“Gathered to His People” Genesis 49:29-50:11

Writing for The Gospel Coalition, Ryan Currie says that Homer begins his
story of Odysseus with these words: “Tell me about a complicated man.
Muse, tell me how he wandered and was lost.” Few stories have captured our
imagination like Homer’s The Odyssey. The timeless tale of The Odyssey has
been repackaged for a modern audience in Christopher Nolan’s blockbuster
movie. (BTW I saw Minions & Monsters instead with some of my favorite
people). Nolan’s The Odyssey is at its best when it’s faithful to Homer’s classic
but he veers off course with a few modern additions. Picking up the classic
book is well worth it. Currie says, “First-time readers may appreciate Emily
Wilson’s fast-paced and readable translation, or take their time in the

more poetic translation by Robert Fitzgerald. But, what is it that makes
Homer’s epic poem a classic cornerstone of Western literature?

To begin with, Odysseus himself is presented as a complex mystery. He’s the
genius behind the Greek triumph over Troy. The glory of the victory falls to his
ingenuity and cleverness. And yet, The Odyssey opens with him far from home,
broken and enslaved, while his wife’s suitors pilfer his home. Homer’s Odyssey
stands the test of time because it recognizes the mystery of humanity’s glory
and misery. The opening phrase “Tell me about a complicated man” echoes
through history. Retellings of Odysseus’s story keep appearing because every
generation wrestles with questions about the complexity of being human.”

In the ancient Greek worldview, fame and glory were desired above all
else. There’s a drive to accomplish glorious exploits in battle and earn fame and
recognition. Heroic deeds were viewed as the way to achieve a type of
immortal life—forever remembered in the songs of poets and the hearts of
people. Odysseus earned this glory and honor. His fame, he claims, “extends
to high heaven.” The poets and musicians sing his praises. He earned the glory
that the Greeks prized.

Ironically, though, nearly every time Odysseus’s praise is sung in The Odyssey,
it ends in tears and grief. His wife, Penelope, cries out to stop these songs of his
1


https://www.amazon.com/Odyssey-Homer-ebook/dp/B06XKNHGN1/?tag=thegospcoal-20
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/odyssey-apparent-magic-nolan/
https://www.amazon.com/Odyssey-Homer-ebook/dp/B06XKNHGN1/&tag=thegospcoal-20
https://www.amazon.com/Odyssey-Homer-ebook/dp/B06XKNHGN1/&tag=thegospcoal-20
https://www.amazon.com/Odyssey-Homer/dp/0374525749/&tag=thegospcoal-20

fame because they break her heart. His glorious fame, after all, came at the cost
of losing his family and his home. But it isn’t only Odysseus’s wife who
responds to the songs of his glory with tears. Odysseus himself comes to know
the shallowness of the “glory” he earns. And the price is severe—unrelenting
suffering for 19 years.

In The Odyssey, even those who obtain the most glory in Homer’s earlier work
The lliad are now languishing in the underworld. One of these dead heroes
laments that he would exchange the glory he earned to simply be a living
servant. The glory is hollow and means little in light of the present misery.
Homer, you see, taps into the human longing for glory and the fact that, left to
our own devices, we totally misunderstand glory.

Yet, longing for glory is part of what it means to be human. Solomon says
in Ecclesiastes 3:11 that we have eternity planted in our hearts. We long for
eternal glory to bask in. But this glory isn’t our own, and we aren’t allowed to
define it. To put it simply, the history of humanity is a history of wrongly
identifying the glory we hunger for—and how to achieve it. When we exchange
the glory of the eternal God for our own fame and personal accomplishments,
we’re always left in misery, even if we achieve glory.

The Odyssey asks the right questions about humanity: What is this
complicated being? How do we face suffering and survive? What is the key to
the good life? It even presents a partially right answer: True glory isn’t found in
war or achievements; it’s found in the joy of home. Odysseus isn’t complete
until he wins back his wife and son, accepts the limitations of home, and gives
up fighting. Satisfaction is found in a faithful marriage and one’s family.

Nolan’s film affirms this and adds the message of overcoming past trauma and

living in hope for the future: “Give up the fight, give up control, and live.” Yet,

his presentation of the good life is incomplete. Homer’s vision falls short of the

glory God has designed humans for, as does Nolan’s film version. Let me say

plainly that the biblical concept of glory is far different from what the

ancient Greeks called glory and what Nolan’s modern retelling calls glory.
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The Odyssey recognizes what Herman Bavinck calls the “greatness and
miserableness of man.” But Homer cannot resolve this complexity as God does
in his Word. As Bavinck reminds us: “The Scriptures know of both, and they
shed their light over man and over mankind; and the contradictions are
reconciled, the mists are cleared, and the hidden things are revealed. Man is an
enigma whose solution can only be found in God.”

Odysseus was an enigma, a complicated man who raised questions about life.
Both ancient poets and modern filmmakers can only pose these questions and
provide half answers. But God speaks over us the path and the promise of
living in “the freedom and glory of the children of God” (Romans 8:21), which
brings us in our Great Stories from Genesis series to the death of Jacob.

In Philippians 2 the Bible tells us about a complicated man—Jesus
Christ—who ventures far from the splendors of heaven. This God-man
doesn’t journey as One who wanders and is lost. No. He comes to seek and to
save the lost, meaning all of complicated humanity. As one of the early church
fathers says, “The glory of God is a living man.” God’s glory is a particular
human. God’s way, God’s truth, and God’s life are found in one man. In Jesus,
humanity’s glory and misery collide and find their resolution. Our true
glory and satisfaction in life can only be found in knowing him.

The entire story of Jacob is in many ways a story of a complicated man’s
hunger for God’s glory. The book of Genesis is mainly about the God who
makes and keeps his promises—often in the unlikeliest of situations. Early in
the story, God calls Abraham and promises that he will give him a family.
Through this family the LORD promises to bless him, to make him into a great
nation, to give him the land of Canaan, and to bless all peoples on earth
through him. As the story unfolds, God makes good on his promises, beginning
with giving Abraham a family. But sin is at work. Each generation passes
down toxic patterns of favoritism and deceit, that jeopardize the unity of
the family and the fulfillment of the promise. By the time we read the
account of Jacob’s death in Genesis 49 & 50, the situation looks very bleak.
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Young Joseph’s brothers have nearly torn the family apart by their jealousy and
lies. And while Joseph has found a home in Egypt, a widespread famine
threatens the rest of the family’s survival in Canaan.

But the LORD did not forget his promise, and he did not give up on his people.
In his sovereignty and providence, God works all things—even evil intentions
and terrible circumstances—for the ultimate good. As Genesis comes to a close
God makes a way for Joseph to be reunited with his father Jacob, to make
peace with his brothers, and to find refuge for all his relatives in Egypt.

In today’s Genesis passage, Jacob has just blessed each of his sons and
foretold what will happen to them in the days to come. Jacob dies in peace,
trusting in the promises of God. He understands his whole life—past,
present, and future, in light of the promises and providence of God. He
says, “I am about to be gathered to my people” (49:29) and then he gives
detailed instructions for his final resting place. Wouldn’t life be a lot simpler
if our own parents and family members, before their passing, did the same
thing for us?

It’s tempting to read this passage and focus entirely on Jacob’s fondest wishes
coming true. By faith he was reunited with his son Joseph. His trust in God is
exemplary, so the temptation is to see in this passage “Three Easy Ways to
Trust God like Jacob Did.” But we know there is much more to the story. At its
deepest and richest level, this passage isn’t mainly about Jacob’s faith, or even
about Joseph’s faith. It is about the faithfulness of God!

What God says, he does. What God promises, he always fulfills. We believe
Jesus Christ is the ultimate fulfillment of God’s promises. For those of us
whose lives are not exemplary, this comes as good news. For those of us who
feel the ache of living in a world broken by sin, this is very good news. For
those of us who long for Jesus to return and make all things new, this is great
news. I love the way Paul puts it in 2"? Corinthians: “For no matter how
many promises God has made, they are “Yes” in Christ. And so, through him
the “Amen” is spoken by us to the glory of God. Now it is God who makes both
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us and you stand firm in Christ. He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on

us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come”
(2 Corinthians 1:20-22).

There are also a few key points we must not miss in Genesis 49 & 50:

e Honoring Parents and Commitments: Joseph goes to great lengths to
fulfill his promise to Jacob, showing deep respect for his father and
keeping his oath despite having very high status in the courts of Egypt.
Pharaoh’s officials, chariot riders, and Joseph’s family travel to Caanan
together—to honor Jacob.

e Grief and Hope: Joseph weeps openly and experiences profound personal
loss, yet the story models a grief anchored in hope, and rather than
despairing he trusts in God s larger promises. Another key point is...

e Honoring Faith in Death: Jacob’s dying wish to be buried in Canaan
highlights a life of looking back to God’s covenant promises and setting a
stage for future generations. They bury Jacob in the cave at Machpelah as
he requested and then return to Egypt. Finally, another key point is...

e Witness to the Future: The Egyptian solemn ceremony of mourning is
grand and glorious and the long journey back to Canaan serves as an
outward witness of God’s covenant promise which points forward to
Israel’s eventual return to the Promised Land.

And it also conveys the fact that death is a reality we can’t ignore. Many
people fear death, but they deny that they fear it. Instead, they just avoid it. By
contrast, Scripture confronts the reality of death head on. Scripture says,
“the wages of sin is death” in Romans 6:23; that death came into the world as a
result of the disobedience of Adam and Eve as we saw in Genesis 3. And in
Paul’s magnificent Resurrection chapter in 1 Corinthians he says, “Death has
been swallowed up in victory. Where, O death is your victory? Where, O death
is your sting?” (1 Corinthians 15:54-55). Death is the inevitable destination
of us all. We should recognize this and give serious thought to the day
when we too will be “Gathered to Our People,” and to our God! Amen.
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