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What is more difficult, to forgive or to be forgiven? Two sides of 

the same coin in our relationship with God. But to really grasp 

this, and to put it into some perspective, we need to bring 

forgiveness into the realm  of human life. If we cannot 

understand forgiveness and reconciliation at the level of human 

relationships, can we ever truly say we trust God,  and have 

faith in him, to forgive us.   

We all know the stories of the 'heroes'. Those who have lived 

through much suffering and at the end have been reconciled 

with their enemies. Ghandi and the power of non violent action. 

Martin Luther King who fought against state sponsored racism. 

Mandela, who is spite of incarceration, who once he was 

president, sought the integration of racially divided nation. Eric 

Lomax, who forgave his Japanese torturer in WW2.But we are 

not heroes. No one has written about us, yet, reconciliation still 

lies at the heart of our spiritual well being.  

We probably know of family feuds or people labeled as the 

'black sheep of the family', who they have not spoken too in 

many a long year. It is part of being human, relationships do 

break down.  

In many ways the family of Jacob was highly dysfunctional. Big 

time! This was more than petty jealousy. This might have been 

murder, let alone slavery. This was deception. Here is the blood 

of the animal on his special coat. Your favorite son is dead, said 

with guilt or relief. Maybe they thought, now we can get on with 

our lives.  

Over the many years that passed that led to this dramatic 

reunion. I wonder, did any of the brothers wake up in the 

middle of the night in a cold sweat remembering what they had 

done? Did a father continue to grieve unaware, of who the real 

culprits were?  

Fate and famine bring them together, and Joseph is still a man 

with a huge chip on his shoulder. This is no, 'reconciliation at 

first sight' story. He drags it out. I wonder what he was thinking 

as the brothers bowed low before him, in fulfillment of the his 

early dream. He offers to help, yet at the same time accuses 

them of being spies. He uses an interpreter, yet he knows 

exactly what they are saying.   

What we have here is a game of cat and mouse, which would 

have delighted the ancient story tellers audience. Did he delight 

in the heated discussion of the brothers, about who would be 

left in Egypt. To return once more to their father minus a son. 

They had done that once before! He seems to toy with them, 

placing their money back with the food, creating a sense of fear, 

so they could not return quickly; he plays on the emotion of his 

father and even places his own silver cup in Benjamin's sack. He 

is the youngest and Josephs favorite.  



But through all this, he is not really in control. The power is his, 

second in the land of Pharaoh, but he cannot let go of what 

happened to him and who did it, and at the same time, he is 

always asking about his father Jacob. It is when Judah pleads for 

Benjamin and the effect of his loss for Jacob, that Joseph can 

finally no longer control his feelings and tells them who he is.  I 

don't think any of us can point the finger. If that was us, would 

we not do exactly the same. We are all good at letting the anger 

fester. Joseph was being eaten up from the inside, and in spite 

of times of tears when he had to leave the room, reconciliation 

did not came easily. 

There are powerful forces at work in this story. The bonds of 

family, never really broken in spite of all that has happened. The 

need to survive and to travel to Egypt for food. And there is 

Joseph, who has the knowledge and the position. No doubt, it 

was up to him to make the first move. In the midst of this 

cocktail of emotion, let us not forget the hand of God. Note little 

cameos of where God is recognized. Joseph tells his brothers 

that he is a 'God fearing' man, and the words placed in the 

mouth of Joseph's servant have an odd ring to them, for an 

Egyptian, "Don't worry, Don't be afraid. Your God, the God of 

your father, must have put the money in your sacks for you. I 

received your payment." (43: 23) Joseph would ultimately save 

his people and fulfill the promise made to Abraham, but we are 

not there yet. There is much for Joseph to work through. 

The brothers are not blameless either. They did what they did. 

But the focus of the story is on the response of Joseph and the 

ultimate salvation of the people of God. I have no doubt that 

Joseph set out to test his brothers. Had they changed from the 

days of his youth. The story helps us to share some of their 

agony, of the part they played in the sale of Joseph into slavery. 

So maybe older and wiser, Joseph observes their changed 

character and their honesty.  

This is the story of a dysfunctional family, who with hindsight 

believe that God had gone before them. Life would be so much 

easier lived by hindsight, but faith is not life that. Faith is to 

believe what we have not yet seen around the corner of life. 

That is what makes it risky, challenging and exciting.  

This story is not just to challenge us about living lives of 

reconciliation, that's important, but it reminds us of a similar 

path that Jesus would follow all those centuries later. In this, we 

have the hindsight of Easter. We have already witnessed a 

slavery of crucifixion and a resurrection of being reconciled with 

God.  This story, echoes a journey of betrayal and exile into 

death, and new life, offered in a restored relationship with God.  

I wonder, if in this story are we the brothers? The prodigal son 

had a brother who was not pleased at his return, but God's 

welcome was open and full. So what is more difficult, to forgive 

or be forgiven? On that note, we end the story of Joseph. Amen. 


