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BACK TO THE LAND OF YOUR FATHERS
Genesis 47:13-49:28 (key verse 48:21)
Then Israel said to Joseph, “I am about to die, but God will be with you and take you back to the land of your fathers.”

Jacob had said to Joseph, “God Almighty appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and there he blessed me and said to me, ‘I am going to make you fruitful and increase your numbers. I will make you a community of peoples, and I will give this land as an everlasting possession to your descendants after you [Ge 48:3–4]. This is the covenant promise by which Israel was defined, and to live by. It was no ordinary promise, but a very important promise that shaped God’s relationship with man, to this day. You see, God chose out of His sovereignty, an ordinary man Abraham who did not know Him. He established Himself in Abraham so that, from generation to generations, he would become into a nation of God, a nation that God used to introduce Himself to the world. This nation of God would be used to make God known to everyone, so that eventually, anyone who believes in this God would be saved from their sins by Jesus, and they too become part of God’s kingdom. This covenant promise was transferred/given to Isaac, and then to his son Jacob. Now, in this passage, God is also giving this covenant promise to Jacob’s sons who will eventually be made into a nation of God; a nation of Israel, also known as God’s people.

Jacob, nearing the end of his life, commands his son Joseph to go back to the land of his fathers. This is Jacob leaving a spiritual legacy to his sons, especially Joseph, to partake in the covenant given by God. This provides a very clear roadmap on understanding what a covenant people of God are, and how they are to live in line with God’s covenant. Of course, it all depends on God’s faithfulness to the covenant promise. However, we will learn that we all have a role to play in this covenant promise. It is indeed so, Jacob had a role to play. It was his very own responsibility. And so are all his sons, and the many people who would come after them. May God bless this word today. May God touch our hearts to establish ourselves firmly in God’s kingdom. May God plant faith in our hearts for our lives to reflect this great God in whom we believe, and in whose hands all our lives belong. Above all, may God make our lives a blessing indeed in this world, and to leave a spiritual legacy that extents even to our children and running through our friends and families. Amen!

Let us start with how God used Joseph’s stewardship to preserve this covenant promise. This is the kind of a lifestyle we are to learn from Joseph, and to live by as a covenant people of God. We are reminded of the severe famine in Egypt and Canaan at that time. Now the people of Egypt came to their governor Joseph to save them from the famine. Look at verses 13. 13 There was no food, however, in the whole region because the famine was severe; both Egypt and Canaan wasted away because of the famine. These were perilous times indeed. Without a clear plan on overcoming this famine, many would waste away and die. Perhaps we speak from a place of privilege that we don’t understand how deadly famine is. The economic activity is closed, to non-existence. There are few to no rains, no more food supplies. People become desperate and lose all hope. It is that desperation coupled with no food supplies that eventually a human body will shut down, and die. This is why we pray whenever we eat, “give us this day our daily bread”, recognizing that it is God who saves us from hunger and He who provides for ALL our needs. What would be of the family of Jacob? They would surely die, and the covenant promise would be useless. However, God was with Jacob and his family, and He preserved their very own lives through Joseph.

Let us see, in detail, how Joseph also saved the lives of the Egyptians and the kingdom of Pharaoh. Look at verses 14 – 23. 14 Joseph collected all the money that was to be found in Egypt and Canaan in payment for the grain they were buying, and he brought it to Pharaoh’s palace. 15 When the money of the people of Egypt and Canaan was gone, all Egypt came to Joseph and said, “Give us food. Why should we die before your eyes? Our money is all gone.” 

16 “Then bring your livestock,” said Joseph. “I will sell you food in exchange for your livestock, since your money is gone.” 17 So they brought their livestock to Joseph, and he gave them food in exchange for their horses, their sheep and goats, their cattle and donkeys. And he brought them through that year with food in exchange for all their livestock. 
18 When that year was over, they came to him the following year and said, “We cannot hide from our lord the fact that since our money is gone and our livestock belongs to you, there is nothing left for our lord except our bodies and our land. 19 Why should we perish before your eyes—we and our land as well? Buy us and our land in exchange for food, and we with our land will be in bondage to Pharaoh. Give us seed so that we may live and not die, and that the land may not become desolate.” 
20 So Joseph bought all the land in Egypt for Pharaoh. The Egyptians, one and all, sold their fields, because the famine was too severe for them. The land became Pharaoh’s, 21 and Joseph reduced the people to servitude, from one end of Egypt to the other. 22 However, he did not buy the land of the priests, because they received a regular allotment from Pharaoh and had food enough from the allotment Pharaoh gave them. That is why they did not sell their land. 23 Joseph said to the people, “Now that I have bought you and your land today for Pharaoh, here is seed for you so you can plant the ground.

Please note the ever-increasing value that Joseph acquired for Pharaoh’s kingdom. He even introduced government taxes that would be used as an important vehicle to sustain and develop Pharaoh’s economy. This is one of the reasons why Joseph was an excellent steward. The people were to barter initially with money. When the money was gone, it was their livestock. When their livestock were depleted, it was their lands. So, their lands now were in the custody of king Pharaoh. Can you imagine how wealthy was Pharaoh’s kingdom? Extremely so especially in times severe economic conditions. 

Now, the famine still persisted. There were no more lands to give but their very own lives. So, they were given into servitude. This simply means that their very own lives belonged to king Pharaoh. It might seem too shrewd. However, this we learn; whoever saves your life is your lord. You no longer live for yourself, but your very own life is used to cover the debt for your life that was preserved. Since Jesus came to this world and died for our sins so that we might not perish but have eternal life, there is no question that He is indeed our Lord, for He saved us. As a result, we will forever live the rest of our lives before Him as our Lord and Master. Blessed are those who will give their lives to Jesus and use it for the Gospel and for His glory! Amen.

From this passage, we learn how people of the covenant are to live: They are God’s stewards with their very own lives, like Joseph. They are diligent, using all the skills and resources they have to serve the purpose of their true King, not only Pharaoh, but the King of kings and Lord of lords Christ Jesus. They do not withhold their lives, but they give their lives to their Lord Jesus Christ. He has done so much for us that He even died for us. Let us rededicate our lives, give our lives, to our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen!

The next chapters 48 & 49 speaks further about the spiritual legacy that God’s people of the covenant promise must establish and transfer. This again highlights the type of life that ALL must live before God, and leave behind for the coming generations to follow.

Jacob had noticed that his time to die is approaching soon, and needed to speak to his son Joseph. Indeed, Jacob has seen the Lord’s hand in his life, and how God used him to preserve his family so that God’s covenant be also preserved. Jacob wanted Joseph, and all his other sons, to know about the special covenant promise that God gave him and his fathers before. 

Look at verse 48: 1 – 2. Some time later Joseph was told, “Your father is ill.” So he took his two sons Manasseh and Ephraim along with him. 2 When Jacob was told, “Your son Joseph has come to you,” Israel rallied his strength and sat up on the bed. Because what he wanted to tell his son Joseph was important, Jacob rallied his strength and sat up on the bed. He told Joseph of God’s covenant promise. Let us all read verses 3 & 4. 3 Jacob said to Joseph, “God Almighty  appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and there he blessed me 4 and said to me, ‘I am going to make you fruitful and increase your numbers. I will make you a community of peoples, and I will give this land as an everlasting possession to your descendants after you. Jacob recognized the value of this covenant promise, and how Joseph played an important role. For that reason, he did something unusual, and unconventional. Because of their father Joseph who lived an exemplary life of the covenant, Jacob adopted Joseph’s sons Manasseh and Ephraim to be as his very own sons; of the same legal & spiritual title as his other sons like Rueben and Simeon. 5 “Now then, your two sons born to you in Egypt before I came to you here will be reckoned as mine; Ephraim and Manasseh will be mine, just as Reuben and Simeon are mine. 6 Any children born to you after them will be yours; in the territory they inherit they will be reckoned under the names of their brothers. Jacob blessed Ephraim and Manasseh, imparting the spiritual seed of the covenant in them, saying, 15…. “May the God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked faithfully, the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day, 16 the Angel who has delivered me from all harm —may he bless these boys. May they be called by my name and the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac, and may they increase greatly on the earth.” 19 But his father refused and said, “I know, my son, I know. He too will become a people, and he too will become great. Nevertheless, his younger brother will be greater than he, and his descendants will become a group of nations.” 20 He blessed them that day and said, “In your name will Israel pronounce this blessing: ‘May God make you like Ephraim and Manasseh.

Now, Jacob also blessed Joseph and, in a way, encouraged him to also take hold of this covenant promise and live by it for the rest of his life, and for the many generations to come after him. Look at verses 49: 22 – 26. 22 “Joseph is a fruitful vine, a fruitful vine near a spring, whose branches climb over a wall. 23 With bitterness archers attacked him; they shot at him with hostility. 24 But his bow remained steady, his strong arms stayed limber, because of the hand of the Mighty One of Jacob, because of the Shepherd, the Rock of Israel, 25 because of your father’s God, who helps you, because of the Almighty, who blesses you with blessings of the skies above, blessings of the deep springs below, blessings of the breast and womb. 26 Your father’s blessings are greater than the blessings of the ancient mountains, than the bounty of the age-old hills. Let all these rest on the head of Joseph, on the brow of the prince among his brothers. 

Jacob went on to elaborate to Joseph how his life was centered on this covenant promise that even his mother, Rachel, Joseph’s mother was buried in that land of the covenant promise. [Ge 48:7] As I was returning from Paddan, to my sorrow Rachel died in the land of Canaan while we were still on the way, a little distance from Ephrath. So I buried her there beside the road to Ephrath” (that is, Bethlehem). Due to many life circumstances, Jacob had settled in Paddan Aram, but God appeared to him to leave Paddan and go back to the promised land Canaan. No matter what issues there be, Jacob understood that he had to return to the land of the covenant Canaan. Now, Jacob is beginning to give Joseph the same message that he must not settle in Egypt, but that he too, in line with the covenant God have him, to return home in Canaan the promised land.

Let us read the key verse for today Gen. 48:21. 21 Then Israel said to Joseph, “I am about to die, but God will be with you and take you back to the land of your fathers. What is Jacob saying? He is about to die, but God’s covenant must still continue. This covenant does not end with death, it doesn’t end with a person, but it flows from generations to generations. From Jacob, now Joseph and his family including his brothers, must also take to heart and adopt. Jacob could be this confident that God’s covenant will be fulfilled because he has seen the hand of God, and that God is faithful to help Joseph, and everyone who would like to partake in this covenant. Jacob encouraged Joseph, “God is with you”. God is for Joseph, and will do all, and make all work for the greater fulfilment of His very own purpose. This is the confidence that Joseph must have; that God Himself in His might will take him back to the land of the covenant; the promised land Canaan.

Practically, what does this mean for Joseph? Joseph was firmly established in Egypt. He had the best job anyone could ever imagine. He was a governor of Egypt; everyone was accountable to him, but king Pharaoh. There in Egypt, God had given him wisdom and dreams that made him very much successful. He was married to Asenath, the daughter of Potiphera, priest of On (Heliopolis). He had two sons Manasseh and Ephraim there in Egypt. Life was good in Egypt. He could’ve settled there. But Jacob’s words were in fact a warning, that if he were to live a blessed life before God, he was supposed to leave Egypt, and be established in the promised land. This might have been a challenging command because life was good in Egypt. However, those who partake in the covenant of the promise of God must be firmly established in God’s calling, and their lives should practically reflect that they are indeed living for God’s calling & purpose. Joseph had to leave Egypt, and lead a new life in the promised land. Yes, his father Jacob lived 17 years in Egypt, being saved from the famine, and living the best lands of Egypt. He, and his family, became prosperous in Egypt. Yet again, Jacob understood that even he, himself, must return to the promised land. This is to say that if Joseph were to leave behind the comfortable and pleasurable life in Egypt, surely the life he is to lead in Canaan is of much greater worth.

God’s covenant life doe come with challenges. There are various threats to God’s covenant promise, and if left unchallenged or resolved, they could lead one miss God’s calling. In Jacob’s case, there were many threats, however God was faithful to help him overcome. To a carnal mind that is blind from seeing the spiritual things of God, economic conditions and circumstances can easily sway one away from the covenant of God and His calling. In a case of a famine, it would’ve been so easy to settle in Egypt because life as better there. Even Jesus warns us about a comfort-seeking life. He said, “if anyone was to come after me, he must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me”. If our lives are only the function of our quest for a comfortable life, they were are surely going to miss the blessing purpose of God. To take hold of God’s calling, one might need to set his heart and life upon God, but not driven by a human need. One might need to keep up with repentance, against the sinful body that is always inclined to live for selfish gain and pleasure. To live a life of purpose, one might need to confront his/her motives, and chose to live for God. “Is this for my pleasure and comfort, or for God’s purpose? I appreciate that we have CVs. But, have you ever wondered what your spiritual CV would look like? Or, in your worldly CV, are we able to see the hand of God like Joseph’s CV, or it is only filled with your worldly achievements & skills? May God help us to live as pilgrims of His calling in this life, and for our lives to reflect exactly that. Amen!

We continue to see Jacob’s spiritual legacy imparted on some of his sons. In as much as it is dependent on God’s grace, and that the grace of God is available to anyone, blessed are those who will be motivated to live for God and for His purpose. We see how Jacob blessed Joseph so much, and the contrary to Joseph’s brothers who did not live before God. An example of those are Reuben, Simeon and Levi who lived a wicked life and never repented. Reuben went on to his father’s bed and defiled it when he slept with his father’s concubine Bilhah. Simeon and Levi mercilessly killed the Shechemites without any remorse. However, those who lived before God as heirs of the covenant, those who repented, were indeed blessed without measure. One example is Judah. He was a terrible sinner who went to the great lengths of selling his very own brother because of jealousy. However, God gave him an opportunity to repent, and he didn’t harden his heart, but rather repented. A man who was willing to sell a life for money was not able to even give his very own life for another life. As a result, Judah became the ancestor of kings and of the Messiah King. Let us read 49:8 – 12. 8 “Judah, your brothers will praise you; your hand will be on the neck of your enemies; your father’s sons will bow down to you. 9 You are a lion’s cub, Judah; you return from the prey, my son. Like a lion he crouches and lies down, like a lioness—who dares to rouse him? 10 The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until he to whom it belongs shall come and the obedience of the nations shall be his. 11 He will tether his donkey to a vine, his colt to the choicest branch; he will wash his garments in wine, his robes in the blood of grapes. 12 His eyes will be darker than wine, his teeth whiter than milk.

In conclusion, shall we take this moment and reflect upon our lives? Are we in still in Egypt or motivated to go back to the land of our fathers, Canaan? Are we living for God or for ourselves? God is calling us to a life of pilgrimage in this generation. There is no greater blessing we can receive, no greater purpose we can live for than living for God and His salvation project. May you be encouraged by the life of Jacob, the life of Joseph and the life of Judah to establish and impart a spiritual legacy of living for God. Amen.
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