
ECF 7th September 2014 Genesis 42-45 The Forgiving Brother 
In October 2006, a heavily armed Charles Carl Roberts entered a one-room school house of an Amish community in 
Pennsylvania in the US.  He ended up shooting 10 little girls, between the ages of seven to thirteen, five of whom tragically 
died.  Then he killed himself.  It was a brutal and unexplained killing in a normally peaceful community. 
 
But what captured the attention of the world, was not just the awfulness of this senseless violence, but it was the response 
of this community.  Within hours after this event, members of the Amish community visited the killer’s widow, parents and 
parent’s-in-law to express their sympathy and support and their forgiveness.  And when the gunman was buried a few days 
later, about 30 members of the Amish community attended to express their love and concern for the family.  
 
The forgiveness and love shown by this community was the talk of the country.  Some couldn’t understand it.  Others 
criticised them for it.  But many were deeply impacted by such a powerful expression of their faith in a loving God.  
Forgiveness is surely one of the most difficult things God asks us to do.  But when we forgive, it can have a powerful impact 
on our world! 
 
Just as Joseph had predicted, Egypt experienced seven years of abundance and plentiful harvests.  During those years, 
Joseph stored up huge quantities of grain, so much that they stopped trying to measure it.   
 
But just as Joseph had said, the seven years of abundance gave way to seven years of desperate famine.  It was then that 
Joseph opened up the storehouses and sold grain to the Egyptians and to people from the surrounding countries.  That’s 
how, after 20 years, Joseph came face to face with his brothers again.  Read Genesis 42:1-6: “When Jacob learned that there 
was grain in Egypt, he said to his sons, “Why do you just keep looking at each other?” 2 He continued, “I have heard that 
there is grain in Egypt. Go down there and buy some for us, so that we may live and not die.” 
3 Then ten of Joseph’s brothers went down to buy grain from Egypt. 4 But Jacob did not send Benjamin, Joseph’s brother, 
with the others, because he was afraid that harm might come to him. 5 So Israel’s sons were among those who went to buy 
grain, for the famine was in the land of Canaan also. 
6 Now Joseph was the governor of the land, the one who sold grain to all its people. So when Joseph’s brothers arrived, they 
bowed down to him with their faces to the ground.” 
 
1. Seek Reconciliation, not Revenge 
Two decades earlier, Joseph had dreamed that his brothers would bow before him.  Now, God’s promise had been fulfilled.  
Standing before his brothers, the roles had been reversed.  No longer was Joseph a defenceless teenager pleading for 
mercy.  Now, he was the one in charge, with all the might and power of Egypt behind him.   
 
He could do anything he wanted to his cruel and jealous brothers.  He could have sold into slavery, thrown into prison, or 
even executed.  His brothers realised this.  When Joseph revealed who he was, “His brothers were not able to answer him, 
because they were terrified at his presence.” Genesis 45:3  This could be his “pay-back” time, his chance to get even with 
those who had taken so much from him.   
 
That would’ve been the usual thing to do.  We have an in-built sense of justice.  It’s a bit warped and twisted - it doesn’t see 
all the wrongs that we do.  But there’s something in us that longs for wrongs to be righted, for people to get what they 
deserve.  Many movies are built around this desire.  They keep us glued to the screen, because we long to see the bad guys 
get punished and the hero get his revenge! 
 
Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’” Matthew 5:43  That’s comes 
naturally.  Love those who love us.  Be good to those who are good to us.  Welcome those who care for us.  But avoid those 
who dislike us.  Don’t help those who refuse to help us.  Harden our hearts to those who’ve hurt us.  Pay-back those who’ve 
attacked us.     
 
a) Offer Mercy and Grace  
But instead, Joseph showed mercy to his brothers.  He didn’t treat them as they deserved.  In fact, he treated them in a way 
that they could never deserve.  Jump forward to Genesis 45:1-3: “Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all his 
attendants, and he cried out, “Make everyone leave my presence!” So there was no-one with Joseph when he made himself 
known to his brothers. 2 And he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard him, and Pharaoh’s household heard about it. 
3 Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph! Is my father still living?” 
 
Down to Genesis 45:14-15: “Then he threw his arms around his brother Benjamin and wept, and Benjamin embraced him, 
weeping. 15 And he kissed all his brothers and wept over them. Afterwards his brothers talked with him.”  This was grace.  
He gave them something that they could never deserve.  He welcomed them back into relationship with himself.   



 
And he continued to pour out love and grace to them.  He brought his dad, his brothers and their families to Egypt.  He 
provided them the best part of the land of Egypt on which to settle and care for their flocks.  And he provided them food so 
that he could get safely through the rest of the famine years.   
 
And even when his father passed away, and they became afraid that Joseph was holding a grudge against them, he again 
reassured them and promised his continued provision for them and their family.   
 
They had treated him with hatred and violence.  But Joseph responded with mercy, grace, faithful love and full forgiveness.   
 
b) Love as God Loves 
And God wants us to do the same.  In Matthew 5:44-45, Jesus went on to say: “But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray 
for those who persecute you,  that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.”  Jesus’ way is the way of unconditional love.  
Of loving those who hate us.  Of reaching out in compassion to those who’ve hurt us.  Of giving to those who don’t deserve 
it.  And of welcoming back those who rejected us.   
 
That’s because this is how God loves.  Romans 5:8: “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us.”  At the cross, God expressed his unconditional love, when he gave his own Son for us who had 
turned our backs on him, who’d rebelled against his rule, who’d rejected his commands.  And as children of God, we’re 
called to do the same.   
 
We should be people of forgiveness, because we’ve been forgiven so much.  Ephesians 4:32 calls us to: “Be kind and 
compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”  Because of our sin, we deserved 
nothing less than separation from God forever.  But in his mercy, Jesus took the punishment that we deserved.  And in his 
grace, God offers to us the full forgiveness, acceptance and love that we could never deserve.   
 
And so instead of repaying others according to how they’ve treated us, God calls us to love others in the way that God has 
loved us.  
 
c) Forgive because God is at Work 
Joseph also teaches us another reason to forgive.  This is what he said to his brothers, Genesis 45:5-7: “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. 6 For two years now there has been famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be ploughing and 
reaping. 7 But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great 
deliverance.” 
 
Joseph wasn’t trying to explain away their actions.  He wasn’t excusing their jealousy or violence.  He wasn’t saying that 
they were innocent.  Rather he was saying that behind all that had happened to him, the years of slavery, of false 
accusations, of imprisonment, of suffering and struggles – behind it all was God!  The Lord had been with Joseph through it 
all, and through all of it, he’d worked for good to save him, his family and many others.   
 
Later, Joseph repeated this to his brothers when they worried about their guilt.  “You intended to harm me, but God 
intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.”  Genesis 50:20  They had done wrong, 
but even in their sin, God had been working for good.   
 
Forgiveness is never easy.  When people do us wrong, it is natural that we want justice, even revenge.  But if we can hold 
onto the truth that even when people do us wrong, God is at work in our lives for our good and for his glory, then we can be 
released from bitterness and find the grace to forgive.  I wonder, are there people that we need to offer forgiveness to 
today? 
 
2. Restoration requires Repentance 
Joseph chose to forgive and as a result he was restored to his brothers.  But Joseph didn’t immediately reveal who he was.  
Look at how Joseph responded when he first saw his brothers in Egypt.  Genesis 42:7-9: “As soon as Joseph saw his 
brothers, he recognised them, but he pretended to be a stranger and spoke harshly to them. “Where do you come from?” 
he asked. 
“From the land of Canaan,” they replied, “to buy food.” 
8 Although Joseph recognised his brothers, they did not recognise him. 9 Then he remembered his dreams about them and 
said to them, “You are spies! You have come to see where our land is unprotected.” 
 



Joseph knew that his brothers weren’t spies.  He knew who they were and why they were there.  So why did Joseph speak 
this way to his brothers?  
 
And this act continued for some time.  He put them in prison for 3 days.  Then he let 9 of them go home with food for their 
families.  But he kept Simeon in prison until they would return with Benjamin, their younger brother.   
 
When they got back home, Jacob initially refused to allow Benjamin to make that journey to Egypt, as he was too afraid of 
losing him.  But finally, in desperation for more food, Jacob sent Benjamin with his brothers.   
 
When they arrived, Joseph again didn’t tell them who he was.  Instead he ordered that they be taken to his house where he 
reunited them with Simeon and provided them with a banquet – where they were sat according to their age, and Benjamin 
was given five times more than the rest. 
 
Then Joseph sent them away with sacks full of grain.  But when they’d only gone a short distance, he sent his steward to 
stop them on the road and accuse them of stealing his own personal goblet.  The brothers all pled their innocence.  But 
when their sacks were examined, the cup was found in Benjamin’s sack, exactly where Joseph had put it.   
 
And so once again the brothers were brought before Joseph.  Look at Genesis 44:14-17: “Joseph was still in the house when 
Judah and his brothers came in, and they threw themselves to the ground before him. 15 Joseph said to them, “What is this 
you have done? Don’t you know that a man like me can find things out by divination?” 
16 “What can we say to my lord?” Judah replied. “What can we say? How can we prove our innocence? God has uncovered 
your servants’ guilt. We are now my lord’s slaves—we ourselves and the one who was found to have the cup.” 
17 But Joseph said, “Far be it from me to do such a thing! Only the man who was found to have the cup will become my 
slave. The rest of you, go back to your father in peace.” 
 
a) A Longing Heart 
What was Joseph doing in all of this?  Why this act and these trumped up charges?  Was it to punish them?  Well clearly not.  
Throughout this process, Joseph expressed his love to his brothers in secret gifts of silver in their sacks and a lavish banquet 
in his house.   
 
And Joseph didn’t enjoy this long process.  When he first met his brothers, Genesis 42:24 records: “He turned away from 
them and began to weep.”  
 
And when he saw Benjamin for the first time, Genesis 43:30 states that  “Deeply moved at the sight of his brother, Joseph 
hurried out and looked for a place to weep. He went into his private room and wept there.”  Joseph had waited for 20 years 
to see them again and so his heart broke and his tears flowed as he longed to be reconciled to them.  
 
b) An Opportunity for Repentance  
But Joseph wanted his reconciliation to his brothers to be real.  He knew that had he simply told them who he was right 
away, he’d never have been sure if they had really changed.  Yes, they would’ve said sorry for what they’d done to him.  But 
would that have been true repentance?  Or would it just have been because they were afraid of his power and what he 
could do to them?  
 
If he was going to be truly restored to a loving relationship with his brothers, he had to know that they were sincerely sorry 
for their actions and that they’d turned away from the attitude that had caused them.  If they were going to be true 
brothers, then he didn’t only need to offer them forgiveness, they also needed to repent.  
 
True restoration requires repentance.  Yes, we need to forgive others in our hearts, whatever the response of those who’ve 
hurt us.  This is the love and compassion that Jesus expressed on the cross when he prayed: “Father, forgive them, for they 
do not know what they are doing.”  Luke 23:34 
 
And Stephen expressed that same unconditional forgiveness when as he was being stoned to death for his faith: “Lord, do 
not hold this sin against them.”  Acts 7:60 
 
But for a full restoration of relationship, repentance is required.  Jesus’ message was “The kingdom of God is near. Repent 
and believe the good news!” Mark 1:15.  God loves sinners.  He has done everything he can to open up the way to 
reconciliation.  But if we’re going to be restored into a loving relationship with him, then we need to repent, to sincerely, 
from our hearts, turn away from our sin and put our faith in Jesus.  Without this repentance there can be no restoration.   
 



When Jesus taught us to respond to those who’d sinned against us, he said, “If your brother sins against you, go and show 
him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.” Matthew 18:15  Yes we 
need to express love to those who sin against us, but we need to confront the sin so that our relationship can be fully 
restored.  Repentance is essential.   
 
3. People Can Change 
And wonderfully, Joseph’s actions revealed this repentant attitude.    

 
a) Express True Sorrow 
When Simeon was imprisoned, the brothers said to each other: Genesis 42:21: “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.”  
 
They didn’t realize that Joseph could understand what they were saying, because he was speaking to them through an 
interpreter.  But they expressed of deep sorrow for what they had done to Joseph.  They showed that they understood how 
wrong their actions were and that they knew that they were to blame.  They were guilty. 
 
This kind of sorrow is crucial in our lives.  “Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation.”  2 Corinthians 7:10  We 
need to recognize our guilt and grieve for our wrongdoing. 
b) Make a Sincere Decision to Change 
But repentance is more than sorrow.  There also needs to be a decision to change.  Joseph’s brothers had changed.  When 
Joseph threatened to imprison Benjamin for stealing from him, Judah pled for his life.  He explained how losing Benjamin 
would destroy his father, something he never considered when he had played his part in selling Joseph into slavery.   
 
But more than that – he offered to take his place.  “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.” Genesis 44:33–34  It was at this point that Joseph could not 
hold back his emotions any longer.  His brothers had accepted the guilt of their actions.  They’d repented of what they’d 
done to him.  And as a result Joseph offered them full forgiveness and restoration.   
 
4. We Can Make a Difference 
Of course reconciliation is not always possible.  If repentance is refused then restoration will have to be delayed, even when 
we reach out in love and forgiveness. 
 
But Joseph’s experience teaches us that reconciliation is possible.  Sometimes we might be tempted to think that people 
don’t change, that disagreements and division will always be final.  But our God is an expert in restoration.  And he wants us 
to be ministers of reconciliation in this world.   
 
Paul says, “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on 
Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God.” 2 Corinthians 5:20   He wants us to express his mercy, grace and love through us so 
that we might not only see people reconciled to us – but ultimately so that we might see people reconciled to him!   
 
Forgiveness is tough.  Loving those who hurt us doesn’t come easy.  But through God’s love I pray that each of us will 
overcome evil with good and so see people’s lives changed by God’s grace.   
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