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Many years ago I lived with my family in the land of Canaan. It was a good land that God had promised to our family. We were prosperous and lived well. My life was idyllic and my father loved me very much. He gave me gifts and favored me in many ways. Oh, I remember those times with much fondness. But I remember one day; it is etched clearly in my memory. I was in my 17th year and my father had sent me to check on my brothers who were off herding our sheep. I was to see that all was well with them.

I had to search for my brothers because they had moved on from where they had been herding the sheep. When I finally found them I was not prepared for their welcome. After all I was my father's favorite and I had dreamed earlier that one day I would rule over them. So I expected them to welcome me warmly. But that was not the welcome I received. When I arrived in their camp I found that they had plotted to kill me. At first I was shocked. For what reason could they hold such hatred toward me? Then I was terrified as they bound me and threw me into a pit. It was then I realized they really were going to kill me.

Then my brothers began to quarrel. Judah finally spoke and told them there was no benefit to killing me and shedding my blood. Instead, they decided to be rid of me by selling me to some Ishmaelite merchants. These merchants were to take me to Egypt where they would sell me as a slave. I was never to see my homeland again.

The journey across the desert was a haze of despair and suffering. We who were to be sold in slavery were bound together in a long line. We were fed and given water; after all no money would be made from a dead slave. But the traders cared little or nothing for our comfort. How quickly my prosperous life had changed. Betrayed by my brothers, stripped of all comfort, I was headed to an unknown land and an unknown fate.

When I arrived in Egypt I was stunned by what I saw. I thought my family was wealthy but the wealth here was beyond my imagination. There were great buildings of stone, all decorated with pictures and the people all dressed in fine clothing. I was bought by one such named Potiphar and taken to serve in his grand house. Potiphar was a high official of Pharaoh, the captain of his guard. That position brought him great power, wealth and comfort.

I expected my life of slavery to be much like my journey across the Sinai. I expected to work unceasingly, be fed little and otherwise ignored. But this was not the life of a slave in Potiphar's house. While the work was hard, we slaves were treated well. We had enough to eat and wore nice clothing befitting the house of an Egyptian lord.

I worked hard, did my work well and served my master faithfully. Potiphar saw the quality of my work and that I faithfully and intelligently carried out my tasks. In time I was given more responsibility and eventually was made master of Photiphar's household. Behind me now was the nightmare of my brothers' betrayal and once again I led a life of comfort even better than the life of my youth.

But my life was again to be shattered. Potiphar's wife desired me and when I rejected her she falsely accused me of making advances toward her. I had faithfully looked after all that my master owned and had run his household well but all that was for naught. Though I protested my innocence Potiphar took his wife's word without question and threw me into Pharaoh's prison. Again for me there was to be no justice. I was again betrayed and lived or died at the whim of others.

Life in prison was not as bad as I had expected. After all this was a prison for high ranking people. While their life could end at a word from Pharaoh, while they lived they had some measure of respect and comfort. Those who ran the prison did not want to risk the enmity of someone who might be restored to high position by Pharaoh's command.

I was a model prisoner, never giving my masters cause to be concerned about me. I obeyed their commands and did the work given to me. In time, as in Potiphar's house, my faithfulness and intelligence came to the attention of the head of the jail. He placed me in charge of all that went on in the prison. He was pleased as he no longer needed to have care for anything I did.

Time went by and two servants of Pharaoh were placed in the prison because they had displeased him. One was Pharaoh's cup bearer and the other Pharaoh's baker. While in the prison both men had dreams that troubled them. By the grace of God I was able to interpret their dreams. The baker's dream foretold that he was to die by Pharaoh's command. The cup bearer's dream foretold that he was to be restored to his position and honor. Both events came to pass.

Two years later Pharaoh himself had a dream which troubled him. In his dream he saw seven fat cows consumed by seven lean cows and seven heads of full wheat consumed by seven withered heads. Pharaoh summoned his advisers and magicians from all over Egypt to help him understand this dream. But none could give a satisfactory explanation.

It was then that the cup bearer remembered me and my ability to interpret dreams. Pharaoh immediately sent for me. I was washed and dressed in fine clothing and presented before Pharaoh. I told him that by the grace of God I could interpret his dream. The dream was a warning that the next seven years would be seven years of good crops. However the seven years following would be years of famine. I advised Pharaoh to appoint a reliable man to store grain in the good years to feed the people during the years of famine. Pharaoh appointed me to be that man.

Now my life had turned again. Again I led a life of comfort and responsibility, even better than under my former master Potiphar. I had become the most important and powerful man in Egypt, next only to Pharaoh himself. The seven years of plenty came and went. In the eighth year the famine began. Because of the stored grain everyone in Egypt had food to eat. In fact there was so much grain that we could sell it to people from other lands ravaged by the famine.

In the years of the famine people from many nations came to me to purchase grain. One day ten men from Canaan were brought into my presence. They immediately fell to the floor and bowed before me. I knew immediately they were my brothers. But they did not recognize me in my fine Egyptian clothing and my face made up in the Egyptian style.

Here were the very men who had threatened to kill me and ended up selling me into a life of slavery. Here they were within my power and I could do whatever I wished with them. I could send them away empty handed. I could throw them in prison. I could order their death and none would oppose me. Feelings of anger, resentment and revenge welled up within me. What should I do?

Through the years of my life the hand of God had guided and molded me. God's love and great gifts had brought me to this position of power. It was then that God's love filled me and I was ready to forgive my brothers and help my family. But had the years changed them or were they still filled with anger and did they still quarrel among themselves? Though I had decided to help them I needed to test them to see what was in their hearts.

They had told me that they were ten of twelve brothers. One of the brothers had remained in Canaan and the twelfth was no more. I knew the one in Canaan was my brother Benjamin by my own mother Rachel. So to test them I held one, Simeon, and told the rest to return home and bring their younger brother back to Egypt with them.

Then I sent them on their way with supplies for the journey and the grain they had bought. Unknown to them I had ordered that the money they paid be hidden in the bags of grain. Would they return with Benjamin? Would they keep the money hidden in the grain and abandon Simeon as they had abandoned me? What was in their hearts/ Was it love of family or the greed and resentment that had been there so many years ago/

I waited for their return but after some time had passed, I began to believe the worst I had thought of them was true. Then one day they were brought before me again and with them was Benjamin. I welcomed them, treated them well and once again sold them grain. Still they did not recognize me and I did not reveal myself.

One final test was needed. I arranged to make it appear that Benjamin had stolen a golden cup from me. When I accused him and the cup was found, I ordered that he be made my slave as punishment for his crime. But Judah offered himself in Benjamin's place. Truly my brothers had changed.

I could no longer restrain myself. With tears of Joy I welcomed them into my arms. Then Pharaoh ordered me to send my brothers back to Canaan with supplies and wagons to fetch them back to Egypt. Here Pharaoh would give them land where they might live and prosper. My family, much changed, was to be reunited.

Through God's grace Joseph forgave his brothers their sins against him. Think about this act. In your own mind would Joseph have been justified in taking retribution against his brothers? Though he forgave them would it have been right for him to exact some payment from them, for his suffering at their hands?

We often talk about forgiving but do you know what that means? We often say “I forgive” but then add a list of conditions to our forgiveness. This is not forgiveness. The Greek word translated as forgive is a legal term. It is used in the sense of forgiving a debt. When you forgive a debt it is wiped away. You are saying that nothing is owed.

When you forgive someone who has sinned against you are wiping that sin away. You are saying that even though you should be compensated for that sin, you are willing to forgo that compensation. You are willing to act as if the sin had never occurred.

Is this easy to do? No, it most definitely is not! But it is what Jesus expects of us. Look into your own heart. Do you harbor resentment even hatred against someone for what they have done to you? What do these resentments and hatreds do to you? Do they make your life better or worse?

When our Lord was dying on the cross he said “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” He was not saying forgive them but see that they pay for what they have done. He was not saying forgive them but rub their noses in what they have done. He was saying forgive them as if what they did had never happened. My brothers and sisters, we all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. But for love of God we should strive to do better. Forgive as we are forgiven and find peace.

