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Last week we heard the story of how Joseph, the 11th son of Jacob, was sold into 

slavery by his brothers. The story in Genesis 37 is one of family distrust, greed, and 

coveting that leads to unforeseen consequences.  Today we skip from Chapter 37 to 

chapter 45 but the chapters between last week and this week’s reading hold much of 

Joseph’s story and cannot be ignored to get the full context of where we arrive today.  

You’ll recall that when we left off last week Joseph had arrived in Egypt and been 

sold to Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s officials. Over the next few years Joseph faces more 

turmoil as he is accused of raping Potiphar’s wife and is thrown in prison. In prison he 

interprets the dreams of two men, and predicts their fates, one will be killed and one will 

be set free. The man who is freed, Pharaoh’s cup bearer, goes on to tell Pharaoh about 

Joseph’s ability to interpret dreams when Pharaoh wakes from a disturbing dream of his 

own and can find no one to interpret them for him. Pharaoh sends for Joseph in prison, 

Joseph interprets the dreams telling of coming prosperity and famine in the land. 

Pharaoh is so impressed with Joseph’s talents and trusts his predictions so fully that he 

elevates him to reign over the country. He even goes as far as placing his signet ring on 

Joseph’s hand.  

What Joseph had predicted came true. There was prosperity and there was 

famine. Eventually Joseph’s brothers, desperate to provide for their family came to 

Egypt to receive relief. They sought out the one overseeing the land, who was of course 

their brother Joseph, now going by the Egyptian name Zaphenath-paneah, therefore 

remaining anonymous to his brothers. The brothers return to Joseph multiple times and 

all along Joseph is testing them through tricks.  However, after a few opportunities of 
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testing he can no longer resist telling them who he is. This is where we pick up the text 

today. Listen for God’s word to you from Genesis 45, verses 1 through 15:  

Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all those who stood by him, and he 

cried out, “Send everyone away from me.” So no one stayed with him when Joseph 

made himself known to his brothers. 2 And he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard it, 

and the household of Pharaoh heard it. 3 Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph. Is 

my father still alive?” But his brothers could not answer him, so dismayed were they at 

his presence. 

4 Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come closer to me.” And they came closer. He 

said, “I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt. 5 And now do not be 

distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me 

before you to preserve life. 6 For the famine has been in the land these two years; and 

there are five more years in which there will be neither plowing nor harvest. 7 God sent 

me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many 

survivors. 8 So it was not you who sent me here, but God; he has made me a father to 

Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt. 9 Hurry and go up 

to my father and say to him, ‘Thus says your son Joseph, God has made me lord of all 

Egypt; come down to me, do not delay. 10 You shall settle in the land of Goshen, and 

you shall be near me, you and your children and your children’s children, as well as 

your flocks, your herds, and all that you have. 11 I will provide for you there—since there 

are five more years of famine to come—so that you and your household, and all that 

you have, will not come to poverty.’ 12 And now your eyes and the eyes of my brother 
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Benjamin see that it is my own mouth that speaks to you. 13 You must tell my father how 

greatly I am honored in Egypt, and all that you have seen. Hurry and bring my father 

down here.” 14 Then he fell upon his brother Benjamin’s neck and wept, while Benjamin 

wept upon his neck. 15 And he kissed all his brothers and wept upon them; and after that 

his brothers talked with him. 

This is the word of God for the people of God….thanks be to God.  

As today’s story begins you can feel the tension rising in the room. Joseph, who has 

remained in control of his emotions now can no longer stand the containment and must 

reveal himself to his brothers.  He sends his staff out of the room to have a private talk 

with his brothers.  Joseph reveals his identity to his brothers and as I read the story I 

imagine they have that “caught in the headlights” look hearing Joseph’s words.  They 

cannot speak and the text emphasizes their dismay, almost leaving us wondering if they 

stood there with their mouths gaping open in shock. It would seem reasonable that they 

may have been standing in dismay, considering their options in that moment, fearful of 

what could be coming their way as they faced a brother  must be angry with them. A 

brother who they had considered long gone, certainly destroyed by enslavement, but 

who in fact had somehow risen to power over all of Egypt.  And as though he can read 

their thoughts Joseph quickly dismisses their concern and fear, crediting God for 

bringing him to this place, and releasing them from any responsibility.  What a story! 

What an outcome!  

This story present to us a major theological question that has in some ways 

haunted us personally and communally for centuries: Is God involved in evil acts? How 
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does God use evil? Does good always come from evil?  Is evil a necessary tool to reach 

particular outcomes? These are questions people of faith have wrestled with for as long 

as there has been an understanding of a Creator God.  And, while we don’t have the 

answer to those questions specifically from this text I do believe we can glean some 

insight into God that may help us narrow in on answers.  

 Joseph seems to forgive his brothers without any hesitation. Because Joseph’s 

perception is limited and he has found himself promoted to a position of power it is 

much easier for him to believe God used the evil, covetous deeds of his brothers for 

good. We all want to believe God can and will use every circumstance whether good or 

bad for good purposes. But it is important to not glorify or justify evil acts that later have 

positive outcomes. Dr. Wil Gafney reminds us that this story is “not…a broader religious 

sanction of slavery, human trafficking or any other social ill over which an individual 

triumphs. Joseph does what so many people do, which is try to make sense out of what 

he has experienced by drawing on his own limited understanding of God.”1 

God does not say Joseph’s perception is accurate, Joseph merely proclaims it as 

truth for himself with no response that we hear from God.   

A desire to understand God as causing evil, or using evil for good, has been 

used to explain everything from natural disasters to terrorism and we may be tempted 

now to ask if God has caused COVID-19 to wreak havoc on society. But, this deflection 

of responsibility or personal involvement is merely a deflection, at best it causes us to 

think about whether or not our actions play a role in God’s kingdom, and at worst it 

causes continued harm to various parts of creation that have often already suffered 

 
1 Rev. Dr. Wil Gafney, www.workingpreacher.com 
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enough at the hands of human misuse and abuse. We would like to explain away 

responsibility and let all unintended consequences be explained away as God’s will but 

that is merely our human longing for simple, easy answers. So while God does not offer 

us easy, simple answers to the way evil is used by God, there is still an offering by God 

in this story. What God offers us in this story, throughout history, and today is the 

opportunity to glean what is fruitful and live in the mystery of what is uncertain. What is 

fruitful in this story is Joseph’s response to his brothers and the people in his care. 

What, leading up to this story seems to be Joseph preparing to enact revenge on 

his brothers, takes a quick and forgiving turn. In Joseph’s first claim of God and God’s 

position in his life he forgives. His actions go beyond what many of us might do in 

Joseph’s position, beyond what we might expect if we were in the position of the 

brothers. He allows love to overcome any hate that had been between them.  

Forgiveness has the ability to heal, restore, and renew us and those around us 

and without it we are often divided, resentful, and defensive. We, in our modern context, 

often characterize forgiveness with some sort of verbal interaction with the offending 

party acknowledging their offense and the offended offering words of forgiveness to the 

offender.  Joseph does not forgive his brother with words, or with requirement of 

repentance from them, but with absolute certainty, he declares and claims, he forgives 

with abundant love.   

   Not only does Joseph provide abundant forgiveness to his brothers, but he 

also provides sustenance and security for them. He tells them to return to the their 

father and to bring their households nearer to Goshen so that over the next 5 years of 

famine he can provide for them and they will not go into poverty.  He heals family strife 
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through forgiveness and doesn’t just tell them to go on their way, he promises to take 

care of them.  This feels like a moment of experiencing God’s kingdom, of witnessing 

how God responds to us when we have perpetrated evil in the world, and come face to 

face with the one who has power to judge us. It’s not with resentment, and anger, 

matching the evil that has been shown to us, it is with abundant forgiveness. So 

abundant that it claims ongoing responsibility for those being forgiven.  

 When have you been given opportunity to offer forgiveness and care? When 

have you been extended abundant forgiveness, a forgiveness that seems to come only 

through the work of the Holy Spirit? And, when have you then received the generosity of 

others that could not have earned on your own?  

 I’m not sure if God needs bad things to happen so that good can come. I trust 

that God can use any circumstance for good and I know that God longs for healing, and 

redemption amongst all of creation. I know that we are offered the opportunity to forgive 

where we have been hurt, to be part of the healing of the world, and beyond that we are 

offered the opportunity to show gracious stewardship as part of that healing, to provide 

that which we have (whether it’s been earned or given to us) with those in need, and 

that both of those things are ways of showing God’s love in the world.   

In our first reading today Jesus is humbled to help the Canaanite woman whom it 

appears he won’t help at first, but her faith is so strong, her belief that Jesus is not just a 

faulted man, but is the Son of God, God incarnate, brings him to act as such, brings him 

to offer her grace instead of judgment.  Both Jesus and Joseph show us through their 

actions that we are better when we are led by God and not by our human standards, 
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demands, and wills. When left to our own ways, our own minds, we are tempted to trick 

others, catch them in lies, dismiss them, and have our focus be too narrow. God 

reminds us time and time again that God cannot be limited, God cannot be contained 

even when humans want to cause harm, and be led by our own self-interests.  And, the 

results of such humbling of self to God is the very thing that heals us as humanity and 

brings the kingdom of God more alive within and among us.  

 We are in fragile times, we are in times when it’s easy to dismiss others as evil, 

and justify the unintended consequences that come from our actions. Our behavior and 

actions cannot be excused or justified when we have evil intent, we are responsible for 

our actions. We cannot claim some sort of divine reasoning for our decisions.  

And when we find ourselves presented with the opportunity to forgive, just like 

Joseph and Jesus, we are to work toward forgiveness, we are to work toward widening 

the community of faith so that more people may know an intimate relationship with God. 

It is our responsibility as children of God who proclaim the risen Christ, to proclaim an 

abundant forgiveness that brings healing and wholeness so that families, communities, 

and the world can be restored. It is our responsibility, how will you bring healing, 

abundant forgiveness to the world this week?  


