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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 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.
BROKEN FAMILIES
Life is filled with sadness. Perhaps there is nothing sadder and more common than the pain of
broken family relationships. Sometimes it is over a big thing. Sometimes it’s over something
that seems small and trivial.
But, as the years pass the resentment builds, and the emotional distance between parents and
children, brothers and sisters increases to the point that reconciliation seems impossible. I know
that some of you here today struggle with broken family relationships.
You may remember a comedy group called the Smothers brothers. Tommy Smothers would
always mess up one of their songs and his brother, Dick would call him to task. The comedy
routine would always progress in the same way. Dick would become more indignant in his
questioning of Tommy’s childish antics and Tommy would become more and more tongue tied.
Finally, Tommy would blurt out, “Momma always liked you best!” No matter how many times
audiences heard that routine they always laughed. It was funny because it was true. People
recognized themselves in the struggle.
There are siblings who compete for the affection of their parents all their lives. Even after the
parents die the competition continues. That’s why some families have such terrible fights after a
funeral. They are fighting for more than just money and possessions. They are fighting for their
parent’s approval.
SINS OF THE FATHERS

The Bible tells us that the sins of the fathers are visited upon our children and our children’s
children. Some might think that this viewpoint is too pessimistic, but family therapists have
demonstrated this to be a fact of life. We speak about this problem in a different way now; we
use fancy phrases like “dysfunctional family systems.” But, the idea is still the same. Children
learn what they live.
For example, the children of alcoholics often spend their whole lives reacting to their parent’s
problems. The same can be true of parents who were workaholics, sexaholics or
securityaholics. Whatever the problem, the story of our parents is often repeated in our lives
and the lives of our children and our children’s children. The bad news is that sin has a historical
effect.
But, the good news according to the Bible is that there is a way out of the mess that many of us
find ourselves in. We don’t have to have to repeat the mistakes of the past. But, in order to
break this vicious cycle, we need a new dream, a new explanation of why we’re here and what
it’s all about.
This in a nutshell is the story of Joseph. Joseph was given a new dream, a dream that changed
not only his life but also the lives of his family. Joseph did not live an easy life. On the contrary,
much of the time it seemed like if it weren’t for bad luck he’d have no luck at all.
But, in the end, the dream, God’s dream, proved to be true in a way that was greater than
anyone could imagine. In fact, it was a dream that brought a blessing to the whole world.
Joseph’s story began as do all our stories, with the story of his parents. Joseph’s father, you
might remember, was Jacob. We talked about Jacob several Sundays ago. Jacob was a “show
me the money” kind of guy. He was a shyster, always trying to wring a blessing out of life by
hook or crook. If Jacob were a modern man, he surely would have been involved in a corporate
scandal. Jacob would have been the CEO at Enron.
But, Jacob paid a high price for his life of scheming. There was always conflict in Jacob’s life,
and the lives of his children were no different. Jacob always had a trick up his sleeve, and his
children grew up to be the same way. They were devious, just like their father, and this led to
the most tragic betrayal in the family’s history.
JOSEPH AND HIS BROTHERS
Joseph was the first of two sons born to Jacob’s second wife Rachel (the other being Benjamin).
Now Jacob loved Rachel (his second wife) more than he loved Leah (his first wife). Tragically,
his beloved Rachel died giving birth to their final son, Benjamin. And so, a grief stricken Jacob
was determined to keep her memory alive by paying particular attention to the children of
Rachel. He really did love them best.
Jacob especially loved Joseph. He was, as the Bible puts it, “the son of his old age.” He gave
him a regal coat of many colors. He doted on him and listened to his advice above all others.
And, as you might imagine, the sons of Leah resented Joseph.
In fact, they were never able to have a civil conversation with him.
Joseph didn’t help matters. He was always tattling to his father about his half-brother’s lousy
work habits. And when Joseph had a dream that his brothers would one day bow down to him,
instead of discreetly keeping the dream to himself, Joseph went directly to his brothers with the
news. Joseph was only seventeen when he had this dream, and we know that teenagers are
sometimes not so humble when it comes to their relationship with their siblings.

Joseph then had another dream after this one in which the sun, the moon and the eleven stars
were bowing down to him. Of course Joseph immediately told that to dream to his brothers as
well. Even Jacob thought that dream was a bit too grandiose and warned his son against
claiming too much.
But, it was too late. Now there was too much bad blood between Joseph and his brothers. The
ten sons of Leah were just waiting for the opportunity to show Joseph that his dreams were their
nightmare. He wasn’t “the boss of them,” not now or in the future. These half-brothers had
dreams of their own when it came to Joseph, and soon they got the opportunity to see their
dreams fulfilled.
SOLD INTO SLAVERY
One day when Jacob sent Joseph out into the fields to check on his brothers, the brothers saw
him coming and quickly hatched a plan to get rid of their troublesome half-brother. The brothers
relieved Joseph of his pretty, long-sleeved coat and threw him in a pit to die.
But, later their anger cooled a bit, and they thought better of killing their brother. After all, even
though he was only a half-brother and a trouble maker, he was still their flesh and blood.
So, they pulled him out of the pit and sold him into slavery for twenty pieces of silver. Joseph’s
brothers covered their tracks by dipping their brother’s coat in the blood of a goat. They took it to
poor old Jacob and asked, “Is this Joseph’s robe?”
Of course Jacob recognized it. He assumed that his son had been killed by a wild animal. The
old trickster was tricked by his sons just as he had deceived his own father long ago. It’s funny
how family history has a way of repeating itself.
And so Jacob was beside himself with grief. He refused to be comforted. He had many other
children, but Jacob could only think of the child that was lost.
BUYING GRAIN IN EGYPT
It would be many years before Joseph would see his father and his brothers again. Joseph
would see good times and bad, but eventually through his God-given ability to interpret dreams,
he would rise to a position of prominence in Egypt. Because of Joseph’s wise administration,
Egypt was the only country that had food in a time of famine.
And that prompted Jacob to send his sons to Egypt to buy grain. And who was in charge of
distributing the grain to the foreigners who came his way? Why Joseph, of course. Joseph was
no longer a 17 year old boy. He was 30 years old and dressed in Egyptian garb. His brothers
didn’t even recognize him.
What’s that old saying, “Revenge is a dish best served cold?” At first it looked like Joseph might
be willing to test the truth of that old saying. Joseph toyed with his brothers, suggesting that they
were spies.
In their fear and in a desperate effort to prove that they weren’t spies Joseph’s brothers blurted
out, “We’re just brothers from Canaan seeking grain. There were twelve of us. Our youngest
brother is at home with his father and the twelfth brother; well I’m afraid he is no more.”
Joseph said, “Okay, I’ll give you a chance. I’ll see if you are telling the truth. I’ll put all of you
but one in prison. The one that I free can go home and bring this younger brother back. In this
way I’ll know that you haven’t been lying to me.”

Later Joseph released the brothers from prison and said, “Since I’m a God fearing man, I will
make you an even better deal. I’ll release all of you but one. One will stay here in prison while
you go home and fetch your youngest brother.”
(Now Joseph was speaking to his brothers in Egyptian through an interpreter, and the brothers
had no idea that Joseph understood what they were saying.)
Apparently, Joseph’s brothers had lived with a deep sense of remorse ever since they sold their
brother into slavery. The first thing that popped into their mind was what they had done to
Joseph.
They began to talk among themselves saying, “We’re paying the penalty for what we did to our
brother. God is getting us for our bad behavior.” One brother, Reuben who had tried to prevent
the others from hurting Joseph said, "Didn’t I tell you not to wrong the boy? But you would not
listen. So now there comes a reckoning for his blood."
Joseph was tearful when he heard the remorse of his brothers, but he turned his back on them so
that they couldn’t see his tears. Once he regained his composure, Joseph had his half-brother
Simeon bound and placed in prison and then he sent the brothers back home to get their
younger brother, Benjamin.
But, Joseph played a trick on his brothers. In addition to the grain he gave them, he also placed
the money they paid for the grain in their sacks.
When the brothers came home, they and Jacob were horrified to find the money as well as the
grain in the sacks. At first Jacob was not willing to allow Benjamin to accompany his brothers on
a trip back to Egypt, but eventually he relented when Reuben and Judah promised to guard
young Benjamin with their lives.
BACK TO EGYPT
So the brothers went back to Egypt with Benjamin. Joseph wined and dined his brothers and
was especially touched to see his young brother. But, Joseph was not quite ready to quit toying
with his brothers either. Again he had money placed in their sacks of grain, and in Benjamin’s
sack he placed his own silver cup.
The brothers had traveled only a short distance from Egypt when Joseph ordered his men to stop
them and search their bags for his silver cup. Of course it was found in Benjamin’s bag and
Joseph told the brothers that for this offense the young man would be his slave.
At this point Joseph’s half-brother Judah makes an emotional plea and offers to give up his
freedom so that Benjamin might go free. Judah says that he can’t bear to see what will happen
to his father if they do not bring Benjamin home. He knows that the old man will surely die if
they come home without this boy.
A GREATER DREAM
Now, all of this provides the background for our lesson for today. Joseph and his brothers
dreamed of power and glory. But, now in a moment of emotional release it all comes clear to
Joseph. There was more to this story than he had ever imagined. It wasn’t just about his
dreams or the dreams of his brothers or the dreams of his father. There was a greater power at
work.

And so Joseph sends all the Egyptians out of the room and tearfully reveals himself to his
brothers. Of course Joseph’s brothers are not thrilled with this revelation either. But, Joseph
finally convinces them that he wishes them no harm.
Joseph says,
“It was God’s will that I come to this land so that you and many others might be saved from this
famine. God’s dream was greater than any of our dreams. God has taken a bad situation and
turned it into something good. What you meant for evil God has used for good.”
There were tears of joy and forgiveness that day because a broken family was reunited. But, this
story is about something much greater than just the reuniting of one family. This story illustrates
how God brings salvation to the world.
God didn’t want the brothers to do evil and attempt to get rid of Joseph. There was a terrible
price paid for what happened. Through the story we learned that the brothers lived with a great
burden of guilt as they saw the anguish on Jacob’s face every day. They knew they had done
wrong, and they lived with the consequences of their sin.
But, God used their evil choices to bring about reconciliation in the family and the hope of a
greater salvation. Professor Walter Brueggemann sums it up this way, “Neither the freedom of
the creature nor the gracious sovereignty of God is canceled.”
A BIGGER PICTURE
The same is true in our lives. We are free, and we freely make bad choices that bring pain to
ourselves and others on a personal and a global level. Our sins have real consequences that
are greater than we might imagine. In no way is our sin excused or minimized.
But, Scripture teaches us that God is at work in our world despite our sin. As Joseph recognized
in our lesson for today, God’s Spirit is powerful enough to overcome our sin and bring new life
and new possibilities even when it looks like things are hopeless. God is able to bring salvation
and freedom into a situation that seems to offer only captivity and death.
Why was Joseph able to forgive his brothers? What they did to him was inexcusable. Why
didn’t Joseph just take revenge upon them for what they did?
Joseph was able to look at what happened to him in a larger context. Joseph was able to see a
bigger picture. It wasn’t just about him and his hurts and his needs nor was it just about his
family and their petty squabbles. God was at work through it all and beyond it all for a greater
good.
If we are to be the forgiving and loving people we are called to be in Christ Jesus, like Joseph,
we too need to see the big picture.
Every family has a story of betrayal and hurt feelings. Every church has a story of
disappointment and broken promises. The anger and recriminations will just keep bubbling along
our whole life unless something happens to break up that vicious cycle.
That something is the recognition that it’s not just about me. There’s a bigger story here than
just my story. There’s something more important in the world than just what happens to me and
mine.
Life is too short to spend it hating that brother who stole the money or that sister who has nothing
to do with the family. Life is too short to spend it worrying about small-minded terrorists or a
spouse who has been unfaithful.

We need to see a bigger picture. There is more to life than just my life. God can and does
redeem us in these times of trouble.
Before Joseph met with his brothers, his heart was already being mended by the power of God’s
grace. After enduring a life of hardship, Joseph found himself in charge in Pharaoh’s court. He
was married and had two sons.
The first son he named Manasseh which means “making to forget.” When this son was born,
Joseph said, “God has made me forget all my hardship and all my father’s house.” Joseph then
had a second son whom he named Ephraim which means “to be fruitful.” Joseph said, “God has
made me fruitful in the land of my misfortunes.”
Eventually Joseph got to the point in his life where he could see the grace of God redeeming the
hurt in his life. I think all of us need to come that same point in our own lives.
We too need a child named Manasseh, a new birth that causes us to forget the pain of the past.
We too need a child named Ephraim who reminds us that God can make us “fruitful” in the land
of our misfortunes. Like Joseph, we too need an opportunity to go about that very painful
process of forgiving our brothers and sisters and seeing through the tears of that reconciliation
an even greater power and purpose.
I have heard people say that it is easy to trust God when things are going well. But, upon further
reflection I think that’s not true. Many times when things are going well, we don’t even think
about God. It’s during the tough times that we learn what the blessing of God really means.
THE FREDERICK BUECHNER STORY
The Presbyterian minister and author, Frederick Buechner did not grow up in a churchgoing
family. His ancestors had come over to this country in the 1850s as German radical freethinkers.
They were very successful financially and socially, but religion was simply not something that
was of interest to them. This meant that the whole family had no spiritual resources on which to
rely when life was not going so well.
When Frederick was ten years old, he and his father had made plans to go to Princeton where
the father had graduated a few years before as an honor student. On account of the Great
Depression, his father had not been able to keep the kind of employment that he had wanted.
And unfortunately, he had begun to rely on alcohol as a way of covering his disappointment.
Of course, that made the problem worse.
So on this particular day when they were to go back to see the old classmates, the elder
Buechner got up before anybody else in the family, dressed, went down to the garage, carefully
closed the garage door, turned on the ignition of the old Chevrolet, sat down on the running
board, and was asphyxiated before anybody in the family realized what was happening.
Years later, people used to ask Buechner, "How did your father die?" He would always say, "He
died of heart trouble." Then he said, "That was at least partially true. You see, he had a heart
and it was troubled."
The Buechner family lived on as best they could. Young Frederick went to Princeton, and then
went back to the Lawrenceville Prep School where he was an English teacher. He published a
novel that was critically acclaimed. It looked like he was going to have a very bright future as a
novelist.

Frederick resigned his teaching post and began to write full time. Then he caught the mysterious
illness that often strikes new novelists. He hit a block where nothing seemed to come. He
became depressed.
One of his friends had a suggestion, "You might like to go to Madison Avenue Presbyterian
Church in New York City. There is a wonderful minister there named George Buttrick. He
bequeaths hope, he gives energy. You might find what he is doing to be helpful."
So, Frederick went to church for the first time in his life. And his friend was right. This
distinguished Englishman did speak to his heart.
And one Sunday in the middle of a sermon, Buechner experienced the power of Almighty God.
He had an epiphany. The experience was so powerful the young man made an appointment to
see Dr. Buttrick the next week.
As they talked the grand old minister sensed the potential of this young writer. At that time the
Rockefeller Foundation had a series of grants that they were giving to people just like Buechner,
people who were exploring the possibility that God might be calling them into the ministry.
Even though he had not been in church over a dozen times in all his life, to his great
amazement, he started school at Union Theological Seminary in New York City and for the first
time in his life encountered Holy Scripture. It was a completely unknown realm to him.
He says as he began to dive into this great document he was amazed by two things.
First of all, Scripture was utterly honest about the flaws of humanity. The people in the Bible
succeeded in spite of what they did rather than because they were so strong or wise. As Paul
might have put it, God chose those who were foolish in order to let humanity know that salvation
rested on God’s power and not on our abilities.
And second, no matter how bad things got, there was always more to the story. As he put it, the
“seemingly worse things were never the last things”. God always seemed to have something else
that God was able to do.
In fact, the image of an ingenious alchemist is the image that came to Buechner. Alchemists
were those ancient scientists who tried to take lead and somehow transmute it into gold.
Frederick began to trace this theme through Scripture. Over and over it happened. When it
seemed like people were at the absolute end of their ropes, this Alchemist God had a way of
doing something. Human beings did their worst, but somehow God was able to change those
evil deeds into an act of hope and redemption.
As many of you know, Frederick Buechner is now a respected Presbyterian minister and author.
In his own life, God, the great Alchemist was able to transmute lead into gold.
CHRIST AND JOSEPH
For some commentators, the story of Joseph prefigures the story of Christ. As I read it this week
I was struck by some of the parallels. Joseph was betrayed, sold into slavery for 20 pieces of
silver. He was thought to be dead, but then he was found alive by his brothers in Egypt. A story
of despair turns into a story of salvation.
Perhaps the story of Joseph does prefigure a greater hope. In the future God would take an
even worse situation and bring about an even greater salvation. Jesus, God’s own Son would be
crucified, dead and buried. He was betrayed and killed by those he loved.

And yet his betrayal and death would open up the greatest hope the world had never known.
Just when they thought he was dead and gone, the risen Jesus appeared to the disciples.
They learned that there was still hope even in the darkest hour. The Alchemist God had
changed lead into gold and death into life.
Do you believe these stories? Do you believe broken families can be reconciled? Do you
believe God can use evil to bring about good? Do you believe that even death is no match for
the God revealed in Jesus?
I believe. I believe that God’s power to save is stronger than all the destructive powers in our
world. In fact, I’m betting my life on it, and I invite you to bet your life on that as well.
Amen.
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