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It’s difficult to comprehend the bitterness and anger Joseph must have felt after his brothers, with malice aforethought, sold him to slavery in egypt.  It was 22 years before he saw his brothers again, and that is a long time to stew up a grudge against them.  And when Jacob died, his brothers feared revenge.  And how could you comprehend forgiveness for such a crime?  They were with Joseph in Egypt for years with his father, but then his father died.  They figured it was for Jacob's sake that Joseph didn’t destroy them, but now Jacob is gone and they feel exposed.  

It’s common today to talk about forgiving yourself.  I never thought that was a good way of looking at your past wrongs and regrets.  The right way is to accept God’s forgiveness in Jesus Christ.  If you think forgiving yourself is most important…and only God can forgive sins…doesn’t it follow that you must be god?

The language of forgiving yourself is not accurate.  But what it points to is the inability to find peace in life and in conscience.  It is apparent here that, ever since they found out joseph was alive, they haven’t had a moment’s peace…always waiting for the other shoe to drop.  Perhaps they had suffered guilt over the years, but now the fear of payback is before them and they are afraid.  And they ask for forgiveness.

15 When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “It may be that Joseph will hate us and pay us back for all the evil that we did to him.” 16 So they sent a message to Joseph, saying, “Your father gave this command before he died: 17 ‘Say to Joseph, “Please forgive the transgression of your brothers and their sin, because they did evil to you.” ’ And now, please forgive the transgression of the servants of the God of your father.”

They ask for forgiveness from their brother whom they sinned against.  And how can they expect to be forgiven?  They expect to be forgiven because their father commanded it.  And because they serve the God of their father…the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  

Jesus says, “Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.”  Your Father is the God of Jacob, and the same command Jacob gave to Joseph to forgive his brothers for their awful crime, he also commands you.  Judge not, and you will not be judged; condemn not, and you will not be condemned; forgive, and you will be forgiven.”   

It is usually Joseph who is thought of as the Christ figure here in Genesis and for good reason.  Joseph suffers great offence and humiliation at the hands of his brothers whom he eventually saves through earning the good graces of the king…the same goes for Jesus.  But here he is figured as Jacob…the one who–as the head of his disciples–commands them to be merciful and forgive.  And he figures his disciples to be as Joseph…not as those in need of forgiveness, but those who are in the place to forgive and commanded to do so.

St. Paul says “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  This means not only that the law doesn’t accuse us of deserving death and hell.  Satan still does, but the law doesn’t.   For those who are in christ Jesus God doesn’t command judgment but mercy.  Since we are forgiven, we are commanded to forgive others who ask it in Christ’s name.  Just as the brothers rely not on their own worthiness to be forgiven, but instead point to the law and command of their father, so too as recipients of grace we ask for it on the command of Jesus, and so to we grant it based on his command.

If the police come to your house and want to search it, you might not feel like letting them in.  That’s okay, you can say no.  But if they have a warrant they show you that you have been legally commanded to let them in.  The kids and I went to the Calgary zoo a month or so ago.  It was a nice day and a very busy place.  They don’t let people in freely, but have guards at the turnstiles who will turn you away unless you show them that you have purchased a ticket.  And that ticket is a command from their boss to let you in.  Forgiveness is the other way around, letting you out.  Condemnation is a prison and the door only opens from the outside of the bars.  You want out but you don’t have the key.  Someone on the outside has to unlock and open the door and release you.  The jailor aint going to do that unless he has a command to do so, a court order, the law.

Joseph’s brothers have such a court order from their father Jacob that Joseph must release them from his hatred and payback.  And Joseph responds with a command of his own and a rhetorical question, “Do not fear, for am I in the place of God?”

Is Joseph in the place of God?  On the one hand no.  Only God can forgive sins.  Only God can punish sins.  Vengeance is mine, says the lord, I will repay.  Joseph can do what he will, hate or love, pay back or forgive, but in the end God will sort out all things and give to each person according to his deeds.  In other words, if God doesn’t authorise his forgiveness, it is worthless.  And if he does, well then Josephs refusal to forgive cannot undo God’s ordinance.  So on the one hand Joseph is not in the place of God in that he cannot do what God refuses, nor can he undo what God has commanded.

On the other hand yes…Joseph is in the place of God.  This in the sense that he is put in the position to render a judgment, to either condem or forgive, to show wrath or to show mercy.  And in the place of God he does what God would do when facing penitent hearts, he shows mercy.  “Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.”  As Christ has forgiven your sins, so too you are commanded to forgive others.

Am I in the place of God?  Understanding what Joseph’s brothers do here and what Joseph does sums up our Lutheran understanding of the Divine Service.  Even though they knew their father had commanded their forgiveness, they still go to the feet of their brother and fall down before him and ask his forgiveness.  

As a called and ordained servant, a pastor is under orders to forgive you who come today and ask for it.  And when you eat the bread and drink the cup, you hunger and thirst for righteousness is satisfied.  It was important for the brothers to hear Joseph forgive them and to receive it from him.  It is just as important that we the church are a place, here in Lethbridge, there in every other true altar from one end of the earth to the other, a place where people can go to Joseph, and expect to be forgiven as Jesus has commanded, and as our heavenly Father desires mercy.
