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BOTTOM LINE: 

God calls us to give forgiveness.
STORY TEXT: 

Genesis 37 + 50:14-21
Memory Verse: 

You planned evil against me but God used those same plans for my good, as you see now—life for many people.
GENESIS 50:20 (MSG) 

Joseph’s story takes up much more space than it what is included in the reading for this week. If you want to get the full sweep of the story, you’ll need to cover Genesis 37 through 50. It only takes about twenty minutes to read, but it will help you to have a much fuller view of Joseph, Israel, and the set-up of the Old Testament. 

I will summarize the story here: 
Joseph is the youngest son of Jacob (or Israel). The text goes out of the way to say that Jacob favors Joseph above the other brothers because he was born to Jacob at such an old age. A key theme in the story is the way that Jacob’s favor of Joseph leads his brothers to dislike him a great deal. To further exacerbate the situation, Joseph begins to have these dreams that seem to illustrate his elevated status compared to the other brothers. The cumulative effect of all this is that the brothers resolve that something needs to be done with Joseph. 

Some want to kill him, others want to beat him, but finally they decide that they will sell him to slave traders heading to Egypt. To cover their tracks in the eyes of their father, they fake Joseph’s death and bring Israel a bloody cloak as evidence. 

Once a slave on the way to Egypt, Joseph’s story really starts to get interesting because he is quickly sold to a high ranking official named Potiphar. Joseph is given control of Potiphar’s “house” (all of his affairs, etc) until his is framed and subsequently imprisoned for a rape he did not commit. 

The prison is the occasion for the return of Joseph’s unique connection to dreams and their interpretation. He interprets the dreams of his cell-mates which eventually leads to word of his talent reaching the Pharaoh. As the story goes, Pharaoh had been having some dreams as well, but wasn’t able to determine their meaning. Joseph is put in a position to do just that and reveals to Pharaoh that his dreams are pointing to an impending famine. 

Since no one else seems to be able to figure out what to do about these future events, Pharaoh puts Joseph in control over all of Egypt in an attempt to avoid a disaster. Just as has been the case in the past, Joseph’s leadership is blessed and he leads Egypt through a major famine and even helps Pharaoh consolidate more power in the region. 

An unexpected result of the famine is that Joseph’s family arrives, hat-in-hand, in Egypt to find food as well. In a face-to-face encounter, Joseph recognizes his brothers before they recognize him. Furious, Joseph sets his guards on the Israelites and forces them to return home to produce their youngest brother. Lo and behold, Jacob was able to have another son, Benjamin, and he is brought before Joseph. Joseph is overcome with emotion and finally reveals himself to his brothers. Shortly thereafter Joseph calls for his father to come to Egypt and also works out a deal with Pharaoh so that all of Israel may stay in Egypt as well. 
The story concludes with Israel riding out the famine and flourishing in Egypt. Jacob, Joseph’s father, dies while in Egypt and is taken home to be buried with his ancestors. Fearful that retribution would follow the death of their father, Joseph’s brothers go to Joseph to ask for forgiveness—or to at least be welcomed as slaves. This is where our memory verse comes in: Joseph sees the way that in spite of our actions to one another, God gives us the ability to be bringers of blessing. In this instance, Joseph was able to use his circumstances to bless the region in the midst of a famine and his brothers who thought themselves worthy of death or slavery for their actions. 
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Our Bottom Line for this week is that God calls us to give forgiveness. 
Throughout this text, emotions are quite high. Multiple times Joseph and his family are “moved to tears, “over come,” or “weeping alone” due to the pain they caused one another. It is because of these humanizing details in the text that a story that happens thousands of years ago in the kingdom of Pharaoh is one that can be instructive to our relationships today: We are often hurt by our families, our friends, and a host of other people in our social circle. In each of those situations, we find ourselves with the choice to give forgiveness or to hold onto hate. 
As you can see in the story, Joseph didn’t come to the decision that he ultimately made in some serene and clear–eyed manner. He fought through tears and emotion to finally see the humanity and plight of his brothers and decided to give them forgiveness. We have also been the brothers—in need of the forgiveness of someone we have wronged. 

In order for you to really connect to the students this week, you’ll need to do some thinking about situations you’ve been party to that have left you in this tension. 

· Think about a situation where you have been wronged. Describe the emotional climate in you as you determined whether or not to forgive those that hurt you. What led you to your decision? Describe how that changed the relationship. 

· Many times we are the people in need of forgiveness. Describe a time when you have been forgiven. What did that do to and for you? 

The actual sign of forgiveness and withholding forgiveness in this story are quite vivid and shouldn’t be ignored. The visual sign of his withholding of forgiveness was to send his brothers to prison: a place separated from relationship, a place where death is a constant bedmate, a place where communication is severed. Whereas in his forgiveness, Joseph first gives them grain (we titled it ”bread” because we thought it sounded cool). Bread against the backdrop of famine should sing “life” to the reader. When we forgive people, we give them life. We give them space in our lives and in our stories where relationship and communication can happen. Quite the opposite of “prison.” 
[image: image3.jpg]@ TEXT [ CONTEXT]





This story serves as a major hinge-point in the story of God’s people in the Old Testament because it essentially sets the stage for the dramatic moment of God’s action in the history of Israel: the exodus. Leading up to the story of Joseph, the majority of the book of Genesis is concerned with outlining the story and character of the promised family of Abraham. By and large a nomadic shepherding community when we first meet them, by the time we meet Joseph, the people of Israel had been guided in a very personal manner by God into becoming a nation among nations. The way in which God is present in the story of Joseph is very different compared to the text around it as there are no moments where God is speaking or showing up in pillars of fire to guide the people. Rather, in this text God’s presence is mostly spoken of in the way that Joseph is “blessed”(as a leader, dream interpreter, economic advisor, etc). As a whole, the story shows how God’s promise that Israel would be a blessing to the nations actually looks in practice. 
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At the heart of the creation of the people of Israel was the idea that they would be a people who would bless the world in the way that God blesses them. A chief characteristic of the way that God has blessed Israel is by providing for them so much more than they needed, deserved, or had earned. In this way, Joseph is a perfect example of what Israel is supposed to be and that picture comes into focus in the memory verse and subsequent bottom line for this week. 
At the end of the story, Joseph’s brothers come to Joseph ready to beg for their lives. To their surprise, Joseph speaks a word of grace. ““Don’t be afraid. Do I act for God? Don’t you see, you planned evil against me but God used those same plans for my good, as you see all around you right now—life for many people. Easy now, you have nothing to fear; I’ll take care of you and your children.” He reassured them, speaking with them heart-to-heart.”
Instead of repaying evil with evil, Joseph repaid his brothers with grace and a future by forgiving them. The result is the continuation of the people of Israel and the story of blessing God began writing at creation. 

In baptism, we have been grafted into this blessing family and we, too, have the opportunity repay evil with forgiveness and grace. In doing so we take situations and stories that are about to break-bad, to places of new life and hope. This story is an amazing opportunity for students to see how they can be God’s blessing people in their day-to-day lives simply by giving forgiveness.  
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