The 7th Sunday Service in Pentecost 2008


A Lighted Candle Shines Everywhere in the House
有麝何處亦留香
(Gen 40:1-23)              Angela Gee
World Health Organization had conducted a survey in 1988 that most suicides were dashed hopes of restoring health, wealth, job or relationship. Recently, the suicide rates in Hong Kong, Taiwan and Japan are ever climbing. Nearly all suicides are because of diminished hopes. To have hopes raised and then dashed is one of our most poignant experiences. After giving advice to the royal cupbearer Joseph thought he might be rewarded by an early release, but again he was disappointed. In this chapter, the forgotten Joseph seems doubled tragic as his imprisonment was plainly unjust. In danger of serving life imprisonment, how can he live out as a lighted candle that shines everywhere? Joseph says interpretation of dreams belongs to God alone (v.8), may God help us to interpret the meaning of this chapter correctly this morning. Amen.
We need interpretation of life situations too
Once again, life seems to be treating Joseph unfairly. He had been rejected by his brothers, unjustly imprisoned. How he must have wondered what possible good could come of this injustice. It just didn’t make sense! His experiences in the royal prison echo those in Potiphar’s house. He was rapidly promoted and became the personal attendant of the royal cupbearer and baker. These men were not just in charge of the royal cellar and bakery but were also advisers to the Pharaoh. Egyptian cupbearers were called “pure of hands” (v.2). He would have to be a trusted individual, since his primary responsibility was to taste all of his lord’s food and drink and thus prevent his lord from being poisoned.﻿﻿ Bear in mind, they are CHIEFs, somewhat like today’s Chief Secretary. 
These two once trusted high-ranking officials now put in jail with Joseph. What does this reveal? It certainly reveals to us the arbitrary and dictatorial position and policy that the pharaohs of Egypt had. If Joseph committed no sins except running too fast from Potiphar’s wife, I really don’t know what the baker did (they too carried out ‘Accountability System for Principal Officials’?)—maybe he burned the biscuits for breakfast. For some whim, Pharaoh put him into prison. For the baker, maybe he was bringing up a glass of wine to Pharaoh and stubbed his toe and spilled it on the Persian rug that was there. I don’t know. The text does not mention why both the cupbearer and the baker of Pharaoh were in the prison. All we know is that trusted officials can be jailors at any time under Pharaoh. Do you have such a Pharaoh in your working place? Life’s ups and downs are always hard to interpret. We too need interpreters!   

Joseph was an innocent victim. Presumably the cupbearer would recognize the unfairness of Joseph’s condition, since he himself had been unfairly charged and badly treated as well. Even Joseph had good reasons to hope that the cupbearer would recognize the injustice done to him, he was forgotten. Joseph had asked the cupbearer to remember him when he was restored to his place in Pharaoh's household, but that did not happen, “Yet the chief cupbearer did not remember Joseph, but forgot him.” (v.23) Once again the discrepancy between the narrator’s observation that the Lord was with Joseph (39:23) and Joseph’s left forgotten in prison is too ironic. Joseph’s skill in interpreting dreams was one indication that God was still with him (Gen 40:8), but then why didn’t God open the prison gate for the innocent inmates? Being forsaken or forgotten by someone we look upon is one of our most painful experiences. When Pharaoh chose to forget the sins that his cupbearer had committed, ironically the cupbearer forgot Joseph’s favor to him.
Job once said, "Though I cry, `I've been wronged!' I get no response; though I call for help, there is no justice.” (Job 19:7); the Psalmist cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Ps. 22:1); even Prophet Habakkuk prayed that “How long, O LORD, must I call for help, but you do not listen?” (Hab 1:2). Every day we may find some things fail to make sense. Are those unjust suffering, loneliness, despair hampering your spiritual calling? Do you trust the Lord amidst the trials? Can you interpret your own problem that does not make sense to you?   

Being taken advantage of
Potiphar's wife wanted to use Joseph sexually. Joseph was used again by Potiphar. He threw him into prison in order to placate his wife, although the Egyptian very likely knew that Joseph's account of what had occurred was trustworthy. But a slave has no rights. Now the cupbearer’s puzzling dream was revealed by Joseph, not even a thank-you note was sent. Joseph was repeatedly used by others. If you were Joseph, would you have tried to write a note to the restored cupbearer, “Sir, do you remember me? I’m the one who solved your puzzling dream!” Or simply accuse him, “You disappoint me!” Hope deferred makes the heart sick yet the forgotten Joseph chose to wait patiently for the next chance of release. 
I want you to notice how Joseph came into contact with Pharaoh’s cupbearer. The narrator introduces this scene with the casual time marker, "some time later". (v.1) At first glance this may appear to be a short sequence in time. In reality, however, Joseph has served as a slave for at least ten years (we know that his total time of enslavement was thirteen years, 37:2 aged 17; 41:46 aged 30) before the light of hope breaks in. We can only imagine the tension in his soul as he served the chief jailer under the shadow of God's silence. 
Joseph had enough problems of his own to worry about in prison. But he forgot about his own sorrows when he saw two newcomers to the prison looking sad one day. "Why are your faces so sad today?" (v.7) Joseph had been appointed by the jailer to be in charge of all the prisoners and so he asked these two prisoners the reason for their looking so dejected. 
When he was asked to help interpret the dreams of the officials of Pharaoh's court, Joseph replied, "The interpretation of dreams belongs to God." (v.8) A very important verse in this chapter. He refuses to take credit for things he once would have proudly attributed to his own talents. He has become less impressed with himself and much more aware of God's working in his life. His immediate response demonstrates that he has become a humble man who depended upon God, not himself.

Then Joseph said to him, "This is the interpretation of it: the three branches are three days; within three more days Pharaoh will lift up your head and restore you to your office; and you will put Pharaoh's cup into his hand according to your former custom when you were his cupbearer." (40:12-13)

The three branches signify three days, which Joseph probably knows is Pharaoh's birthday, when he will decide their fate. It was typical that on feast days like birthdays and anniversaries the Pharaoh would grant amnesties. On that day, Joseph tells the cupbearer that Pharaoh will "lift up" his head 「使你的頭抬起來」《和合本》譯「提你出監」, a suitable image for his welcome back into the king's presence. But when interpreting the baker’s dream, Joseph said within three days Pharaoh will lift off (cut off) his head《和合本》譯「斬斷你的頭」, i.e. execution (v.19)! Very similar dreams but with opposite endings! What a haunting pun! This again reinforces the fact that Joseph’s brilliant gift in dream interpretation was indeed granted from God that very similar dreams may have very different meanings! 

Joseph interpreted their dreams correctly. He remained faithful to God, that’s why he could put aside his own sorrows and have a concern for others. That is what we can learn from Joseph---never get taken up with our sorrows but opening our hearts to other needy people. Have you ever been taken advantage of? Perhaps by your peers? By your loved ones? By colleagues? Are you a compassionate person who has been used by uncaring people? It's such a painful thing to suddenly discover that the person you were helping has no interest even to keep contact with you. You feel that you've been used. Joseph had ample time in prison to remember his rejection by his brothers and being taken advantages of time after time. Surprisingly, Joseph gradually became a man of faith and with noble character.

Is your boss leaving you in the cold and you feel like an unappreciated bench warming football player? Even Beckham had set in the cold when he was with Real Madrid and finally deserted by his coach. Many people have and will find themselves occupying a position or job that they do not like. They may even despise their jobs. To make things worse, they voluntarily shut down their abilities and gifts on the job. Our boss or peers at work can make our jobs a stressful place or they simply forsake or overlook us. Many employees are angry, depressed or their pendulum swings destructively back and forth between anger and depression while they are sitting on the cold bench. Work becomes a place we would rather not think about. No matter you’re blue-collar workers, professionals, managers, or executives, you might have been or will encounter such working place. So how can we possibly light up ourselves and shines everywhere? 
In the book “The invisible employee” (by Adrian Gostick and Chester Elton in 2007), it says that there’s a frightening specter threatening businesses today: the invisible employee. The invisible employee feels overlooked, ignored and unappreciated. He fights back the only way he knows—by staying hidden in the corporate shadows, doing just enough to get by, grumbling about this and that and, most scarily, passing these techniques along to new workers. The basic invisible employee rationale is that why bother shining when no one notices your achievements? Why exert yourself when you could very well be in the next batch of layoffs? Just keep your head down—and never do more than is asked of you.
The cupbearer forgot Joseph’s favor to him echoes with the fact that the Israelites had forgotten God’s deliverance. Joseph asked the cupbearer to remember and be kind to him, as we witness that God remembers his people and have mercy on them. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword or because of being forgotten by someone we mistrusted in? Joseph would have said, “Of course not!”
Don’t give up hope when you are forsaken. Remain faithful despite hardships
Some of you might identify with Joseph in that you have also been falsely accused while on the job. Joseph was a victim of kidnapping, sold as a slave, falsely accused and imprisoned, abandoned and forgotten. What Joseph went through was wrong and unjust; but despite all storms in his life, Joseph still chose to be ethical and competent in all things. Many of you may even feel that your work place is like a prison from which you cannot escape. Who else would like being in prison? He diligently used his talents and gifts given by God. Everywhere he went, his ability was certainly recognized. Just as a lighted candle shines everywhere! 
Cedars are trees made of scented strong wood, able to withstand severe cold. Their colors remain nobly green even in harsh environments. Christians should be like cedars that their scents are lasting even in hardships. You know what, the colder the climate, the stronger scent cedars dissipate in the air! 
Joseph recognized that he could do nothing to change his circumstances, so he sought God and surrendered to him in the midst of them. Joseph did not wait for his circumstances to change either. He glorified God and served others in the circumstances, like cedars. God is moving in his life with a very definite purpose. Suppose the cupbearer had returned favor by asking Pharaoh to release Joseph, don’t you see what would have happened? He would have been at home in the land of Canaan at the time that Pharaoh needed him to interpret his dream. Joseph had carefully prepared the way for his release from prison (v.14-15). Everything worked according to plan except for one detail: the chief cupbearer forgot all about Joseph. Humanly speaking, Joseph was a forgotten man, stuck in prison with no hope of ever getting out. God alone remembered his existence. Little does Joseph know that God will use an unlikely encounter behind prison doors to open palace doors. God has purpose in delaying. His delay is no barrier to you but a bridge.
Feeling hard to get over being forgotten? The worst thing is to imprison yourself with your despair. Joseph didn’t poison his life by complaining and assigning blame. He didn’t give up and grow bitter. Instead he continued to live a life of faithfulness to God. Do you believe Christians who are full of distress and bitterness can turn any fragrances into bad odors?

Joseph’s words to the cupbearer, lift (nasa’) up your head, form a grisly pun in the passage. Here they speak of the restoration of the cupbearer to his former honor; in v. 19 they speak of death. "Within three days Pharaoh will lift up / off your head from you and will hang you on a tree." Extending this haunting pun, hmm…let me invent an equally strong one: 
Scent is always attractive. Floral scent attracts butterflies; baby and female scents are pleasing to many. A true Christian is said to possess the fragrance of Jesus Christ. The opposite of scent is stink. 香氣的反面是臭，甚麼是臭？中文的“臭”字很有意思，上面是自己的“自”，下面是“大”字，在大字旁邊加上一小點，那就成為臭了，一個人如果自大，或者將自己的苦毒無限放大，只要一點點就夠臭了，身上帶著惡臭，像聞到肚瀉一般，也都是「有瀉何處亦留香」!!!

Joseph knew what the future held for him. He knew his destiny was not to languish in prison for the remainder of his life. He knew it because of dreams he had when he was a young man (his brothers’ sheaves bow down to his; he saw the sun, the moon and the stars bow down to him). Joseph’s final chapter would not discarded and forgotten. God was declaring to him in a personal way that his story would have a glorious ending (Joseph finally became No.2 man in Egypt). My smelly pun maybe a bit outrageous to you but all I want to say is: Don’t lose hope or grow bitter／arrogant. Or else, you are polluting your fragrance with rotting odor! When we remain faithful despite hardships, more opportunities will be awaiting us. Above all, God is with us in all circumstances. In all our adversities, be cedars. 
　　Hebrews 6:10 says, “God is not unfair. He will not forget how hard you have worked for him and how you have shown your love to him by caring for other Christians, as you still do”. God turned into good what meant for evil. God may not shield you from hardships, but he will link up hardships as a bridge and lead you through----if you let Him.
Similar to Joseph, the criminal that hung on the cross with Jesus yearned that "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom." And Jesus promised, “You will be with me in paradise.” (Lk 23:42-43). Men forget but God is faithful. Brothers and sister, when we face with difficulties, despair, injustice, abandonment, like living in a virtual prison, don’t imprison our hearts!　　

The English name of my school is Ebenezer School & Home for the Visually Impaired. Do you know the meaning of the word ‘Ebenezer’ 「以便以謝」? "Thus far has the LORD helped us." (1 Sam 7:12) We instill this belief to our students. So God will ‘lift up your head and restore you to your position’. He will get you through. Hang in there! If you give up, you ‘lift off’ your head by yourself! God will not allow you to go through more than you are capable of handling. Believe this and have faith in him. God wants nothing but the best for you. Like Joseph, to handle your adverse job situation and overcome it, you need to grow and develop both spiritually and personally until God opens the door to your new opportunities. 
Be scent not stink

As the saying goes, ‘有麝自然香’ (good stuff need not be advertised, they advertise themselves), a true capable person is like a shining candle that will be recognized at the end. And neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven. (Mt 5:15-16) 
Let us be scent not stink! May God continue to lead us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him. (2 Cor 2:14)
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