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Text 
There was no food, however, in the whole region because the famine was severe; both Egypt and Canaan 

wasted away because of the famine. 
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 used up." 
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. 
24 

But when the crop comes in, give a fifth of it to Pharaoh. The other 

four-fifths you may keep as seed for the fields and as food for yourselves and your households and your 

children." 
25 

"You have saved our lives," they said. "May we find favor in the eyes of our lord; we will be in 

bondage to Pharaoh." 
26 

So Joseph established it as a law concerning land in Egypt-- still in force today-- 

that a fifth of the produce belongs to Pharaoh. It was only the land of the priests that did not become 

Pharaoh's. 
27 

Now the Israelites settled in Egypt in the region of Goshen. They acquired property there and 

were fruitful and increased greatly in number. 
28 

Jacob lived in Egypt seventeen years, and the years of his 

life were a hundred and forty-seven. 
29 

When the time drew near for Israel to die, he called for his son 

Joseph and said to him, "If I have found favor in your eyes, put your hand under my thigh and promise that 

you will show me kindness and faithfulness. Do not bury me in Egypt, 
30 

but when I rest with my fathers, 

carry me out of Egypt and bury me where they are buried." "I will do as you say," he said. 
31 

"Swear to 

me," he said. Then Joseph swore to him, and Israel worshiped as he leaned on the top of his staff. 

 

Introduction 
 It’s a volatile world we live in, isn’t it?  We can think of many examples, but the 

one that all of us are keeping a close eye on and which affects us personally is the current 

economic collapse.  You’ve been seeing the headlines – on Thursday I read, “U.S. private 

sector sheds 250,000 jobs in November;” then on Friday I read, “Employers cut 533K 
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jobs in November, most in 34 years;” “Unemployment at 26-year high;” “Failure of Big 3 

could spark depression;” etc…  The Dow Jones Industrial is jumping all over the place.  

It’s a very shaky time for our country. 

And not just our country, but our city.  Some of you are currently unemployed.  

I’ve heard from some of you that you go into work everyday afraid that you may be laid 

off.  “According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, a federal agency, unemployment hit 

6.4% in the Chicago region in October 2008, up nearly 2 percent in the last year.”
1
  

“According to the Woodstock Institute, a non-profit housing advocacy and research 

group, 8,827 homes went into foreclosure in the first half of 2008 [in the city], up more 

than 42 percent over the same period last year.”
2
  The 2

nd
 Ward, which a large part of the 

UIC Area belongs to, saw over 500 foreclosures in the last year, says alderman Fioretti.  

The city council just passed their drastic 2009 budget which “slashed 636 people from the 

payroll, eliminated 1,600 vacant positions” and increased all kinds of fees and taxes 

(library fines are now up from 10 cents a day to twenty!).
3
  Times are tough in our city 

right now and only look to get worse. 

 What’s interesting to me is that in many ways this crisis not only produces, but 

was brought on by a lack of hope.  Think about it… an impatient inability to defer any 

gratification to the future resulting in a myopic, frantic, and futile attempt to find 

immediate pleasure even if it meant reckless spending and debt.  Without a genuine, life-

altering belief in God and a cause that overshadows our lifespan people languor in 

hopelessness, which only breeds more hopelessness. 

 We live in a tumultuous world.  Is there any hope, a real hope that remains solid 

despite the instability of this world, that provides ballast for the soul against the waves of 

uncertainty and suffering?  And one that’s neither an opiate of the people (as Marx would 

say) nor one that produces hatred and violence (as radical Islamic terrorism does), but 

one that motivates love and longsuffering?  Is there a reality that transcends our lives that 

we can give our lives to?  And one that doesn’t lead to taking others’ lives, but rather is 

life-giving? 

 You know what?  Throughout history, life in this world has always been 

turbulent.  Times haven’t changed all that much since the time of the text of Scripture 

we’re looking at today.  In fact, the setting is very similar to the present – a global 

economic crisis, a growing government, and great uncertainty.  And the God that Jacob 

worshipped while leaning on his staff is the very same One we’ve come to worship today. 

In keeping with the season of Advent and the theme we saw in last week’s text – 

“hope revives the spirit” – what I want to tell you today is just this: hope steadies the 

spirit.  There’s a lot in this world to rock us.  The economic storm may get much worse, 

but for those who are part of God’s people and recipients of his promises there is a hope 

that can keep you steady during turbulent times.  Hope steadies the spirit. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Then and Now 
 The text today is very simple.  There are two parts.  The first finishes the story of 

Joseph’s plan to deal with the famine and reminds us of the gravity of the situation facing 

people at that time.  The second part shows that Israel remained hopeful in God’s promise 
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even though famine had driven him out of the Promised Land and death was about to cut 

him off from the land of the living. 

 First, the famine.  Remember: there had been seven years of plenty – seven years 

of bumper crops and surplus.  But because people’s natural tendency is to live for today 

and not plan for tomorrow and because Joseph had discerned from Pharaoh’s dreams that 

God was going to bring seven years of severe drought and poverty, Joseph levied a 20% 

tax on all the grain produced in Egypt to save up for the hard times ahead. 

 Sure enough there was a dot com bust of sorts, the bottom fell out of the market, 

or to put it in ancient near eastern terms: it stopped raining.  During the first years of the 

famine, people came from all over to buy grain from the reserves in Egypt.  As the seven 

years were dragging on, people began running out of money, so Joseph agreed to accept 

livestock as payment for the food.  The next year the people had spent all of their money 

and traded in all of their livestock and the land was still not producing grain, so they sold 

their land and themselves as slaves to the Egyptian government.  A couple times we read 

that this famine was “severe” (vv. 13, 20).  Times were really, really bad. 

Eventually the seven years came to an end and Joseph gave everyone seed to plant 

the ground.  They could keep 4/5 of the produce for food and future seed.  1/5 was to be 

kept by the government.  Far from uniting in revolt, the people loved Joseph!  They said 

to him, “You have saved our lives… May we find favor in the eyes of our lord; we will 

be in bondage to Pharaoh” (v. 25).  They were glad to be subjects of Pharaoh.  Without 

him, the only alternative would have been starvation. 

Now it would be a misreading of this text to search it for principles on how 

governments should operate or handle economic crises.  That’s not its intention.  It’s not 

an endorsement for big government bail-outs and take-overs… or a denouncement.  

Those questions are open to debate and are to be hammered out in the public square.  The 

Bible isn’t making policy prescriptions.  It’s giving historical descriptions.  All this 

proves is that grave economic hard times have happened before.  It’s the nature of life in 

a fallen world – things get hard. 

There are cycles of prosperity and adversity across the history of civilization.  

Here there were years of fat followed by years of lean.  In modern, American history, the 

Roaring Twenties preceded the Great Depression.  Many of us grew up and came of age 

during a time of easy to come by jobs, hot housing markets, unlimited credit, and 

unbridled spending.  And now we’re entering into a deep recession. 

And there’s no reason to think that a severe depression won’t come, a time when 

many people in this church lose their jobs and their houses and are reduced to doing 

menial manual labor just to survive.  I’m not prophesying, but I am saying it’s possible.  

Any study of history shows that the widespread ease and comfort and standard of living 

that most of us are enjoying right now can’t last forever.  We’re really quite spoiled.  I 

don’t think we realize how tenuous our existences are, how fragile our economy is, or 

how precariously our wellbeing is positioned at the precipice – any little thing could 

easily happen and throw us off (a natural disaster, an illness, an accident, etc…). 

How would you handle it if/when things get really bad?  What are you holding 

onto for stability?  What’s your safety net? 

 

Jacob’s Hope 
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 Let’s see what frail Jacob held onto and leaned on.  Right after this description of 

how bad things were, how “both Egypt and Canaan wasted away because of the famine” 

(v. 13), we read in v. 27 – “Now the Israelites settled in Egypt in the region of Goshen.  

They acquired property there and were fruitful and increased greatly in number.”  Once 

again (we’ve been seeing this over and over) the text is indicating that God is protecting 

and preserving his people and moving forward his promises. 

 Think of all the details God orchestrated to get Joseph to where he was and bring 

his brothers to him and ultimately get the people of God into a safe place to weather the 

economic storm and avoid extinction.  Goshen was a grace.  And on top of mere survival 

the family of seventy continued to grow and multiply and was beginning to turn into a 

great nation… just as God had said (12:2).  They were fruitful and multiplied. 

 In a neat coincidence, Joseph spent the first seventeen years of his life being taken 

care of by his dad Jacob; Jacob spent the last seventeen years of his life being taken care 

of by his son Joseph.  Eventually the moment of his death came near.  Jacob was old and 

feeble.  The body that moved the stone from the well to impress Rachel was now 

hunched over a cane, talking with Rachel’s full-grown son (Joseph) making him promise, 

really promise not to bury his body in Egypt but to bury it back in the Promised Land 

next to his grandfather Abraham and father Isaac.  I say really promise because not only 

did he have Joseph do that weird hand-under-the-thigh thing we saw earlier in ch. 24, but 

because Jacob had Joseph promise twice.  This was a big deal to him. 

 Why was this such a big deal for Jacob?  Because he knew God had a big plan, 

that this little jaunt to Egypt, that his whole life really, was just a blip on the screen of 

redemptive history.  He was living for something beyond his life.  He knew the Lord had 

promised to give the land of Canaan to him and his descendants and that the Lord had 

something up his sleeve.  God was making his family into a great people and somehow 

was going to do something through them to bless all the peoples of the earth, to set things 

right again.  He didn’t know exactly what it would look like, but he knew it was good and 

he trusted God to do it.  And as a symbol of his faith he wanted to be buried there instead 

of Egypt. 

 You may hear people say that the OT saints didn’t have a belief in an afterlife or a 

resurrection from the dead.  I’m not so sure.  It was faint and foggy, to be sure, but Jacob 

here seems to think that there’s something more in store for him in the future, even 

though he’s dying… perhaps even a resurrection from the dead in the Promised Land! 

Jesus seemed to think that when God had revealed himself to someone in the OT 

as “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac…”, basically “the God of someone already 

dead,” he was saying that he was still that person’s God even while they were dead.  

They were in some sort of conscious state waiting to be resurrected later and thus 

enjoying continued, eternal fellowship with God (compare Gen. 31:42 with Lk. 20:37-

38).  Jacob here wants to “rest with his fathers” and (I think) be resurrected in the land 

promised to God’s people.  He knew things weren’t over for him yet. 

 Like I said, little did Jacob know all that God had planned, but he knew God and 

he knew there was more to come.  And so he came to his death worshipping God.  Verse 

31 says, “Israel worshipped as he leaned on the top of his staff.”  There’s some question 

over whether the word is staff or bed.  It doesn’t really matter.  But in the NT in Hebrews 

11:21 it says, “By faith Jacob, when he was dying, blessed each of Joseph’s sons, and 

worshiped as he leaned on the top of his staff.”  So staff is probably the right word here. 
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Advent 
 But more importantly, Jacob is included in that great chapter of faith because he, 

like the others listed there, was “still living by faith when [he] died.  [He] did not receive 

the things promised; [he] only saw them and welcomed them from a distance” (Heb. 

11:13).  This section of Genesis has Hebrews 11 written all over it.  Commonly called the 

‘Hall of Faith’, Hebrews 11 lists a bunch of OT figures and shows how they lived by 

faith.  It’s not celebrating their greatness, but pointing to the greatness of Christ.  They 

lived in forward-looking anticipation.  That’s what ‘faith’ means there and this kind of 

faith is another way of referring to hope.  They lived with hope.  “None of them received 

what had been promised.  God had planned something better for us so that only together 

with us would they be made perfect” (Heb. 11:39-20). 

 Jacob ultimately looked forward to Jesus.  Again, he didn’t know exactly what it 

would look like, but that was what he was looking forward to.  In this season of Advent 

we put ourselves in the shoes of people like him, people who lived by faith in what was 

to come.  Then at Christmas we celebrate the fact that the Christ really has come – the 

fulfillment of all the hopes of the patriarchs, prophets, and people of God throughout the 

OT. 

 So now together with them we look forward to and anticipate the second and final 

coming of Christ to wrap up everything.  This is the second Advent.  We still live by 

faith, in hope.  So much more is yet to come.  But so much has already come into clearer 

focus as to the plan of God.  Our hope is sure because it’s based upon God’s promises, so 

many of which he’s already made good on, not least of which are the incarnation, 

propitiation, and resurrection of Jesus.  Incarnation – God has come in the flesh to rescue 

us.  Propitiation – God died in the flesh to pay for our sins in full.  Resurrection – God 

came back from the dead in the flesh as the first installment of a New Creation. 

 

Living with Hope in a Recession 

Those of us who believe this know that there is a grand plan that transcends our 

lives.  We know that our death is not the end, that just as Jesus came back from the dead, 

so will our bodies be resurrected to live in the land promised to us – the New Creation.  

In short, we have hope and hope steadies the spirit. 

 These are unsteady times, right?  Putting all our hope in a bunch of guys in suits 

and ties on the television to fix things is not very steadying.  Putting our hope in the 

government to save us is not very steadying (although God may use such means).  Putting 

our hope in ourselves and our abilities or in the ingenuity of modern man or in moving 

back in with mom and dad if things get really bad… none of these hopes can really 

steady the soul.  But our hope is in God.  Psalm 146:3-6 – “Do not put your trust in 

princes, in mortal men, who cannot save.  When their spirit departs, they return to the 

ground; on that very day their plans come to nothing.  Blessed is he whose help is the 

God of Jacob, whose hope is in the Lord his God, the Maker of heaven and earth, the sea, 

and everything in them – the Lord, who remains faithful forever.” 

Jacob was a person of hope.  I want you to be a person of hope.  I want to be a 

person of hope.  I want to come to the end of my life worshipping God whether it’s in a 

nice hospital room with expensive equipment and pain killers or whether it’s in the 

gutters starving to death.  Because I know there’s something more. 
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 And this kind of hope doesn’t make us so heavenly minded we’re of no earthly 

good.  It’s not an opiate.  It’s a stimulant, not to fanaticism but to love and good deeds.  

As a people of hope who know that our treasure is secure in heaven (even if our IRA is 

not secure here) we will be able to give sacrificially to those in need.  Like the 

Macedonians in 2 Corinthians 8:2, “Out of the most severe trial, [our] overflowing joy 

and [our] extreme poverty [will well] up in rich generosity.”  May that be true of you 

during this Christmas season!  As a people of hope who know that our account ledger has 

been credited with infinite righteousness through Christ (even though our account ledger 

may be in the red at the bank) we can give ourselves freely to others, even our enemies. 

This current economic crisis is going to give Christians an opportunity to clarify 

our hope and live it out.  It will be purifying for us in many ways, causing us to learn to 

be happy in our current job, to settle down and actually focus on paying off a 30 year 

mortgage, to live simply, to bike, to eat in, to live off a budget and not off credit, to serve 

others in need instead of serving ourselves…  It will be painful, but a lot of healthy 

lifestyle changes should be in store, if we really believe that God’s hand is behind this 

and have hope that his plan cannot be thwarted, even in the midst of financial crises and 

economic downturns.  I read someone say recently, “God is on His throne – everything’s 

going to be fine in the end.  The new heavens and new Earth are coming in which 

‘everything sad is going to come untrue.’”
4
 

 

Conclusion   
 One final observation and application: we can talk a lot about an individual faith 

and what this means for you personally, but I want to be very clear – biblical faith in the 

God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is a communal faith.  If you truly come to have a 

relationship with God through Jesus Christ and by his grace, you are automatically 

inducted into a relationship with his people.  This isn’t just a story about Israel the 

singular man and how he had hope.  This is a story about Israel the corporate identity and 

how God preserved them as part of his plan.  “Now the Israelites settled in Egypt in the 

region of Goshen.  They acquired property there and were fruitful and increased greatly 

in number” (v. 27).  God’s plan involves his people, not isolated individuals. 

Christians are defined by a community of people, dead and living; the church, 

universal and local.  As I proclaim to you the wisdom and plan of God come to fruition in 

Jesus Christ and present you with hope, I’m calling you to find yourself in God’s story as 

part of God’s people – the church.  This is the greatest way you live for something 

beyond your lives – you give your life to the church.   

Listen: institutions like Bear Stearns, Washington Mutual, Fannie Mae, General 

Motors, the company you work for… may not survive this storm, but the institution of 

the church most certainly will!  For those of you who call yourself Christians, I want to 

challenge you to give your life to the cause of Christ via the local church.  For those of 

you who are curious about the reason for the hope that Christians have (cf. 1Pet. 3:15) I 

want to invite you into something bigger than yourself. 

Our vision is to be sinners that are transformed by God and his gospel into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ.  We are a people that come together 

regularly to hear the gospel and be reminded of what God has done in history and 

promised for the future and then strategically scatter out into the neighborhood and work 

world throughout the week to love and serve our neighbors and share the gospel with 
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people in our city who will be coming more face-to-face with their hopelessness apart 

from God (cf. Eph. 2:12). 

If you want to situate yourself squarely within the people of God – membership is 

how you do it.  If you’re unattached to a church you’re really out there doing your own 

thing.  And your own thing dies when you die.   

We believe that God’s plan is for the church to be fruitful and increase greatly in 

number and that happens through church planting.  That’s why we’ve committed 

ourselves at this church to constantly be spinning off new churches, which is what we’re 

gearing up to do in 2010.  It’s pretty exciting.  The planting of new churches of people 

proclaiming the gospel and providing hope is what our city needs now more than ever. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 As the old hymn goes, “My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and 

righteousness.  I dare not trust the sweetest frame, but wholly lean on Jesus’ name.  On 

Christ the solid rock I stand, all other ground is sinking sand, all other ground is sinking 

sand.”  In this meal we are reminded again that Jesus’ body was broken and his blood 

was shed to take away our sins and give us his righteous.  This is the basis of all our 

hope.  If you believe it, we invite you to eat with us… 

 

Benediction 
May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace 

gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you 

in every good deed and word” (2Thess. 2:16-17) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 7, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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