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One of my favorite movies of all time is Back to the Future. It was the top-selling movie in 1985 and has 
become somewhat of a cultural classic. Growing up, whenever it was on TV, I would just have to watch 
it. Many of you might have seen it. It is a story about Marty McFly, who is played by Michael J. Fox. He is 
a senior in high school in 1985. Early in the movie, we meet his family. And they are a mess. His mother 
can't stop drinking. His brother and sister are in dead-end jobs. And his father is kind of a chump who 
continues to get pushed around by a bully named Biff who has been controlling his life since high school.   

Marty has a friend named Doc, who has discovered the flex capacitor which allows for time travel. He 
puts the flux capacitor in a Delorean car. Marty gets into the car and goes back to the time when his 
parents were in high school. Marty meets his teenage father and encourages him to stand up to the 
bully, Biff. And that one act of courage changes their family trajectory. When Marty goes back to 1985 
his family is no longer a mess. His mother stopped drinking. His brother and sister have great jobs and 
great lives. And his father is a successful writer. Most of all, he is no longer a slave to Biff. In fact, Biff is 
outside washing his father's car.   

I love that movie because I always wanted to have a Time Machine. I’ve always wanted to be able to go 
back and change some of the decisions that I’ve made. I’ve thought, If I could only go back and do things 
differently, how much better would things be! How much better would my family be? How much better 
would my life be? I wish I could say that this is only a passing thought. Unfortunately, there have been 
times that I’ve been obsessed about the past, wishing I could change the past and fix the past so that 
things would be better in the present.  

Do you find yourself thinking about the past? We are finishing up our sermon series called Messy 
Families. And we have acknowledged that all our families are messy. Maybe you have gone through a 
bitter divorce. Or maybe your children have walked away from God and want nothing to do with you. 
Maybe there is strive in your family. Maybe there is financial struggles or health struggles. Do you ever 
wish you could go back in time? Maybe you think If I could just go back and change some of the events in 
the past, then maybe my family wouldn’t be so messy. 

But here is the reality: “Back to the future” was just a movie. There is no Time Machine. There is no flex 
capacitor. There is no going back. There is no way to “fix” or change the past. And because there is no 
way to change the past, we might believe there is no hope. If we can’t go back, we wonder if there is any 
hope about moving forward. In fact, that is the question I want to answer in this sermon: If we can’t go 
back and fix our families, can we really move forward? 

To answer that question, we are going to go back to the book of Genesis. Throughout this series we 
have looked at the messy families in the first book of the Bible. We’ve looked at Abraham and his messy 
family. Then we looked at Jacob and his messy family. Last week, we discussed Jacob’s two wives, Leah 
and Rachel and their messy family. Well, Jacob had 12 sons through his two wives and their two 
servants. The book of Genesis focuses on one of Rachel’s sons Joseph. In fact, the story of Joseph takes 
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up almost half of the book of Genesis. Now I will not be able to go into every detail of this story. But I 
will do my best to highlight the key events.  

We first meet Joseph as a 17-year-old boy in Genesis 37. And the author gives us three short stories to 
give us a character profile of Joseph. 

Genesis 37:2 Joseph, a young man of seventeen, was tending the flocks with his brothers, the sons of 
Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his father’s wives, and he brought their father a bad report about them.  

So in this first story Joseph is described as a tattletale.  

The next story is about how Jacob made a special ornate robe just for Joseph. Now Israel loved Joseph 
more than any of his other sons because he had been born to him in his old age; and he made an 
ornate robe for him. (Genesis 37:3). 

This story sounds all too familiar in this messy family. Remember: Abraham had two sons, Ishmael and 
Isaac, and Abraham favored Isaac. Then Isaac had two sons, Jacob and Esau. And Isaac preferred Esau. 
Then Jacob gets married to two women, Leah and Rachel. Jacob favors Rachel. And then Jacob favors 
the son Rachel has over all the other 11 sons. And he is not subtle about it. He makes an ornate robe for 
him.  

 In the last story, Joseph has a dream about his brothers binding sheaves of grain. “Listen to this dream I 
had: We were binding sheaves of grain out in the field when suddenly my sheaf rose and stood 
upright, while your sheaves gathered around mine and bowed down to it.” (Genesis 37:6-7) 

His brother’s sheaves bow down before his sheave of grain. He has another dream about 11 stars 
representing his 11 brothers and the sun and moon representing his mother and father. The sun moon 
and stars bow down to him.  

Here's a tip. If God gives you a prophetic dream about how your family is going to bow down to you 
someday, keep it to yourself. But that is not what Joseph did. Joseph told his brothers and his father 
about his dream. 

These three stories give us a portrait of Joseph as a tattle-telling, arrogant boy who just happens to also 
be daddy's favorite. And his brothers are not happy. They are jealous of their father's favoritism, which 
is a problem that has been going on for generations. And they are frustrated with Joseph being an 
arrogant, tattletale. 

So one day, Joseph is sent by his father to check up on his brothers. As he is approaching his brothers, 
they say to one another, “Hey guys, here comes that dreamer. Let’s kill him and throw him into this 
cistern and say that a wild animal ate him. Then we will see what comes of his dreams.”  

Well, they do throw him into a cistern, but they decided not to kill him. There just happens to be a 
caravan of Ishmaelites passing by. And they sell him into slavery. They take his ornate robe, splash it 
with some animal's blood, and tell their father, Jacob, that a wild animal must have killed Joseph. 

This one decision meant that Joseph was now a slave. And their father was now going to mourn for 
decades to come. And there was no going back. They made a decision that they couldn't get back. Just 
like you can't put the toothpaste back into the tube, Joseph's brothers couldn't change their past.   
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What a mess! Jacob was heartbroken and his brothers were filled with guilt and shame. And life wasn’t 
getting any better for Joseph. Joseph was sold into slavery in Egypt. Through a series of strange events, 
Jacob goes from slavery to prison. But while he is in prison, he interprets a dream that the Pharaoh of 
Egypt has. Basically, Joseph tells Pharaoh that God is going to send 7 years of abundance and 7 years of 
famine. Pharaoh is pleased with Joseph’s wisdom, so he takes Joseph out of prison to be in charge of 
collecting grain during the years of abundance and distributing grain during the years of famine.  

When the years of famine hit, guess who needs some grain? That's right, Joseph's family. Now about 20 
years have passed since the brothers sold Joseph.  So when Joseph's brothers show up in Egypt, they 
don't recognize Joseph.  

When Joseph sees his brothers, he wonders if they have changed, if they have been brought to 
repentance. So Joseph puts his brothers through a series of tests to see if they have matured and 
changed. Well, they pass all the tests. And finally, Joseph is ready to reveal himself to his brothers.  

He says, “I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt! 5 And now, do not be distressed and 
do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me 
ahead of you.” (Genesis 45:4-5) 

It’s not only the brothers who have changed. Joseph has changed a lot too. He is no longer an arrogant 
tattletale. He is now a humble man who has put his trust in God to direct his life.  

Joseph goes on to say with complete confidence, But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a 
remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance. (Genesis 45:7) Joseph is not 
diminishing the wrong that his brothers did. He is not saying that it was ok that he was sold as a slave. 
But he does believe that God used this evil to save lives. Joseph trusted so much in the hand of God that 
he is not filled with bitterness and anger about the past.   

Joseph sums everything up with this statement. So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God. 
(Genesis 37:8) Wow! Joseph believes that God had been working through all the pain and suffering he 
endured. It was God who sent him to Egypt, not the brothers.  

After this heartwarming reunion, the brothers go back to Canaan to pick up their father, Jacob, also 
known as Israel. The whole family lives in the abundance of Egypt for decades to come. And it seems like 
they will all live happily ever after. But then Jacob dies of old age, and the brothers filled with fear. They 
say to themselves, “What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we 
did to him?” (Genesis 50:15) 

Decades later, the brothers are still gripped with guilt and shame. They continue to replay their story 
over and over again in their hearts. They wish they could go back and change the past. They wish they 
could undo what they have done.  

So they cried out to Joseph and said, “Our father said before he died that you should forgive us for the 
wrong we have done.” Then they fell before him and said, “We are your slaves!” 

Joseph could have used his power to crush his brothers. He could have had them enslaved for all the 
years that Joseph was enslaved. Joseph could have had them thrown into prison and tortured for all the 
years that he was in prison. Joseph could have gone back and had them relive the past trauma that he 
had experienced because of their evil decision to sell him into slavery.  
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But instead, Joseph said this, “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You planned evil against me; 
God planned it for good to bring about the present result—the survival of many people. Therefore 
don’t be afraid. I will take care of you and your children.” (Genesis 50:19-21 CSB) 

I would like to walk through Joseph’s response. These verses will show us what made Joseph different. 
We will learn how Joseph didn’t get stuck in his past but was able to move forward. These verses will 
help us answer our original question, If we can’t go back and fix our families, can we really move 
forward? 

First of all, Joseph said, Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God? Joseph was not going to take the 
place of God. He was not going to judge his brothers. Only God had the wisdom to judge this 
complicated situation.  

I remember fishing with my dad when I was a young boy. We didn’t get too much fishing done because I 
always seemed to be snagging my line. I cast it and get my line into a big knot. I would try to untangle 
the mess. But finally I just need to hand it over to my father.  

That’s what Joseph did. And that’s what we need to do. When we look at our pass and the mess of our 
families, we can’t untangle all the mess. We don’t know how to properly hand out judgment. But God is 
a gracious judge. And those who have not repented of their sin, will be judged. And those who trusted in 
Jesus might face consequences for their actions, but they are forgiven.  

Next, Joseph says, You planned evil against me. Joseph acknowledges that what his brothers did was 
evil, literally “bad”. They did an evil, bad thing. And there is no excuse for it. There is no need to 
minimize or justify it. It was wrong and evil.  

But then he says, God planned it for good to bring about the present result—the survival of many 
people. Joseph is saying, God is greater than evil. God is not overcome by evil. He overcomes evil with 
God. He even uses evil decisions and channels them towards something good.  

Joseph didn’t need to go back in time. Joseph didn’t need to fix the past because God was using the 
past, even the evil in the past, to bring about good, to save many lives. That’s really good news for us. 
We don’t need to change our past. We don’t need to ruminate on our past or fix our past. God is so 
good and so powerful that he is going to use our past to make a good result.  

We must speak the way Joseph speaks. Joseph doesn't say that God wanted the evil to happen or that 
God orchestrated the evil. He said two things were happening at the same time. The brothers were 
planning evil. At the same time, God was planning good. God is ultimately in charge.    

Now some of you are thinking: my family is too messed up. We have made too many bad decisions. 
There is too much heartache. There is too much disfunction. God can’t overcome the bad in our lives with 
good. It’s just too awful.  

If you believe that God can’t fulfill his good plans in your life, then look again at the Bible. Think of all the 
messy stories that we have witnessed in this series. Abraham slept with his wife’s servant, Hagar. And 
Jacob deceived his brother and father for his inheritance. And Rachel and Leah fought over the love of 
their husband. And now Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery. Every family in Genesis is a mess. And 
yet it was through this family and God was going to rescue the world through Jesus.  
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Now think of the story of Jesus. The religious leaders of Jesus’ day planned to do evil. They planned to 
falsely accuse Jesus. To have him bound and tortured and crucified. And they fulfilled their evil plans. 
But God planned to rescue the world, to rescue you. And God’s plans were accomplished in Jesus. Jesus 
rose from the dead, defeating death and removing all your guilt and shame.  

All the messy stories of Genesis, the story of Joseph, the story of Jesus is teaching us an incredible truth: 

1. God’s in charge.  It doesn’t matter how bad it looks. It doesn’t matter how messy your family is. 
God is still ultimately in charge.  

The leads us to Joseph’s final words.  Joseph says, Therefore don’t be afraid. I will take care of you and 
your children.” Literally, “Now, don’t be afraid. I will provide for your little ones.” In other words, Now 
don’t be afraid. I will take care of your future.” God is the judge. God is in charge. God plans will be 
fulfilled. God is in charge. We don’t need to go back. We can begin to move forward.   

That brings us to our final application. I was trying to come up with a way to distill everything that 
Joseph is saying into one take-home point. And it made me think of a magnet that we had on our 
refrigerator growing up. When I was a young boy, maybe 8 years old, I remember going to a small 
Christian bookstore with my mom. She bought this pink button that had a phrase on it. She put a 
magnet on the back of the button and put it on our fridge. Lots of things came and went from our fridge, 
but that magnet stayed on there. 

Then about twenty years ago when my parents moved to Milwaukee, they brought that magnet and put 
it on the fridge. Now they live up in Baraboo, WI. And they still have that magnet. On the magnet is 
written these words: Relax, God’s in charge.  That little phrase sustained my mother and our whole 
family through many different messy problems. When my father lost his job and we thought we were 
going to move to Boston, we remembered: Relax, God's in charge. When my mom had to put up with 
two teenage boys who smelled, ate like animals, and always seemed to be pushing our luck, she 
remembered, "Relax, God's in charge." When my father was in a devasting motorcycle accident, almost 
died, and was flown flight for life, we remembered, "Relax, God's in charge." And that’s the message I 
want you to apply to your life:  2. Relax. God’s in charge.  

I know that phrase might sound trite, but it is a summary of what Joseph is telling his brothers. Don’t be 
afraid. God is a gracious judge. Don’t be afraid. God’s plans are bigger than your bad decisions in the 
past. Don’t be afraid. God will provide for your future. God is in charge. And if God is in charge we can 
relax.   

"Back to the Future" is still one of my favorite movies. As I prepared this sermon, it made me want to 
watch it again. But it's just a movie. There is no such thing as a Time Machine. There is no Delorean. But 
here is the good news. We don’t need one. Even if somehow we had access to a Time Machine, even if 
we could go back, we wouldn’t need to because God’s in control. We might have made a mess of our 
families. Our plans might have all been bad. But God has good plans. And so we can relax, God’s in 
charge. Amen.   


