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Forgive One Another
 
15 When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?”  16 So they sent word to Joseph, saying, “Your father left these instructions before he died:  17 ‘This is what you are to say to Joseph: I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs they committed in treating you so badly.’ Now please forgive the sins of the servants of the God of your father.” When their message came to him, Joseph wept.  18 His brothers then came and threw themselves down before him. “We are your slaves,” they said. 19 But Joseph said to them, “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God?  20 You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  21 So then, don’t be afraid. I will provide for you and your children.” And he reassured them and spoke kindly to them. 
 
I don’t have to tell you that murder is wrong.  The general public understands that it is not right for an individual to walk into a home and shoot a mother and grandmother while the children are still in the home.  (For those of you who are not living in the Radcliff area, that scenario just happened last week in Rineyville.)  All people know that there is a right way to live and a wrong way to live.  All people also know that those who break the law ought to be punished.  All people know this because the Lord God inscribed his law onto the hearts of all people; i.e. he gave them a conscience (Rom 2:14,15).  But the conscience is not always reliable because it is tainted with sin.  That is why God revealed his 10 commandments.  These commands make God’s rules for living very clear.  God’s law also condemns you when you do not obey his commandments.  When you commit a crime against God’s commandments, and your crime is pointed out to you, hopefully you feel guilty and repent.          
 
That’s how my brothers felt when they approach me for the first time in 39 years, guilty.  They did not recognize me at first.  Hebrew men have beards and wear long robes.  I was clean shaven, wore traditional Egyptian clothing and even spoke the Egyptian language. As they bowed down before me, the second-in-command of all Egypt, I couldn’t help but remember the dreams I had shared with them when I was younger.  In one dream my brothers and I were gathering grain.  Their sheaves of grain bowed down to mine.  In another dream, the sun, moon and eleven stars all bowed down to me.  I told them about these dreams.  That was a reason they hated me so much.  And I was dad’s favorite son.  He even presented me with an amazing Technicolor dream coat.  I guess I can take a little of the blame.  I had the habit of bring unfavorable reports about my brothers to my father, Jacob.  All the stories about them were true.  But that got them into big trouble with dad.  One day dad sent me to check on my brothers, Rueben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Issachar and Zebulun.  Benjamin stayed at home.  He was too little to herd livestock.  When my brothers saw me as I was on my way they plotted to kill me.  When I reached them, the oldest, Rueben, told the others not to kill me.  Instead they seized me, stripped me of my rich coat and threw me into a deep, empty well.  Then they had the gall to sit down and eat lunch around the pit while I sat down there.  Rueben had to leave for some reason and while he was gone my brother Judah offered the suggestion that instead of killing me, to rather sell me off as a slave boy to traveling Midianite merchant men on their way to Egypt.  And so I found myself, a17-year-old boy, sold as a slave by my own flesh and blood, on a long journey to Egypt.
 
Meanwhile my brothers took my expensive coat, ripped it up and dipped it in goat’s blood.  So that when they presented it to my father, he would assume that I had been torn to pieces by a wild animal.  He bought their little act and refused to be comforted as he grieved my “death.”  When I arrived in Egypt I was sold to a man named Potiphar, the captain of Pharaoh’s guard.  While I served him the LORD gave me success in everything I did.  Potiphar made me overseer of his whole household.  A short while later, his wife accused me of something I did not do and I found myself in prison.  But again, the LORD blessed me and the jailer put me in charge of all the prisoners.  Eventually I was released because Pharaoh had some weird dreams that no one could interpret.  But Pharaoh’s butler spoke up and referred me, because while he was in jail, the LORD gave me the ability to interpret his weird dream.  
 
As I stood before the most powerful man in the world, the LORD gave me the power to decipher Pharaoh’s dreams.  The LORD wanted this leader to know that he was about to bless Egypt with seven years of bountiful harvests followed by seven years of severe famine.  Pharaoh promoted me to second-in-command of all of Egypt.  I was only 30-years-old.  I was the lead manager over storing and selling of food to those who needed it.  And that’s how, 39 years after I was sold into slavery, in the second year of the seven years of famine, my brothers found themselves bowing down before me in Egypt, wishing to purchase grain.  
Like I said, at first they did not recognize me.  I wanted to see if their attitude had changed over the past 39 years, so I played a little game with them.  I pretended to be harsh and mean and even threw one of the brothers in prison.  But I made my servant put their silver back in their bags as they left for home.   On their second trip down to Egypt to buy grain I couldn’t wait to make myself known to them.  I was so excited to see my family again, especially my father and little Benjamin, who was not so little anymore.  Pharaoh gave me permission to move my father’s household down to Egypt.  It wasn’t long before the LORD took dad home to heaven.  We took his body back up to the land of Canaan and buried him in the cave in the field of Machpelah, which my great-grandpa Abraham had purchased from the Hittites.  However, when we returned to Egypt after the funeral, my brothers approached me, threw themselves down on the ground and pleaded, “Forgive us our sins.  Forgive us for the way we treated you.”  
 
A guilty conscience is a terrible thing to live with.  In the back of their minds they reasoned that when dad died, I would bring vengeance on them.  They thought I might be holding a grudge against them for the terrible things they had done to me 39 years ago. I had every reason to.  I had the capability to do so.  They were at my mercy.  Their message made me sad.  I wept at the torture my brothers must have been going through these past years.  But over these past 39 years God brought about a change in them.  They were sincerely sorry for what they had done to me.  God made a change in me.  I forgave them.  Besides, it was all part of God’s plan to get me down here in Egypt, to save many lives from starvation.  God took my brothers’ evil plan and turned it into something good, no not good… but something great. 
 
You’ve all had this happened to you, even if you are only in grade school or high school, and it’s probably happened to you more times than you care to remember if you’re much older.  You’ve all had people treat you like garbage.  Friends have said or done nasty things to you.  You’ve been wronged by coworkers or family members.  You’ve been stabbed in the back one too many times by people you thought were close confidantes.  Like me you’ve been sold out before.  How does that make you feel?  What would you have done if you were me in my position?  Revenge sweet revenge?  I’ve noticed that’s a theme in these soap operas you folks watch.  I’ve noticed that’s a theme your society carries out through lawsuits.  You want them to feel the hurt you feel.  You want them to suffer the way you suffered, maybe even a little more.  A little piece of you wants to show them what’s up, especially if they are not sorry.  And if they are sorry you still hold a grudge, a long-term resentment that smolders into anger and potential vengeance.  But if you take revenge, if you make them hurt, if you harbor in your heart ill feelings toward them, does it make you feel any better?  Does it give you satisfaction knowing they are suffering too?  And if so, how long will that satisfaction continue?  
 
With this 5th commandment the LORD God forbids revenge and holding grudges and hatred and anger towards others.  In God’s eyes these attitudes are just as heinous of a sin as taking someone’s life.  Jesus himself said, “You have heard that it said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’  But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.” (Matt 5:21,22)  The apostle John echoes his Teacher’s words and writes, “Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him.” (1John 3:15)   You and I are no better than the killers sitting on death row, waiting to be executed for their crimes.  God is holy.  He demands that his commandments be kept perfectly.  You have not.  God ought to bring his revenge on you.  He ought to punish you for your sins.       
 
But he doesn’t.  Instead, he sends his Son to earth, not to bring destruction and retaliation, but to save the world from the Father’s punishment.  How did he do that?  He kept the Father’s 5th commandment perfectly.  During the three years of his earthly ministry, the Pharisees and teachers of the law constantly harassed Jesus.  They made bold-faced statements and said that they didn’t think he was the Messiah.  Did Jesus call down fire from heaven to consume them in their unbelief?  No.  He reached out to them through the Word of God.  When one of his closest friends betrayed him with a kiss did he punch him in the face?  No.  He continued to give Judas an opportunity to repent.  His best and closest friends abandoned him and ran away.  Did the Teacher get revenge on them after rising from the dead?  No. He showed love and forgiveness to them.  When the people taunted him as he hung on the cross, did he send his angel armies to slaughter them?  No.  He cried out, “Father forgive them.”   Jesus came to obey this commandment perfectly in your place.  But the Father’s wrath remains.  Someone must be punished for your sins.  
 
Although you sin against your Father again and again, day after day, although he deserves to take his revenge on you, he shows you mercy, and he punished his own Son instead.  He took revenge on his one and only Son, Jesus Christ, to grant you the forgiveness you do not deserve.  He let his furious anger burn against his Son, so you would not have to suffer.  For your sake Jesus took it all willingly.  St. Peter borrows language from the prophet Isaiah to describe what Christ has done for you, “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.  When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats.  Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.  He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.” (1Peter 2:22-24)  Did you hear what Peter says you will do now that the Father has forgiven you?  You will live for righteousness.  That means you will gladly obey this 5th commandment.  
 
This is how I was able to forgive my brothers for the nasty things they did to me.  The Father forgave me for the sake of his Son Jesus.  I can forgive my brothers no matter what they did to me.  I know this is hard for you to do, especially when the individual who harmed you or turned their back on you is not sorry for what they’ve done.  Your sinful nature wants revenge.  But when you look at Christ and how he did not retaliate, when you look at what he did to take away all of the times you sin against him, then the new person that is created in you by Christ will want to forgive.  When that cashier or sales associate is rude to you, you want to be rude back.  Not anymore.  Instead, you will be friendly and smile.  When someone insults you because of your faith, you want to fire back at them.  Not anymore.  Instead you politely and calmly explain what you know to be true in God’s Word and let his Word do the talking.  When a friend turns his or her back on you and says nasty things about you, you want to call them names back.  You want to make them feel the hurt you do.  Not anymore.  Instead you will forgive them and continue to be a friend to them.  How about your enemies?  You may have some, you may not.  Jesus tells you to love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. (Matthew 5:44)  The apostle John encourages you to love everyone, for love comes from God.  The apostle Paul, who himself was persecuted and thrown into prison and falsely accused time and time again, said, “Make sure nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else.” (1Thessalonians 5:15)  My final words to you, from one believer to another, from this believer who has experienced rejection from his own family and friends, forgive one another.  For God has forgiven you.  Amen.   
 
 
 
 
