What God Plans
Genesis 45:4-13, 50:20








June 9, 2024
Jeremiah 29:11, Romans 8:28a







Kimby Young

I promise, I did not choose today’s scripture in honor of Ellie.  The scripture about the beloved child with 10 older brothers.  But it does seem to fit, because it is all about love and belonging, forgiveness and God’s plan for our lives.  It fits because that is what baptism is all about – God’s love and God’s presence in our lives.  

The story of Joseph in the Bible is a rich one for preaching with many good lessons – including trusting God, listening to your dreams, always having hope, persevering during difficult times, forgiving others and building a new future.  Because it is such a great story, it has been used many times in movies and books and musicals and dramas.  It is probably one of the oldest stories passed down in the Bible – the story of the Hebrew ancestors and how they found themselves to be slaves in Egypt.  How could God have let that happen?  The answer is complex and one that weaves in and out of the whole story of Joseph – in fact, in and out of the whole Bible and all of history.  How could God let bad things happen to God’s good people?  Why does God allow suffering at all?  Couldn’t God just fix everything and protect everyone?  Why doesn’t God erase racism and injustice?  Why must the world have so much evil?  

And the answer is extremely complex.  So I’m not really going to address that question today.  The Bible doesn’t really answer the “why” questions.  God speaks more to the “what to do about it.”  God speaks to the promise of good to come, the hope of making it through even the most difficult times, the challenge of working with God to create a better world.  It is a theme that is spelled out in the last chapter of Genesis in chapter 50 verse 20.  "Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good." God took what was clearly evil and turned it into good.  This points us toward theology about the sovereignty of God and about God's providence, God's purpose for our lives.  Just what is the plan of God?  - the will of God?  Just how much does God control about what happens in our day to day lives?  What is God's intention for us and for the world?   Big topic – more than just a sermon.  So think about this in the week ahead.  Talk about it.  What is God’s plan?  
The sermon title for today is – what God plans – and if by chance you thought I might be about to tell you God’s plans.  I'm sorry to disappoint you.  I have no such skill.  I have some thoughts about what God's will for us is, and some thoughts about where we might be headed, individually and collectively, but I would never presume to say that I can tell you exactly what is God's will.  

In fact just saying that phrase "God's will" opens up another huge discussion point.  Perhaps you've heard that phrase, "It is God's will."  Maybe you've heard it at the time of someone's death or when something bad has happened.  And frankly, I hate that phrase in that context.  I don't believe it is God's will that bad things happen.  I don't believe God wills or wants us to suffer or feel loss.  I do believe God surrounds us when bad things happen, God comforts us when we experience loss, and God empowers us to make it through whatever happens.  What the person should be saying, what I think the person means to say is – "We don't understand why bad things happen.  But we know God loves us in good times and bad.  We believe God has a plan in life for whatever happens – even if we don't understand that plan.  We believe God is in charge and that God wants what is best for the world and for each of us."  Perhaps what the person means to say is "we can't understand God's will, but we believe that God's plan can turn this painful situation into something good, that we will get through this difficult time because we know God loves us and wants something good for us."  
This phrase out of the mouth of Joseph goes one step further.  "Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good."  It says that when you are in the middle of something bad and you don't understand it and you don't understand what God is doing, hold on to that hope that God is in charge and God loves us.  Joseph asserts that God can make good come out of bad.  God can turn it around.  God can make even the worst situation right.  Not that God made the bad situation, but that God can transform even the worst and make it better.  God can bring forth good.  Maybe you can't see it when things are darkest.  But that's what trust and hope are all about.  Hold on to that hope.  Trust in God in good times and even more so in bad times.   
Now all of this is very easy to say in the abstract, and very easy to think about intellectually.  But when you are in the midst of suffering, when something bad has happened, when you’ve lost someone you love, when someone is hurting, when someone is ill, and you are desperately trying to find answers, trying to feel good again, and to believe that things will get better… when you are in the middle of a bad situation … this abstract hope becomes very real.  It's not just something you can ponder and put aside.  It becomes something you must feel, and feel deeply.  Hope is something we need in difficult times. 
Joseph made this statement about God turning harmful intent into something good after he was out of the depths of the evil.  He made it after he was reunited with his family, and again years later looking back on his life.  Joseph didn't say this from the bottom of the pit, or in the hands of the slave traders, or out of his jail cell when he was falsely accused.  When Joseph was in trouble he didn't say, "It's all good."  He did say, "I trust God."  Joseph held on to that trust and believed in God's love.  He never quit believing that he belonged to God – even when bad things happened to him.  Joseph believed in God.
So here's the challenge for us.  Do we believe in God?  Do we trust God, no matter what happens?  It's pretty easy for me to trust God, because my life is good.  I am very aware of God's blessings, God's goodness, God’s provision, God's love for me.  I don't know how I would feel if things were not so good, if my life was more difficult.  I don't know how some of you may feel if you are going through a difficult time right now.  But I imagine that trusting in God, and trusting that everything's going to turn out for the good -- is harder when times are harder.  I remember how I have felt at difficult times in my life, especially when loved ones have died or suffered.  I know how some of you feel facing a difficult diagnosis or long term suffering.  I know how some of you feel when jobs or finances or family are not secure.  I know that far too often I worry or stay up at night, while at the same time saying I trust in God.  And I can only imagine how hard it is to trust in God's plan when you are trapped in absolute misery – poverty, hunger, war, domestic abuse, urban violence, illness, prison, persecution, pain – or watching or worrying about a loved one in any of those horrible situations.  It's easy to say "Trust in God."  It's easy to say "God has a plan."  It's easy to say "God loves you and God will carry you through."  It's easy to think about all this "providence and sovereignty of God" in the abstract.  But to hold on in the midst of darkness, to believe when all the evidence is to the contrary, to feel hope in the midst of despair – that takes real courage.  That takes inspiration.  That takes the very presence of God in your heart – holding you, surrounding you, gracing you with peace – a grace and a peace that we cannot understand, but we can receive.  
The will of God.  That's a mystery we will never fully comprehend.  It is also a gift of grace that you will always have – always be given - in abundance.  Ask and you shall receive.  God will give you whatever you need.  And as Joseph says – God can take whatever happens – even that which is intended for harm, even that which is devastating, even that which is truly painful.  God can take that evil and transform it into good.  I don’t' know how, but God can do it.  And we've seen that too haven't we – the rebuilding after tornados, the community of love surrounding those who are bereaved, the gifts given to those who are in need, the friend who emerges as someone to depend on, the surprises of grace as the rainbow after the storm.  
Hold on to God’s love and trust God’s promises. God's intent – God’s will - is for the good to emerge.  God's intent is for us to share the love we have received.  God's intent is for a future of hope.  God's intent is always and forever to be surrounded by God's grace.  Believe it my friends.  Trust in God.  And hold on to that assurance of our faith.  And may God's Will be done.  
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