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What does it mean to forgive and to be forgiven?  Last week, we heard about the 

reunion of Joseph, his father, and his brothers, who have now all settled in Egypt.  The 

famine has ended and they are all prospering.  Seventeen years later, their father Jacob – 

after a long and eventful life – blesses his children on his deathbed.  A huge entourage 

carries his body back to the land of his ancestors where he is laid to rest. 

  It quickly becomes clear that not all has been forgiven or forgotten.  The brothers 

remain fearful that Joseph could still harbor ill feelings against them for throwing him in 

the pit and selling him into slavery.  Their fears are not altogether unfounded.  Before 

revealing his identity to them, Joseph manipulated his bothers, including holding one 

hostage and framing another for stealing.  In Egypt, Joseph is a powerful man; he could 

do anything he wanted to do to his brothers.  Now that their father is gone, what seemed 

like reconciliation turns out to have been merely a tenuous co-existence.1 

 The brothers voice their anxiety in words that speak to the complexity of their 

lingering guilt, saying “what if Joseph…pays us back in full for all the wrong that we did 

to him?”  But the word translated “what if” actually means “if only” – it expresses a wish.  

Nowhere else in the Old Testament does this word introduce an outcome that the speaker 

does not want to happen.2 So, are the brothers asking for punishment in order to obtain 

absolution? Do they think they deserve it, or maybe even need it?  And if so, what grace 

is needed to finally move on from this vicious cycle of retaliation and abuse – of self and 

others – to find true forgiveness? 

 The brothers therefore frame a petition to Joseph for forgiveness, doing so as if 

they are conveying their father’s final instructions to Joseph.  There is no way to know 

whether Jacob actually issued this request, or whether he ever even knew what the 

brothers had done to cause Joseph to end up in Egypt.  The brothers beg to be forgiven 

for their crimes but do not even name themselves, or claim Joseph as their brother; 

instead they are simply his slaves. 

 Thus, the relationship between these brothers is exactly what was foretold by 

Joseph’s childhood dream as they now all bow down before him, their Lord.  But this 

time, the dream fulfilment is not what Joseph wants at all.  Instead, it causes him to weep.  
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He has rescued them from famine and provided for them everything they could have 

wanted; and yet because of their guilt, the past looms larger than life.   

 Ever since he rose to be the administrator of Egypt’s grain supply, Joseph has held 

all of the political and economic power in this story.  And as the one who was wronged, 

Joseph also has the interpersonal power, the power to forgive.  And so, Joseph shifts the 

question about forgiveness to the only relationship that the brothers are willing to claim; 

they are servants, yes; not of Joseph, but of God.  As God’s servants, is it not therefore 

God’s business to forgive them?  “Am I in the place of God?” Joseph asks.  The implied 

answer being no, the next statement follows; “Even though you intended to do harm to 

me, God intended it for good.” 

 Joseph had the power and maybe the right to punish his brothers for doing what 

they did to him.  He could have gotten his revenge, but instead Joseph wept at the 

thought.  In mercy, he forgave his brothers and offered them the chance, finally, to be 

reconciled. 

 There is an apt comparison to be made between the positions of Joseph for his 

brothers and God for us; in that we perceive God has the power and the right to punish us 

when we deserve it.  But rather than punish us, God chooses instead to freely forgive us, 

restoring relationship with us.  As Joseph had blessed his brothers, so also God has 

blessed us.3 

 Joseph thus puts the question back on the brothers, since forgiveness is between 

them and the God they serve.  As long as their guilt has haunted them, we wonder what it 

will take for them to forgive themselves.  Doing so does not change their evil into good, 

for what they intended was still evil.  So, will their burden become lighter once they 

realize their plans the way that Joseph does, the way that God does?  The story does not 

say.  Perhaps it is properly left to the brothers to decide. 

 What, then, does forgiveness mean?  Behind this abstract notion is a Hebrew verb 

that conveys a concrete action, meaning “to take up” or “to lift off.”  The brothers ask 

Joseph to take up or lift off their guilt.  This is, in effect, a metaphor: for to forgive is to 

remove a heavy burden; it is like lifting a weight off someone’s shoulders.  Joseph knows 

that this forgiveness is not his to offer, but he urges his brothers to see their guilt as God 

sees it.  They devised evil, but God instead saw it for good.4 

 If the story of Joseph is any indication, family wounds often continue to fester; 

and those who do the wounding often continue to hurt themselves.  Sometimes, words of 

forgiveness are not what we want to hear, and the healing balm of forgiveness may need 

to be applied more than once.  But the good news, which Joseph realizes, is that where 
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we see hurt and pain, God can see good.  Where we might get stuck in guilt over the past, 

God plans for a new way forward.   

 In Joseph’s declaration that “God intended it for good,” we are reminded that the 

stories of Genesis are not just snippets of family dramas, but rather they are a part of the 

long story of God’s relationship with Israel, a people chosen for blessing and – as God 

revealed to Abraham – in whom all the families of earth will be blessed.  Despite all the 

events of Jewish history – large and small; from slavery in Egypt to exile from the 

Promised Land to a boy left for dead in a pit rising to power and prominence in Egypt, 

able to rescue his family from famine and bless them richly – God remains faithful.   

 At the close of the creation narrative in the opening chapter of Genesis, God looks 

upon the world that has been brought to life and declares it to be good, indeed very good.  

Thus, from beginning to end, the book of Genesis is the story of God’s consistent, 

overriding purpose that there be life, and that life is good.  The location changes often – 

in and then away from Eden, in and out of the Promised Land of Canaan, and now to the 

fertile nation of Egypt – but the arc of blessing continues, even through a host of flawed 

characters who can’t seem to help themselves from wronging each other.   

 The intent of creation is not perfection, but that life continues – life that is good 

and lived in God’s presence.  Though the promise is carried in Genesis through this one, 

chosen family, God’s intent is for all people to experience blessing.  Though relationships 

fracture because of all forms of greed, envy and deception– even among families – the 

intention is for reconciliation.  In place of guilt and estrangement, Joseph offers his 

brothers the opportunity to forgive and be forgiven, knowing that it is God’s nature and 

desire to give it. 

 What was intended for evil, God transformed and instead used for good.  This can 

be quite challenging for us to see or acknowledge in our own lives; sometimes it doesn’t 

happen until many years and squandered opportunities for forgiveness have passed.  But, 

the God who has created us and given us life also wants us to experience goodness – not 

perfection, maybe not an easy path without pain and loss – but goodness, nevertheless.  

That is and always has been – from the time of creation – God’s will and purpose.  We 

may be wronged by others or do the hurting ourselves.  Either way, the guilt we carry can 

be like a weight resting on our shoulders.  Forgiveness means the guilt is taken up and 

lifted off.  We may think that we or our brothers, sisters or neighbors have a corner on 

this power to forgive, but it is really God’s business.   

Our business, on the other hand, is to love – to care for each other, to work on our 

relationships, to provide for those who are in need, and to reach out to those who have 

been cast aside.  God has blessed us richly, forgives us freely, and desires that we 

experience goodness in life.  And so, as God’s people, our faithful response is to look at 

God’s work throughout history – as well as, we pray we might come to recognize, in our 



own lives – and to say that, “as incredible as it sounds, I wouldn’t have had it any other 

way.”5  Even what may have been intended for evil, or caused pain, God has and will 

redeem for good.  AMEN. 
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