The 13th Sunday after Pentecost, 2011
                                                 Genesis 50:15-21


THE THEOLOGY OF THE CROSS

Sermon for the 13th Sunday after Pentecost, 2011

Genesis 50:15-21

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 

The text for our sermon today is our Old Testment reading from before, Genesis 50:15-21: When Joseph’s brothers realised that their father was dead, they asked, “What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and actually pays us back for all the evil that we have done to him?” 16So they sent a messenger to Joseph to say: “Before your father died, he left these instructions, 17 ‘This is what you are to tell Joseph: “We are begging you, please forgive the crime and the sin that your brothers committed against you, because they did evil to you!”’ So now, please, forgive the crime of the servants of the God of your father!” Joseph wept when their message came to him. 18Then his brothers themselves came and threw themselves down before him. They said, “See! We are your slaves.” 19However, Joseph told them: “Do not be afraid! For am I in the place of God? 20Although you planned evil against me, God has planned good to come from it, in order to accomplish what is so this day, the preservation of the lives of many people. 21So now, do not be afraid! I shall provide for you and your little ones.” He reassured them with words that touched their hearts.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. 

Dear friends in Christ,
A guilty conscience is a terrible thing to live with. Joseph’s brothers couldn’t erase the haunting memories of what they had done 39 years earlier. At that time several of his brothers wanted to murder him but settled to go along with the plan of throwing him into a waterless pit and finally of selling him as a slave to a caravan heading south. Joseph had encountered much evil and suffered for many years because of what his brothers had done to him. But now it dawned on them that since their father was no longer around, they were totally at the mercy of Joseph. Would he now finally settle accounts with the brothers who had treated him so shamefully? 

But Joseph had also suffered in other ways. After being sold into slavery, and serving as a trustworthy slave in Potiphar’s house, Potiphar’s wife tried to tempt Joseph into adultery. When he refused, Potiphar’s wife sought revenge by speaking falsely against Joseph to which he was ultimately sentenced to years in prison. We cannot even begin to know what Joseph went through physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually as an innocent alien and as a sentenced slave sitting in a foreign jail.

Yet despite these many hardships, the Lord remained with Joseph and was his source of strength. Could God have delivered Joseph at any time? Yes, but He didn’t. Though the things done to Joseph by his brothers and by Potiphar’s wife was sin, and was contrary to God’s commanded will, yet God permitted Joseph to suffer for many years before he was finally delivered and put into a position of power in Egypt... before Joseph finally had the opportunity to have his brothers before him.

Now, as his brothers stood before him, Joseph could have had his revenge. But if he had been a man looking for revenge for what his brothers had done, then he would have taken upon himself to declare a reviling judgment that he had no right to make. If Joseph would have taken revenge, then he would have doubted that God knew where he was, or thought that God hated him, or thought that he didn’t have enough faith for those many years of suffering. What a blessing for Joseph’s brothers, then, that, following the death of their father and their appearance before Joseph, that this Old Testament patriarch believed, confessed, taught and practiced what we call the theology of the cross.
Let’s explain this expression. God does not will sin. He does not want anyone to transgress His holy Law. He hates it when we sin. The apostle James reminds us” “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted with evil and He Himself tempts no one,” (James 1:13). Likewise, the Lord is not the author of evil. Rather it is from the Tempter, the old Evil Foe, “the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the Devil and Satan,” (Rev. 20:2). Now, since the Fall of Adam and Eve, it is out of the sinful heart of man that “come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, and slander,” (Matthew 15:19). God is not to be blamed for the murderous thoughts, betrayal, false witness and wicked deeds of Joseph’s brothers. Those are their sins. The Lord is neither the cause nor the source nor the motivation for the lustful desires, adulterous words and false accusations of Potiphar’s wife. Those are her sins.

But just as firmly as the truth is that God does not will sin, so also we must maintain that God permits those things to happen. He allowed those brothers to cast Joseph into the pit when He could have prevented it. The Lord permitted the lies of Potiphar’s wife to prevail and the Almighty One didn’t intercede to stop the injustice. Then there are all the consequent personal sufferings that follow... the loneliness, the separation, anguish, fear, the questions, and the struggles. And it’s not just Joseph. The Scriptures tell us of Job whom Satan afflicted with the Lord’s permission. There’s the widow whose only son dies while the prophet Elijah is there. Jeremiah brings the Word of God to those who need to hear it and they cast him into a waterless cistern where he sinks into the mire.
So Joseph’s brothers stood before him at that place where they gathered. What would he say to them who had betrayed him and deserted him? Their immediate future was in the hands of their brother whom Pharaoh had appointed as the second in command in the kingdom of Egypt. Will he order their immediate execution? He certainly had the authority. But what Joseph said must have come as a shock. Instead of rebuking his brothers, he says, “Do not be afraid! For am I in the place of God? My dear brothers, am I going to stand in the way of what the Lord ultimately wanted accomplished? Who am I to interfere with what God has planned? If it was God’s purpose that you not die and that He permitted this and that in order to accomplish His plan, and that He has, over the years and decades and centuries guided and shaped the events of history so that you stand before me here this day, then who am I to contradict Him? Although you planned evil against me, God has planned good to come from it, in order to accomplish what is so this day, the preservation of the lives of many people.” 
What we learn from this is that God has a grand picture over all that takes place and, while not willing evil or sin, He is capable of directing everything to that which accomplishes His purpose. God allowed those sons of Israel, those brothers to hand Joseph over for twenty shekels of silver and God had the power to stop it and He didn’t. 
Let’s fast forward some two thousand years after Joseph. The Lord permitted the lies of Caiaphus and the weakness of Pilate to prevail and the Almighty One didn’t intercede to stop the false testimony and the injustice they made on account of Jesus. When Peter unsheathes his sword and cuts off the ear of Malchas’ servant, in his attempt to halt the injustice and suffering that are approaching Jesus, our Lord commands him to put his sword away and says, “Do you think that I cannot appeal to My Father, and He will at once send Me more than twelve legions of angels? But how then should the Scriptures be fulfilled, that it must be so?” (Matthew 26:53-54). 
Then there are all the consequent personal sufferings that follow... the loneliness of being forsaken by the Father, the separation of body and spirit, the anguish of hell and the question of why as He atones for the sins of Joseph’s brothers, the sins of Joseph, the sins of Potiphar’s wife, of Potiphar, of Elijah, of the widow whose only son dies, of Jeremiah, of Caiaphus, of Pilate and every sin of yours. The suffering is beyond comprehension and God permitted it. The one, great, sufficient sacrifice is complete and on the third day He rose again from the dead.

Now, after the resurrection, Jesus’ brothers stood before Him at that place where they gathered. What would He say to them who had betrayed Him and deserted Him? They listen intently for on the lips of this Second Person of the Trinity is their future. Will He order their immediate execution? No! Listen to what he says, “Peace be with you” (John 20). In other words, “Fear not! Did I accomplish the salvation of your souls only to kill you? No. My dear brothers, it was God’s purpose that you not die eternally and that He permitted this all to happen to Me in order to accomplish His plan, and that He has, over the years and decades and centuries guided and shaped the events of history so that you stand before me here this day? As for the world, yea, even 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.”
Dear friends, the greatest revelation of this gracious and merciful God is the cross of Christ. This is called the Theology of the Cross. Here it is, in weakness and suffering that we see the Lord God Almighty most clearly... in fact, it is in the cross that God wants to be recognised. In the humble Word and the simple water, you have been baptised into the death of Christ. We were buried therefore with Him by Baptism into death (Roman 6:3-4). You have been crucified with Christ and it is not longer you who lives but Christ who lives in you (Gal. 2:20). You know this, for it is on account of the theology of the cross that you have come here Sunday after Sunday and seek the forgiveness that He has promised. You confess, “Almighty God, merciful Father, I, a poor helpless sinner, confess to You all my sins, and repent of all the evil I have done. I have deeply displeased you and deserve your punishment in time and in eternity. But I am sorry for my sins, and I ask you, for the sake of the holy innocent sufferings and death of Your dear Son Jesus Christ, to be gracious and merciful to me.” On the basis of the cross your sins are forgiven. You hear the word of the theology of the cross when you understand and trust that “we know that in everything God works for good with those who love Him, who are called according to His purpose,” (Romans 8:28).

It is in the cross that God wants to be known and where He reveals Himself for our good. Listen to His Word that feeds your soul and listen for the cross as He says, “Take and eat, this is My Body, which is broken for you. Take and drink, this is My Blood of the new testament which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.”
The theology of the cross declares to us that it is through weakness and pain and suffering that God comes to us most clearly, first in His cross and then in the midst of our increasing weaknesses and experiences of suffering. That gives a whole new perspective then to what God has allowed and what He does allow, and it grants us purpose even when life seems cruel and unfair. This is the theology and doctrine and dogma that enable Joseph, not only to endure, but also to forgive and witness to the good God who works all things ultimately to accomplish His purpose.
The theology of the cross, where God has mercifully and graciously revealed Himself and wants to be trusted, enables us to commend ourselves into the hands of the Lord no matter what might come our way.
It enabled the Apostle Paul to hear the Lord say, “My grace is sufficient for you, for My power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9) and to believe and say in response, “1I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships persecutions, and calamities; for when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:10). This truth enabled Job to say, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust in Him” (Job 13:15) and allowed Joseph to tell his brothers, “Do not be afraid! For am I in the place of God? 20Although you planned evil against me, God has planned good to come from it, in order to accomplish what is so this day, the preservation of the lives of many people. 21So now, do not be afraid! I shall provide for you and your little ones.” He reassured them with words that touched their hearts.

May our hearts continue to be touched, as we hear the reassuring words of our Lord and Saviour who tells us, “You are forgiven all your sins, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.”
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

PRAYER FOR THE THIRTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


O Lord, we thank You for all Your goodness to us, but especially for the gift of Your Word and for the knowledge that we have of You through its message. We thank You for teaching us Your commandments, but, far more, we thank You for showing Yourself and Your limitless grace to us in Jesus Christ Your Son.  Enable us to listen to Him in faith and to obey Him in love.


Send forth Your Word into our world today.  Open doors of opportunity for us, and equip us to be active witnesses to Your Gospel, so that more and more may come to know Jesus Christ.  Sow Your Word in the hearts and minds of people everywhere.  Change their blindness to sight.  Change their enslavement to sin, Satan, and death into the freedom that Christ alone gives.


Heavenly Father, let Your Word, as a living power, judge the thoughts and desires of our hearts.  Increase our knowledge of what is good, and strengthen us to examine ourselves, amend our lives, and give up our pet sins.  Grant that, through feeding on Jesus, the Son of Man, we may remain in Him, and He in us, and that, remaining in Him, we may be guided by His Word, and bring forth abundant fruit.


Let Your Word shine in our homes, that parents and children may live together in love, serve one another in kindness, and experience true joy, both in this life and the one to come.


Give the Spirit of Christ to all who are facing sickness, sorrow, hardship or need.  Grant that they may find You quick to strengthen and bless them, and lead them to praise You for doing everything well.


Continue to keep us by the power of Your Holy Spirit; comfort us by Your Gospel, and sustain us by Your love.


This we pray in the name of Jesus, who gave Himself for us, that we might live through Him, and praise You for ever and ever.  Amen.
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