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“Joseph: Forgiving Others” 

 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God who forgives all your sins. Amen. 

 

I was only 6 years old in 1994, so I had to look up the facts because I didn’t remember them. Do 

you remember what happened in Africa, in the country of Rwanda that year? In the midst of 

civil war, the government of Rwanda, led by the Hutu people, tried to wipe out their rival 

minority, the Tutsi people. It is estimated that in a 100 day period, as many as 1,000,000 people 

were killed – about 70% of the Tutsi population. It is rightly called genocide, an attempt to 

exterminate an ethnic group of people. 

Twenty years later, Pieter Hugo and his camera took a trip to Rwanda, and he captured some 

amazing photos. In one, a woman is resting her hand on a man’s shoulder. In another, a man 

and a woman are standing side by side. 

If you don’t know the history behind those photos, that doesn’t sound like an amazing photo 

collection. 

In the first picture, with the woman resting her hand on the shoulder of a man, during the 

genocide, that man had murdered her father and her three brothers. Can you imagine touching 

someone who did that to you? 

In the second picture, with a man and woman standing next to each other, the man, Godefroid, 

had gone to Evasta’s house and set it on fire with her and her children inside it. As they came 

running out of their burning house, he attacked them and admits that his goal was to kill them 

all, but he said, “God protected them.” They all survived. Can you imagine standing next to 

someone who burned down your house and tried to murder you? 

In both of those cases, and many more pictures, Pieter Hugo gave a visual demonstration of 

what forgiveness is, that people who were ripped apart by violence and murder and hate can 

now live at peace with each other. 

Who are you not living at peace with? Who are you giving the silent treatment to because 

you’re mad at them for something they did to you? Who do you hold a grudge against?  

Like many of the survivors in Rwanda, it would be easy to understand why Joseph could have 

wanted revenge on his brothers. The brothers hated Joseph. He was dad’s favorite, and he liked 

to show it off. He liked to wear his expensive coat. When God gave him two dreams about the 

future, Joseph bragged all about it to his family. When he watched his brothers out in the field, 

he tattled on them. 

So one day, the brothers had had enough, and some of the brothers decided they wanted to kill 

Joseph and be rid of him. One brother thought better of it and convinced them just to throw 

him in a pit until later. But then the slave traders’ caravan came along, and the brothers realized 

that they could get rid of Joseph and get money out of the deal. I can’t imagine how much hate 

was in their hearts that Joseph’s crying and sobbing and screaming for their help had no effect 

on their hearts. They took his fancy coat, covered it in blood, and when they returned home, 

they convinced their father Jacob that Joseph had been killed by a wild animal. 

Joseph spent time as a slave in an Egyptian household, but was later falsely accused of sexual 

harassment, and thrown in prison. Joseph suffered a lot because of what his brothers had done. 



Then things changed. When Pharaoh, the king of Egypt had two dreams that no one could 

figure out what they meant, suddenly the king’s cupbearer remembered the man in prison who 

had in interpreted his dream during his brief stay in prison – and Joseph was brought out of 

prison to interpret Pharaoh’s dreams. God gave Joseph the meaning of the dreams, which meant 

that there would be seven years of abundant crops, but followed by seven years of drought and 

famine. Pharaoh decided to put Joseph as second in command of the whole land of Egypt to 

collect food during the seven good years so that there would be food for the seven bad years.  

The famine came, and it didn’t just affect Egypt. It also affected the land of Canaan, where 

Joseph’s family lived, and so, to get food, the brothers had to travel down to Egypt. 

Joseph had the means to get his brothers back any way he wanted to. He had soldiers, power, 

prestige, buildings, money. Joseph now had the opportunity to get his brothers back for what 

they had done because they were his country, needing his food. 

Joseph kept his identity from his brothers at first, because he wanted to find out if they were 

sorry for their sins or not. He wanted to know if they had repented, and he didn’t want them to 

say it just because they were terrified of him. 

When Joseph was convinced of his brothers repentance, though, we saw what happened in our 

second lesson. He forgave his brothers. 

But 17 years later, the issue came up again. Jacob had died, and the brothers wondered if Joseph 

might possibly have been holding a grudge all this time, but didn’t want to get revenge on his 

brothers while their father was still alive. They wondered, was Joseph’s forgiveness real? 

Joseph said to them, “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God?” The question implies that the 

answer is no. No, Joseph was not in the place of God. It was not up to Joseph to make his 

brothers suffer for their sins. It was not up to Joseph to get revenge. It is God’s place, and God’s 

place alone to determine the punishment for sin. 

But that’s the challenge isn’t it? To understand your role the way Joseph did? It’s challenging 

when someone sins against you, and then comes to you to apologize, to want to take the place of 

God, and to think, “You gotta suffer before I forgive you. You gotta make it up to me before I 

forgive you. You owe me big time if you want my forgiveness. You gotta earn it.” 

And yes, the things that people have done to you might be awful. You may have experienced 

hatred and rejection like Joseph did. The two women from Rwanda – you may have had things 

done to you that aren’t so different from that either. As Joseph said plainly, “You intended it for 

evil.” Sin is sin. Do the people who have sinned against you deserve forgiveness? No, they don’t 

deserve it.  

Neither did you. The sins you have committed against God – you didn’t deserve to have God 

forgive you. All the awful things you have done to other people. All the awful things you have 

said to or about other people. All the awful things you have thought about other people. You 

didn’t deserve to be forgiven, but God sent Jesus to reconcile you to himself. He took you and 

himself, separated by sin and violence and hatred, and fixed the relationship, to put you and 

God back together so that you can live at peace.  

It’s the suggested memory passage from the weekly guide in your bulletin. It’s also the action 

item for this sermon. “Just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you are also to forgive.” The Lord 

has forgiven you freely. The Lord has forgiven you even though you didn’t deserve it. The Lord 

has forgiven you completely.  

The Lord has told you a way you get to be in the place of God. Not as someone who’s going to get 

revenge, but as someone who has the authority, given to all Christian by Jesus, to forgive sins, 



to announce to somebody who repents that their sins are big, real, serious, and…gone. They are 

at peace with God. They are at peace with you. Amen. 

 

Text: Genesis 50:15-21 

Joseph reassures his brothers that he has fully forgiven them. 

When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said to one another, “If Joseph is holding a 

grudge against us, he will certainly repay us for all the suffering we caused him.” 
16 So they sent this message to Joseph, “Before he died your father gave a command: 17 ‘Say this to 

Joseph: Please forgive your brothers’ transgression and their sin—the suffering they caused you.’ 

Therefore, please forgive the transgression of the servants of the God of your father.” Joseph 

wept when their message came to him. 18 His brothers also came to him, bowed down before him, and 

said, “We are your slaves!” 
19 But Joseph said to them, “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God?20 You planned evil against me; 

God planned it for good to bring about the present result—the survival of many people. 21 Therefore 

don’t be afraid. I will take care of you and your children.” And he comforted them and spoke kindly to 

them. 

 


