
LETTING THEM OFF THE HOOK

Genesis 45:1-8
RISING TO POWER . . . AGAIN

Last Sunday we left Joseph there in prison. 1 Not everyone in prison has done something wrong, of course.  During the early days of our nation some Baptists were in prison because they refused to be part of a state-sanctioned church. Joseph is there because he refuses the sexual advances of his boss’s wife and has been falsely accused by Mrs. Potiphar. He continues to grow up, however, and uses his gifts not just for himself but also to serve others. Even in prison Joseph lands on his feet and continues to work as a competent, diligent and efficient administrator.

The Pharaoh’s butler and baker are also there in prison, and the captain of the guard charges Joseph with waiting on them (40:4). One night the butler has a dream in which he sees a vine with three branches and squeezes grape juice into the Pharaoh’s cup. Joseph interprets the dream by saying, “Within three days Pharaoh will lift up your head and restore you to your office” (40:13).

The chief baker says, “I also had a dream last night about three cake baskets on my head and the birds were eating the bread out of the basket.” Joseph answered, “The three baskets are three days when the Pharaoh will lift up your head--from you!--and hang you on a pole and the birds will eat the flesh from you” (40:19). And in three days each man has his head lifted, but in different ways. One goes back to work and one does not.

Joseph says to the butler “But remember me when it is well with you; please do me the kindness to make mention of me to Pharaoh, and so get me out of this place” (40:14). (Savvy Joseph does not ask this of the pastry chef, however!) And the butler does what you and I have done over and over. He promises to remember Joseph in prison when he is released, but he doesn’t. Joseph does nothing wrong, yet he languishes in prison.


And the storyteller tells us "after two whole years"--a long time to be a prisoner or a hostage or to be forgotten--the chief butler remembers Joseph (41:1). When Pharaoh has a dream that no one can interpret, the butler exclaims, "I remember my faults today. I know a young Hebrew in prison who once helped me with my dreams” (41:9). And Joseph interprets the Pharaoh's dreams about cattle and declares that Egypt and the whole Near East will experience seven good years of harvest and then seven lean years of famine and drought.


Pharaoh then lifts Joseph from the lowest place--a foreigner, a slave, a convict--to the second highest place in all of Egypt because of his ability to interpret dreams. Genesis 41:46 tells us that Joseph was thirty years old when he took his new position under the Pharaoh. Joseph was just seventeen years old when his brothers sold him into slavery. 


What an amazing thirteen years for a young man in his late teens through his twenties! He falls from being the sparkle of his father's eye and the wearer of the long-sleeved leisure coat to a near execution and into a pit and then a slave in Egypt. After he rises in Potiphar's house to chief administrator, he again falls to the depths and finds himself again almost executed and down in the imperial prison. Now, thirteen years later, Joseph is second in command for all of Egypt. 


Pharaoh gives Joseph the very difficult task during the seven years of abundance of collecting some of that surplus because Joseph has foreseen that a famine is on the way. How popular do you think Joseph was for collecting taxes in times of prosperity? Just look at the budget discussions going on now in our nation and in the Commonwealth of Virginia. Joseph did not say, “Read my lips—no new taxes!”  I can just imagine that during those seven years the Egyptians were saying, "What dream? What right does this foreigner have to tax our produce and put it where we will never see it again?"

But after the seven years of plenty and the beginning of the severe famine, suddenly the opinion about Joseph changes. Joseph is the competent, diligent and efficient government leader who has a dream and a vision to help others survive those hard times. And the storyteller says, Moreover, all the world came to Joseph in Egypt to buy grain, because the famine became severe throughout the world (41:57).
LOOKING FOR FOOD


And all the world includes Jacob back home in Canaan. Like everyone else, Jacob’s family is also running out of food; so, he sends his ten boys down to Egypt. As you may know, Jacob sends the boys from his three wives but keeps Benjamin, the son of his beloved Rachel, with him. When they arrive in Egypt, Joseph recognizes his brothers, but they, of course, have no inkling that Joseph is still alive. They don’t recognize this Egyptian as their brother. Joseph is now about 37 years old. Twenty years ago the brothers showed their father that blood-drenched coat. And now they tell this stranger in Egypt “one of our brothers is no more" (42:13). 

I noticed that one of the brothers, Judah, continues to call this Egyptian leader, “the man” (43:3, 5, 7). And in 43:14 their father Jacob calls this Egyptian leader “the man.” Are you surprised that some of our expressions today go way back in history?  Joseph is “the man.”

“The man” gives them food and then goes to all kinds of strange actions to give their money back and to require that they bring back their youngest brother, Benjamin. Perhaps you remember that Benjamin is the only other boy besides Joseph born to Rachel, the beloved wife of Jacob. It was during Benjamin's birth that Rachel died. Why does Joseph go through all these questions and strange actions? Is he tormenting his brothers for what they did to him? 


As Joseph questions the ten brothers, they defend themselves with two arguments (42:11). 2 When “the man” accuses them of being spies, they say they are a family, and families do not come as spies to foreign lands. Second, they say they are persons of honesty and integrity. Can you imagine how these two values--family solidarity and integrity--sound to Joseph as he remembers them talking over lunch about how they will either kill him or sell him into slavery and then show their father the blood-drenched coat? 


Joseph wants to know and we want to know--Have these brothers changed? Yes! They are concerned about family solidarity. They are honest and forthright and are willing to sacrifice themselves for the sake of others. The brothers, like Joseph, have grown up. They do care more for their father than they once had. In fact, at the climax of all of this maneuvering, Simeon stays himself to be a slave in order to save Benjamin. And Judah promises to sacrifice his two sons if he does not bring Benjamin back alive to Jacob. Yes, this family has grown in solidarity and integrity.

The family of Jacob is not perfect, by any means. There is Simeon sitting in an Egyptian prison waiting for his brothers to come back “quickly” to rescue him. But notice in 43:2 that Jacob sends the boys back only when more grain is needed. Judah even scolds his father, "For if we had not delayed, we would now have returned twice" from Egypt (43:10). Since the roundtrip from Canaan to Egypt was about two weeks of travel, Simeon sat there for at least a month or longer. If I had been Simeon, I would have been very upset with my father! 
LETTING THEM OFF THE HOOK


When they run out of food again, the brothers plus Benjamin return to Egypt. Here, at the age of 39, Joseph reveals his identity. Twice in chapter 45 Joseph says, "I am Joseph" (45:2, 4). The secret is out. The brother presumed dead is still alive and is now “the man”--the second most powerful person in all of Egypt.


And power has changed Joseph! No naive boy is this Joseph. He can cut their heads from their shoulders and people will applaud. He probably thought about it. But he does not do it. Why? Joseph has just witnessed the fulfillment of his dream from long ago. His brothers have come and bowed before him just as the sheaves in his dream bowed before his sheaf. The dream has come true, and Joseph is vindicated. Joseph now has power over his ten older brothers.


But Joseph bows to a greater power than himself and his brothers. Twice Joseph states this profound insight--this mystery. He says, "So it was not you who sent me here, but God" (45:8). And later in 50:19-20 we hear him tell them, "Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of God? Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good."

After years of hardship and two narrow encounters with death, Joseph probably experienced resentment, bitterness, struggle, and questions. We are not told when Joseph saw the bigger picture. We are not told how God led Joseph to see this bigger picture. Somehow Joseph is open to the Lord’s leadership in his life. He has not forgotten what his brothers did and restates clearly their evil intent. In their freedom they intended to destroy their brother. And he never forgets that what they did was a crime. It is forever a crime! 

But Joseph also knows that God has a purpose for the nation of Israel which God will not give up merely because of a crime. Somehow Joseph sees the mysterious hand of God in his life in these free decisions of persons. He does not think God forced them to sell him into slavery, but he sees how the Lord took their evil intent and formed it into something good. 

When we are immersed in the turbulent events which we call “life,” we seldom see the hand of God in daily events. We can see the hand of God only as we look back and reflect upon the events of our lives. As we read in the famous “Footprints” poem, we only see the single footprints in the sand when we look back and realize that was when the Lord carried us through the difficult times. We grow up and mature as we look back and reflect upon the meaning of our past and look for the hand of God in our lives. 


Joseph has grown up tremendously from the selfish, spoiled brat that he was twenty-two years ago. Joseph has matured because he has realized true power. Joseph has realized that power does not come from within himself but comes from God. And Joseph has realized that real power is not the ability to inflict revenge and retaliation upon someone who has hurt us; for true power is the ability to forgive and to let someone off the hook.


Do you understand this colloquialism, “Let them off the hook”? I grew up fishing for speckled perch with my family. Sometimes we caught fish which were too small to keep, so I would reach down in the throat of the perch, wiggle the hook free, and throw the fish back in the water. I could have dangled the fish in the water and jerked the line and hook to control its movements, but I took out the hook I had embedded. I let the fish off the hook.


I have come to realize that every relationship needs some grace if the relationship is to survive. Brothers and sisters, husbands and wives, daughters and sons, mothers and fathers, as well as friends and church members—we all need some grace if the relationship is to survive. Each of us needs to have someone “let us off the hook” and we need to “let him or her off the hook.” 


"And Joseph kissed all his brothers and wept upon them; and after that his brothers talked with him" (45:15).  Joseph was willing to let them off the hook and this released them from the vicious cycle of revenge. What a difference these twenty-two years have made in Joseph's life! In small, incremental ways, without Divine voices from the clouds and without special visitations by angels, this almost-forty-year-old slowly changes and comes to see his brothers the way God sees them—special yet imperfect persons who begin not in the beginning of anything but in the middle of a complex family drama. I think he has come to realize that those who wounded us were themselves deeply wounded, and that the hurt goes all the way back to the beginning of creation. Joseph has looked back and has seen the hand of God in his life and in the life of his family. 

Frederick Buechner observes, "We read in Genesis how Joseph had the foresight to save Egypt from the lack of food during the famine. Not only is this the story of how God saved the people of Israel from famine and extinction from the promise, but it is also the story of how Joseph was saved as a human being.  I wonder which of the two achievements cost God the greater effort and which accomplishment brought God more pride." 3

Through Joseph God keeps the promise to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob for nation, land and children. Through Joseph God also works a miracle of healing in a destructive, dysfunctional family. The Lord did just that for Joseph and his family, and the Lord is willing and able to do just that for you and your family, too. Well?

1 See John Claypool's sermon, Divine Ingenuity, preached at Princeton Theological Seminary, July 1, 1988

2 Terence Fretheim, New Interpreters Bible, 1994, Vol. I, page 628
3 Frederick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures, 1979, page 79
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