-powerful so that he could fully enforce his decreed punishments for the injustices in the world. And this Judge looks suspiciously like the God of the Bible. This has caused many to observe that Kant kicked God out of the philosophical front door, but sneaked him back in through the moral back door. 


B. So in God’s Word we are invited, even commanded to believe that he is not only just, but that he will ensure absolute justice. Eastern religions often worry that the universe or the cosmos is “out of balance,” and that religion, through meditation or chanting, or prayers, or sacrifices, can help to restore the balance. They are somewhat correct, but the real “imbalance” is a moral imbalance of injustice, and though we may work for a just society, the ultimate balance of justice will only be restored when the Lord and Maker and Judge of the universe holds court. 


Every injustice will be addressed and made right. Every sin will be paid for, either by the sinner herself in the everlasting punishment of hell, or by Christ for the sinner on the cross. But either way, there will be justice, perfect, absolute justice. It must be so, for God really is all-knowing, all-powerful, all-good, and all just. 

C. We are forbidden to seek private vengeance. And that happily means that we are freed from seeking private vengeance. And did you just now feel that old worrisome weight slip off your back and fall to the ground? It’s been galling you, eating at you, disturbing your rest, and disrupting your relationships. You’ve been wronged, and it was bad, and people may not believe you or may be tired of hearing about it. And whoever did that will answer for it and suffer eternal torment in hell. Or Jesus the God-man suffered infinite torment for it on the cross. But either way, you can forget about it. We must leave vengeance, we must leave personal judgement to God. We are forbidden, and we are free. 
II. WE MUST TRUST GOD’S SOVEREIGN WORKING. 

A. And in verse 20 we find perhaps the most famous and most memorable statement of the whole Joseph saga. It is a faithful, literally “full of faith” summary by Joseph himself. “20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today.” This remarkable declaration of confidence in God ought to be the basis of many sermons. We will confine ourselves to a few thoughts only.

First, this verse is often the proof text for a doctrine called “compatibilism” or sometimes “congruence.” The point is that God can will some action for a good reason and sinners can will the same action for an evil reason. And God remains good, while the sinners are counted guilty and condemned, for the very same action!

B. And we saw this truth fully fleshed out in Joseph’s story. What was the motivation for Joseph’s brothers’ kidnapping him and selling him into slavery? Don’t say that they somehow knew about the coming famine and that Joseph had to get there somehow. No, it was from the most basic sinful motives: jealousy, hatred, spite, bitter malice. Remember, they first proposed to kill him. So we do not minimize or excuse sin. We do not assist sinners in multiplying excuses so that they can escape God’s conviction, which is necessary for true repentance. 

And yet a wise and sovereign God had a very different design in all of this. God meant it for good, and countless lives were spared the horrific death of mass starvation and the gruesome choices that would have come about as a result, including cannibalism. How very merciful and kind of God! To be honest, it was a rough ride for Joseph, let’s admit that. 

C. And suddenly that hardship or trouble takes on a little different feel for you as well. It is no less painful, but to know that God is there in the shadows, that nothing touches our lives unless is passes through his loving, Father’s hand first: well, that changes things. That makes the sting a bit less sharp while it may, for the first time, call out with a whisper of hope. God is there. God knows what he is doing. He surely could have prevented it, but he didn’t. For his own good purposes we may have to go down into Egypt. And will you trust him? Will you look expectantly for the day when you can say with Joseph, “But God meant it for good”? Beloved, that day may come in glory. But it will surely come. 

So do not excuse the inexcusable. But at the same time, never doubt the goodness of God.

We leave vengeance to God. We trust that God is wisely working even through the terrible, unjust hurts others spitefully inflict upon us. And…
III. WE MUST RETURN GOOD FOR EVIL. 


A. We can see how closely this mirrors our Lord’s teaching in the gospels and Paul’s teaching in his epistles. Luke 6:27-28: “But I say to you who hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.” Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 5:15: “See that no one repays anyone evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another and to everyone.” And Joseph was already there: “21 So do not fear; I will provide for you and your little ones.” Thus he comforted them and spoke kindly to them.”

B. And doesn’t that make your soul yearn for that kind of loving, forgiving, proactive response? Sure, they did him wrong. But forgiveness means that you forfeit any future claim to retribution. Now that the relationship is restored, how would he naturally have treated his dear brothers, his sisters-in-law, his nieces and nephews and their families? He would love them. And if they were in need, he would come to their aid and help to rescue them in their distress. 


C. Think what it would be like if all of our relationships were healthy, vibrant, reconciled, generous, and overflowing with brotherly affection! Beloved, that’s Jesus. That’s the impact of his gospel. He absorbed in himself all of the spiritual sickness, hatred, and residual conflict. 

Oh, to see the dawn Of the darkest day: 

Christ on the road to Calvary.
Tried by sinful men, Torn and beaten, then 

Nailed to a cross of wood.

This, the pow’r of the cross: 
Christ became sin for us;
Took the blame, bore the wrath 

We stand forgiven at the cross.

Oh, to see the pain Written on Your face, 

Bearing the awesome weight of sin.
Ev’ry bitter thought, Ev’ry evil deed 

Crowning Your bloodstained brow.

This, the pow’r of the cross: 
Christ became sin for us;
Took the blame, bore the wrath 

We stand forgiven at the cross.


That means we have hope for our broken and fractured relationships. The love of Christ enables us to return good for evil. The peace of Christ empowers us to bring health and wellbeing where there is bitterness and shame and blaming. The hope of Christ ensures that we can bring new life and a fresh hope where there is only gloom and despair. 
CONCLUSION


And that’s the hopeful message of God’s Word from cover to cover, Genesis to Revelation. Joseph’s many years of tears gave him a heart of compassion, even for his wicked brothers. His confident and unwavering trust in his God enabled him to trace his kindness even through their cruel deeds. And his rich blessing enabled him to be a blessing. 

He could fully trust his God’s sovereign wisdom and goodness for even though they meant it for evil, God meant it for good. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


