Joseph and True Forgiveness

(Genesis 45:1-9; 50:15-21)
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God in his sovereignty can use negative circumstances to accomplish His eternal Master plan.  This can include suffering and hurt.  During those times, may we remember what Christ has done for us on the cross.  Just as God has forgiven us, may we forgive others, who have hurt us, and seek restoration.  May we recognize that He is in total control.  
INTRODUCTION

There were these two brothers, two years. Although it wasn’t intentional, they were competing with one another to gain favor from their parents.  The younger brother lived in the shadow of the older brother.  The younger was smart, but the older was smarter.  The younger was athletic, but the older was more athletic.  The younger was active in church, but the older was more active.  Without knowing it, seeds of jealousy were sown.  It created hard feelings toward one another.  The younger brother looked for ways to get even.  Their relationship went from not good to poor to bad, where they are not talking with one another at this time.  
Have you experienced jealousy between your siblings or your classmates or coworkers?  This reminds me of a story in the Old Testament. Several brothers were jealous of one of their brothers and it caused dreadful consequences.  What do we do if we have been hurt badly by someone that is close to us?  I’d like to continue examining my hero of faith, Joseph.  His early life was filled with trouble.  Let us first take a look at the trouble on his home front.  
A. Trouble on the Home Front
Joseph was the favorite son of his father, Jacob, who made a special richly ornamented robe for Joseph.  Because of this favoritism, it caused a lot of jealousy among the rest of the sons.  In Gen. 37:4, “When his brothers saw that their father loved him more than any of them, they hated him and could not speak a kind word to him.”  There was definitely a barrier between Joseph and the rest of his siblings.  The situation got worse as Joseph shared proudly of two dreams that he had, in which the brothers bowed down before him.  In God’s sovereignty, He was predicting that Joseph would rule over his family.  Genesis 37:8b says that they hated him all the more. The anger of the brothers grew as the days went by to the point where they wanted to kill him.  
APPLICATION:  Favoritism always leads to disastrous conclusions.  Jealousy is a natural off-shoot to preferential treatment.  Many times, it causes one to seek revenge.  There is no benefit in showing favoritism from one child over another.  We ought to love all of our children.  
The brothers were so angry at Joseph that they stripped him of his special robe and threw him in a dry pit to die.  Later, Judah came up with a better idea: to sell Joseph to a band of Ishmaelite traders for 20 pieces of silver.  To cover up their sin, they took some goat blood and dipped Joseph’s robe into it and deceived their father into believing that Joseph had been killed and eaten by a wild animal.  
B. Trouble in Captivity
Can you imagine how Joseph felt?  He had a very good position at home before being hijacked by his brothers and sold into slavery.  There seemed to be no glimmer of external hope.  However, Joseph was not bitter nor did he complain.  He tried to make the best of the situation he was in.  Although it appeared that God had abandoned Joseph, yet it was just the opposite. The Lord was with Joseph, although he was in a foreign pagan land.  Joseph continued to walk with God and trusted the Lord.  In Genesis 39:2, it says that the Lord was with Joseph and he prospered under the household of Potiphar as a slave.  God took note of Joseph’s character and conduct and blessed him.  The key to his day-to-day success was living in the reality that God was with him, and he put God first in his life as he trusted Him in all circumstances.  

Potiphar’s wife was attracted to Joseph and tried to seduce him, but Joseph resisted although she made multiple attempts.  The greatest deterrent to falling into the sexual temptation was Joseph’s awareness that God was with him.  One day, she ambushed him,  striving to persuade him to sleep with her.  Joseph fled from the situation, but left his cloak clutched in her hand.  Mrs. Potiphar was furious at Joseph and lied about the incident by claiming that Joseph had made advances toward her.  As a result, he was thrown into prison as recorded in Genesis 39:20.   
We have seen Joseph being in trouble on the home front and now Joseph was in trouble in captivity.  What appeared to be going well in Potiphar’s house turned out poorly.  In Genesis39:21 we read: “However, the Lord was with Joseph, he showed him kindness & granted him favor in the eyes of the prison warden.”  We see God’s sovereign hand at work.  What appears to be bad can turn into something good according to God’s Master plan.  
Although Joseph was in prison for several years, he made the most of the situation he was in.  The warden put Joseph in charge of all those held in the prison.  He also helped interpret dreams for the cupbearer and baker of the king of Egypt.  He believed that God had a purpose for him there.  Indeed, that was true when Pharaoh had a dream that no one could interpret.  Joseph was called upon to interpret the king’s dream, which foretold the events of the next 14 years.  The first 7 years would witness abundant crops, while the next seven would see only famine.  Joseph suggested that someone be appointed to store up food supplies during the good years to prepare for the bad ones.  Through God’s sovereignty, Pharaoh appointed Joseph to oversee the project.
Wow, you can’t make up this story without God interceding.  God’s finger prints are all over the place.  Through God’s Master plan, He was preparing Joseph for this position.  For us, although we might not understand why we are going through difficult times, we can trust that God is sovereign and He loves us.  He is the one that has written the first and last chapter of our life.  May we trust Him and be faithful in the situation that we are in.  
APPLICATION:  Some of us are in situations of uncertainty.  We are not sure to which school to apply.  We might have tried to have a child, but have been unsuccessful.  We might have a head hunter calling us to see if we are interested in another job.  What are we to do?  

Some of us are in troubling times. We are in a job where the company is not doing well.  We have a rebellious child that is out of control.  Someone has spread untrue rumors about us.  We might be single in our mid-thirties and would like to get married, but there seems to be no prospect in sight.  What are we to do?  May we make the best of the situation by going before God with an open hand.  Although God have placed us in these unusual circumstance, we want to do His will.  May we be a good witness for Him. “Show me what I need to do that is within my control.  That which is out of my control, would You oversee it as I trust in You?  Make Your will clear for me.  May I have the courage to obey you. “

In spite of the troubles that Joseph faced, we will see God’s sovereign plan unveiled.
C. God’s Sovereign Plan Unveiled
The famine was widespread.  It affected also the land of Canaan, where Joseph’s family was.  Jacob heard that there was grain in Egypt and he sent his 10 oldest sons to go there to buy food.  When they arrived, Joseph recognized his brothers, but they did not recognize him because he was in Egyptian attire.  Joseph tested them by accusing them of being spies and he demanded that his brothers return home and bring back Benjamin, the youngest brother, to prove that they were not spies.  They were thrown in jail for 3 days.  Joseph called them back and changed his request.  He told them that they only need to leave one of them here and he will let the rest go home with the grain, but they need to bring their youngest brother back.  
Note how the brothers responded as they spoke with one another.  Genesis 42:21-22 says, “They said to one another, ‘Surely we are being punished because of our brother.  We saw how distressed he was when he pleaded with us for his life, but we would not listen; that’s why this distress has come upon us.’  Reuben replied, ‘Didn’t I tell you not to sin against the boy?  But you wouldn’t listen!  Now we must give an accounting for his blood.’  They did not realize that Joseph could understand them, since he was using an interpreter.”  For the longest time, the brothers thought they had gotten away with their devious plot against Joseph.  But deep inside, God was using their conscience to create guilt.  
Simeon is kept behind as the rest of the brothers were permitted to go home with the grain.  However, Joseph gave orders to put the silver that the brothers had used for payment for the grain back into the bags of grain.  Later, they were shocked to find the money in their bags.  Note how they reacted in (Gen. 42:28), “My silver has been returned,” he said to his brothers.  “Here it is in my sack.” Their hearts sank and they turned to each other trembling and said, “What is this that God has done to us?” God had gotten their attention.  They realized that all of these things did not happen by chance, but it was the work of God’s sovereign hand.  
APPLICATION:  The first step in restoration is to realize our sin and admit to it.  Sometime, God might need to spank us before we admit our fault.  It works better if we admit to it before getting spanked. 
May we all search our heart to see if we have hurt or offended someone.  Maybe we have swept it under the carpet hoping no one will know.  However, that person that we hurt and God knows.  May we face up to our sin.  May we not wait until God has to spank us some more.  For some of us, we know we have hurt someone, but we tried to justify for our wrong behavior.  For others, we need to put aside our pride and be courageous to admit our wrong.  It is cowardly to pretend everything is okay.  
After Jacob’s family had consumed all the grain that they purchased from Egypt, they needed to go back to buy more food.  After Judah guaranteed Benjamin’s safety, a reluctant Jacob finally agreed to let his sons go.  They took double the amount of silver to pay back for the previous grain and to purchase the new grain.  When they arrived, Joseph invited them to his house for dinner.  After the feast, the brothers were sent home with grain, but Joseph ordered to put the brothers’ silver into the bags of grain.  In addition, his own silver cup was placed in Benjamin’s sack.  
Joseph tested his brothers’ concern for Benjamin.  Shortly leaving the city, the brothers were stopped and searched.  To the brother’s horror, the silver cup was found in Benjamin’s sack, and he was arrested. This was an opportunity for the brothers to betray Benjamin. But this time, their response was totally different.  They tore their clothes in grief and said to Joseph, “How can we prove our innocence?  God has uncovered your servants’ guilt.  We are now my lord’s slaves.”  Judah, being the brothers’ spokesman, begged Joseph to release Benjamin, offering himself to be imprisoned instead. This is recorded in Genesis 44:33, “Now then, please let your servant remain here as my lord’s slave in place of the boy, and let the boy return with his brothers.  How can I go back to my father if the boy is not with me?  No!  Do not let me see the misery that would come upon my father.”  

Judah demonstrated true repentance by his action.  He truly loved his father and Benjamin by offering himself to take Benjamin’s place in prison.  Unable to hold back any longer, a tearful Joseph revealed his true identity to his brothers.  Joseph told his brothers that God had allowed everything to happen as it did, so that he might save people from starvation during the famine.  Genesis 45:5 reads, “And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you.”  
Joseph kept a bigger picture in mind, although for many years, he did not know why he was placed in many difficult situations.  Why he was betrayed and forsaken?  Yet, he believed that God was sovereign and in total control.  God has His purpose and he was willing to submit to His Master plan.  God knew what was best for Joseph and Joseph was willing to trust God every step of the way because he had an intimate relationship with God.  Joseph believed what Paul stated in Romans 8:28, “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose.”  
I am sure Joseph’s brothers were cautiously skeptical.  They could not believe Joseph, whom they had betrayed and sought to kill him.  At the same time, it was a big sign of relief that Joseph did not condemn them for their evil act.  There is nothing better to see broken relationships restored.  
Joseph also invited his family to live in Egypt, where there was food because there would be another 5 years of famine left.  Jacob and his entire family moved to Egypt.  After many years, Jacob passed away and was buried with his ancestors at Hebron.  The brothers were not totally sure that Joseph had forgiven them.  Maybe he was being good to them while their dad was still alive, but now that he was gone, they were afraid Joseph might take revenge upon them.  
We see true forgiveness in Joseph.  He calmed his brothers’ fear by reiterating in Genesis 50:20 that they intended to harm him, but God intended it for good.  God has a greater purpose.  He is our sovereign God, who loves us and has a Master plan for our life.  May we forgive as God has forgiven us.  Ephesians 4:32 says, “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”  May we remember how we have rebelled and sinned against God, but He forgave us and offer up His Son to pay the penalty of our sin on the cross.  For whosoever believes in His death and resurrection will be saved.  God wants us to overcome evil with good. (Romans 12:21).  
APPLICATION:  Is there someone that has wronged you and you need to forgive that person?  You might say, “She ought to pay for her wrong.”  God knows how to deal with each person fairly and He will, in His own time.  You might say, “I don’t feel like forgiving him.”  Forgiveness is not a feeling, but is rather an act of the will - a choice.  May we not hold a grudge, but forgive as Christ has forgiven us.    
