The 13th Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 19 (a)]
September 11, 2011

Romans 14:1–12; Matthew 18:21–35
Genesis 50:15-21
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.” So they sent a message to Joseph, saying, “Your father gave this command before he died, ‘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.” Joseph wept when they spoke to him. His brothers also came and fell down before him and said, “Behold, we are your servants.” But Joseph said to them, “Do not fear, for am I in the place of God? As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today. So do not fear; I will provide for you and your little ones.” Thus he comforted them and spoke kindly to them.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Am I in the place of God?

asked Joseph of his brothers.

Who would assert to be in the place of God?  Can arrogance be spoken more clearly than to claim to be in the place of God?


When it comes to the things of God, you might not want to get to close to God—you might end up like Icarus with those wings made of wax and feathers, soaring so high up toward god until he melts the wax off his wings, loses his feathers, and ends up crashing.

When it comes to the things of God, better to stand back, distance yourself, and innocently claim, Hey, who me, am I in the place of God?  I’m just standing here on my own.

That’s what Joseph says.  

We remember Joseph.  He’s the brother despised by the other brothers.  They are the ones who burned with envy when Joseph wore that coat of many colors, and the ones who were going to kill their own brother, until they came up with the idea, instead, of selling Joseph to a bunch of slave-traders who took him to Egypt.

We also remember what happened to Joseph in Egypt.  He didn’t remain a slave for long.  God was with him, and he ended up being promoted all the way to the top, ending up as Pharaoh’s right hand man.

Meantime, while Joseph is becoming the second most powerful man in Egypt, his brothers are back in their little backwater country starving to death.  There’s a famine.  So, needing food, hoping only to keep their families alive, they come to Egypt, where Pharaoh’s right-hand man Joseph has had the wisdom to store up food to feed Egypt at just such a time.

And that’s where we are in our text, as the murderous brothers quiver in front of Joseph, hoping, one, that their families can get some food, and hoping, two, that Joseph won’t do to them what they had tried to do to him.

Forgive us, 

say the brothers,

we tried to do evil to you.
Am I in the place of God?
says Joseph.  (Genesis 50:19)


What does that mean, to be in the place of God?

We know what God wants for Joseph’s brothers.  God wants them well fed and safe.  He wants good food for them, he wants their families to be taken care of.  He wants these Israelite families to bear children and grow, and to have many grandchildren and great-grandchildren.  He has promised to be with these families; they bear his Name, and it is from these families that God the Son will one day come in the flesh, being born as a baby to one of their daughters.

How will God do all this, keep these families safe, feed them, shelter them, make them grow?  He does it by setting in place in Egypt his servant Joseph, so that by Joseph’s administration, the economy of Egypt will be kept strong, the food will be grown and stored away, and these starving Israelites will have a place to run to for food and shelter and safety. 

None of this would have been accomplished if God hadn’t set Joseph in place to carry it out.  

Who’s place is Joseph in?  He’s not in the Egyptians place—they couldn’t care less about saving a bunch of families from a foreign country.  He’s not in his own place—on his own he can’t create one single head of wheat or stalk of corn.  He’s not in the place of the demons—they, most of all, do not want the Israelite line kept safe so that the Messiah would be brought forth from the lineage.

Joseph is in the place of God.

When God wants corn grown, wheat harvested, grain stored in silos for a famine, he does it by putting people in place.  The corn farmer may think he’s growing the corn for himself, to make a profit, but it is God who provides the land, the seed, the energy to work; it is God who sets in place the mason to build the silo, the merchant to trade the grain, the governor to protect the highway from thieves; it is God setting all these people in place, so that God may do what he desires to do of feeding people, clothing them, giving home and property, protecting from those who bring violence and evil.

These are our vocations.  Callings from God.  God setting people in place to provide for neighbor.  These are our vocations, and we are most honored of all, for to provide food or shelter, clothing or health, services and safety and property—to provide these things for our neighbor and fellowman is to do the work of God, and we are in his place.  The mother, the father, changing the dirty diaper, this is God working through them to care for a child he loves.  The person flipping burgers, this is God using those hands to do the honored work of bringing food to the families God loves.  And we, no matter our vocation, our calling from God, are honored to be set in place by him to do the things he places us to do.


But Joseph’s bothers didn’t just need food and shelter.  They did need that; they were escaping famine, and God’s gift of food and home was precious.

They needed something else too, though, from their brother Joseph.

Forgive us, Joseph, we tried to do evil to you.
Am I in the place of God?
says Joseph.  (Genesis 50:19)

Only God can forgive sins.  All sin is against God, is a breaking of his commandments, is a refusal to love neighbor over self—there is no sin that is not a sin against God; it is before God that the sinner stands guilty, and it is only God who can forgive sin.

But Joseph’s brothers are quivering in front of Joseph.  He’s the flesh and blood man standing there, the one they can see and hear.  Can he do anything about their sin?  

Am I in the place of God?
says Joseph.

Yes, Joseph, you are in the place of God.  God has placed you in office.  In God’s stead you are given to make sure your brothers and their families are fed and cared for, and in God’s stead, you are given to speak his word and forgive their sins.

It is only God who can forgive sin, but when God forgives sin, he does it through the voice of a man whom he has placed in his stead.  Do the work of God, Joseph, forgive your brothers.  To not forgive your brothers, that would be like a servant who owed his master ten thousand talents, and, being forgiven of that debt, then turned around and refused to forgive the debt of a fellow servant who owed him less than a single talent.

To refuse the gift of forgiveness to a fellow servant, that is to say to the Lord that you don’t want forgiveness from him for yourself, either.

Is Joseph in the place of God?  Yes.  So he comforted his brothers and spoke kindness to them (Genesis 50:21)—for comfort and kindness is what the Lord’s word of forgiveness bestows upon the sinner.


When God wants our neighbor to hear his Gospel, when he wants those who have done wrong against us to be forgiven, when he wants those who are in travail to know the comfort of belonging to the Lord, when he wants his gentle invitation to go out to those who live in despair so that they would know the kindness of being gathered into his church, he sets someone in his place to speak on his behalf.

We are in the place of God.  It must be so, otherwise we are speaking only on our own behalf, and on our own behalf, we have nothing to give to the sinner which can help him.

Only God can forgive sins.  Only God can cleanse the sinner, can comfort the afflicted, can give honor to the one living in shame.  But when God desires to do this, he does it through a human voice, through you and me and our children, through the voices of the church.

We are in the place of God.  That’s what it means to be given his Name in Baptism, to be called into the church, that’s what it means to understand that he calls us into our vocations and he works through our voices and our hands to bring his gifts to our neighbor.

We are in the place of God:  his servants, speaking his words, giving his gifts, forgiving others their debt as he has forgiven us ours.

And the forgiveness we give, the comfort we bestow, the kindness we speak, it is the same forgiveness, comfort, and kindness the Lord is giving to us every time he places a called and ordained servant to say, 

By virtue of my office as a called and ordained servant of the Word, 

I announce the grace of God unto you,

and in the stead and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ, 

I forgive you your sins in the Name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
By that declaration, by those words, God really is forgiving our sins, and by those words, he places us before our neighbor as his servants.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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