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One of the shows my wife and I have come to enjoy watching in recent months is simply called “Chuck.”  You have to suspend disbelief to buy into the premise of the show, in which a 28 year old who is in charge of the Nerd Herd at the local Buy More electronics store becomes a spy, but what really makes the show engaging are the relationships.  A key element of the first two seasons of the show is how Chuck comes to grips with two people from his past who keep cropping up in his present – his old girlfriend Jill and his old best friend Bryce.  As the story goes, Chuck was just a handful of credits short of graduating from Stanford when Bryce planted some test answers in Chuck’s room and got Chuck kicked out of Stanford for cheating.  Then, to make matters worse, Jill dumped Chuck and linked up with Bryce.
And then Bryce shows up in Chuck’s life again.  Bryce is a Stanford grad, has an exciting career with the CIA, looks and dresses like James Bond, and is hugely popular with beautiful women.  Chuck works at the Nerd Herd.  He dresses in a white shirt and a black tie, lives with his sister and her fiancée, and has zero social life.  To a large extent, Chuck’s life was ruined by Bryce’s betrayal of him.  And the question becomes, when first Bryce shows up in his life and then his ex-girlfriend Jill reappears is this – what is Chuck going to do about these two people?  Is he going to seek revenge on them?  Is he going to ignore them?  Or does he choose to forgive them?
Did you ever have a moment like that?  It’s funny how watching a made-up, silly TV show can dredge up old memories, but watching “Chuck” did that for me.  In one episode Chuck’s nerdy friend Morgan says to Chuck something like this: “Chuck, how can you even think of being nice to Bryce when he betrayed you and stole your girlfriend?”  And suddenly I found myself back in college, at the University of Minnesota in 1975, when I just discovered that one of my closest friends, Paul, was dating the girl I had been dating for two years and was hoping to marry.  That was a very emotional moment for me, one of those moments you never forget, one of those moments that defines the kind of person you’re going to become.  My choice, once I sorted things out a bit, was this – will I choose to resent these two people I had been very close to, or will I choose to forgive them?   Will I terminate these relationships once and for all, or will I try to find some way to remain friends?  You can imagine the emotions I was feeling, because you’ve felt them at some time in your life – betrayed, broken-hearted, confused.  Maybe for you it was a family member who betrayed you – a spouse, a parent, a brother or sister.  Maybe it was a co-worker who took credit for work you had done.  Maybe it was someone you trusted with your money who took it and ran.  Sooner or later it happens to everyone, and we are left with a choice – will I choose bitterness and anger and hate and resentment … or will I choose to forgive?
Just to close out my story, I chose to forgive Paul and Jane.  Paul was a groomsman when I married Brenda.  Jane ended up marrying her high school sweetheart.  And I have often thanked God for those events, because I can see very clearly now that God used them for my good.  And here’s something I learned about forgiveness through that, a lesson that is illustrated most clearly through the story of Joseph we will study this morning – forgiveness is an act of faith.  When I chose to forgive, I had no idea how things would turn out.  For all I knew I had just lost the love of my life.  But in choosing to forgive I was acting in faith that if I did the right thing, God would make things right.  And that’s what you and I need to believe today if we are going to be able to rise above those circumstances that tempt us to give in to bitterness and anger and resentment.  We need to act in the faith that if we do the right things, God will make things right.
And perhaps the best example of just that truth is that of Joseph.  Let’s turn back one more time to the book of Genesis to see what we can learn about how to handle the defining moments in our lives, about how to make the choices that change us forever with wisdom, care and courage.

Joseph’s Betrayal
We learned a little bit about Joseph last Sunday; let’s review some of the background.  Joseph’s story begins in Genesis 37 when he is just 17 years old.  Joseph is the eleventh of the twelve sons of Jacob, and in fact is Jacob’s favorite son, which does not sit too well with his brothers.  Jacob foolishly made sure everyone knew Joseph was his favorite by giving Joseph a special flashy coat, and Joseph’s brothers hated him intensely for it.  Joseph further antagonizes his brother by relating to them a couple of his dreams.  In one of his dreams Joseph sees the sun, the moon and eleven stars bowing down to him.  Joseph’s eleven brothers get the point; Joseph is telling them that some day all of them will be bowing down to Joseph, that some day he will be their ruler.  Imagine how you might feel if your younger brother had come up to you when you were growing up and said, “Hey, guess what?  God told me that someday you’re going to be my servant!”  Somehow I don’t see my two older brothers taking that very well.
As the story is told, Joseph’s brothers are out in the country taking care of their father’s sheep.  Jacob sends Joseph out to check up on his brothers and to make sure they’re okay.  When the brothers see Joseph off in the distance, they put their heads together and come up with a plan to put Joseph in his place.  Here’s how the story reads:

So Joseph went after his brothers and found them near Dothan.  But they saw him in the distance, and before he reached them, they plotted to kill him.  “Here comes that dreamer!” they said to each other.  “Come now; let’s kill him and throw him into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious animal devoured him.  Then we’ll see what comes of his dreams.”  (Genesis 37:17-20)  
You can sense the affection Joseph’s brothers have for him, can’t you?  You can tell that they’ve gotten over that dream about them becoming Joseph’s servants.  Let’s be honest – this is a seriously dysfunctional family.  We’ve all had fights with our siblings.  I once broke a toy gun over my oldest brother’s head when I was seven.  We’ve all said some harsh things to our brothers and sisters.  But this is way beyond that.  When eleven brothers hate one brother so much that they conspire to kill him, that’s a dysfunctional family.  

But Joseph’s brothers have second thoughts.  Oh, they still grab him, rip off the fancy robe their dad had given Joseph, and toss Joseph into the bottom of a dried-up well.  But instead of killing him, the brothers come up with another plan.

As they sat down to eat their meal, they looked up and saw a caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead.  Their camels were loaded with spices, balm and myrrh, and they were on their way to take them down to Egypt.  Judah said to his brothers, “What will we gain if we kill our brother and cover up his blood?  Come, let’s sell him to the Ishmaelites and not lay our hands on him; after all, he is our brother, our own flesh and blood.”  His brothers agree.  (Genesis 37:25-27)
This is a true Hallmark moment, isn’t it?  “Hey, this is our brother, our own flesh and blood.  We shouldn’t kill him. We should sell him!”  How sweet, how touching, how thoughtful!  So instead of killing their brother, they sell him to a band of marauders – after all, they might as well make some money on the deal.  They sell him for 20 pieces of silver, the same amount a disabled slave would go for in those days.  Then there’s the matter of the cover-up.  After all, their dad might not be happy with them if they admit they sold his favorite son.  So they take Joseph’s robe and cover it in goat’s blood and take it back home to show dear old dad, who naturally concludes that his favorite son has been killed by a wild animal.
So what are you thinking about if you’re Joseph?  What were you thinking when you were stripped and tossed into an abandoned well?  What were you thinking when they hauled you out of the well – you’d probably be thinking that your brothers have come to their senses and that this bad joke is all over.  But then, as you stand there, you hear your brothers negotiating to sell you; they’re actually trying not only to get rid of you, but to make money off of you.  And they don’t even get very much for you; they essentially sell you at a discount!  Imagine yourself then thrown on top of a camel, probably with your hands tied together, and being taken away by these merchants who certainly are speaking a language you’ve never heard of before, not knowing where you’re going and not knowing what’s going to happen to you.  And I have to imagine that as you are being taken away, your brothers are laughing.  You know what most got under my skin with my older brothers?  It was when they laughed at me, that cackling, mocking, “you’re such a loser” laugh of theirs.  Nothing made my blood boil like listening to and watching my brothers laugh at me.  That’s what Joseph’s brothers are doing; they’re laughing at you and calling you names.  There’s no compassion, no sense of decency, nothing but pure hatred.  You have been betrayed; you have literally been sold out, by your own flesh and blood, at the tender age of 17.  So let me ask you again – what are you thinking about as you ride off into the distance if you’re Joseph?  
Joseph’s Redemption
If you were here last Sunday, you might remember what happens next.  When we next see Joseph he is being sold by the Ishmaelites to Potiphar, a high-ranking military officer in Egypt.  Here’s what we read about him in Genesis 39:

The Lord was with Joseph and he prospered, and he lived in the house of his Egyptian master.  When his master saw that the Lord was with him and that the Lord gave him success in everything he did, Joseph found favor in his eyes and became his attendant.  Potiphar put him in charge of his household, and he entrusted to his care everything he owned.  From the time he put him in charge of his household and all that he owned, the Lord blessed the household of the Egyptian because of Joseph. (Genesis 39:2-5)
If this is all we knew about the story of Joseph, it would still be a remarkable story of redemption.  In the space of a few months Joseph goes from being sold at a discount by his brothers to being a person of prosperity and influence in the most powerful country in the known world.  God is clearly looking out for Joseph.  It certainly didn’t feel that way at the bottom of the well or on the back of those camels, but God never took his eye off of Joseph.  That’s something for all of us to remember, that God never takes his eye off of us.  Some of you are old enough to remember an old hymn that has this line: “His eye is on the sparrow, and I know he watches me.”  It might well be that you have been betrayed and that life has turned against you, but know this – God has not taken his eye off of you.  God kept his eye on Joseph and God prospered Joseph.
And do you know that that suggests to me?  It suggests to me that even before Joseph prospered, Joseph had forgiven his brothers.  I don’t believe God would have prospered Joseph if Joseph was bitter and angry and resentful toward his brothers.  I don’t believe God would have prospered Joseph if Joseph was plotting his revenge against his brothers.  I think Joseph, still a young man, had faith that if he did the right thing, God would make things right.  Of course, if you know the story, you know that Joseph’s faith was about to be severely tested.

Last Sunday we saw what happens next to Joseph.  Potiphar’s wife falsely accuses Joseph of raping her, even though the text is very clear that at every step Joseph did the right thing.  Before he knows it, Joseph is in prison.  And I imagine Joseph wondered if his faith had been misplaced.  After all, he had done the right thing, and God hadn’t made things right.  But despite this significant setback, Joseph determines that he’s going to keep doing the right thing, that he’s going to keep believing.  Here’s what happens next:
But while Joseph was there in the prison, the Lord was with him; he showed him kindness and granted him favor in the eyes of the prison warden.  So the warden put Joseph in charge of all those held in the prison, and he was made responsible for all that was done there.  The warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph’s care, because the Lord was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did.  (Genesis 39:20-23)  
So here’s what I think; the text doesn’t say anything about this, so this is a bit of sanctified imagination, if you will, but I suspect that Joseph must have once again chosen to forgive those who had done him wrong.  Instead of sitting there in his cell stewing over the injustice done to him by Potiphar and his wife, I think Joseph decided to do the right thing and to forgive them.  Why else would God prosper him and give him success?  I can’t imagine that God would give Joseph success if Joseph spent his days and nights cursing those who betrayed him and hatching a plan to get back at them.  And there’s another reason that I think supports my hunch.  Eventually, we will see in a minute, Joseph is released from prison, and given a very high place in government, a place much higher than that held by Potiphar.  But here’s what Joseph doesn’t do – he doesn’t look up Mr. and Mrs. Potiphar so he can exact his revenge.  If you’ve read or seen “The Count of Monte Cristo,” you know that’s exactly what Edmond Dantes, who had been betrayed by his friends, would have done.  Dantes spent his years in prison plotting his revenge, and he spent his years after prison exacting his revenge.  But not Joseph.  Joseph acted in faith, believing that if he did what was right, God would make things right.
But God didn’t make things right right away.  While he’s in prison Joseph interprets the dreams of two other inmates, the cupbearer and the baker.  The dream is bad news for the baker; he’s going to be executed.  But the news is good for the cupbearer; he’s going to be exonerated.  And Joseph’s only request for the cupbearer is that when he gets out he puts in a good word for Joseph.  But the cupbearer forgets.  And Joseph sits.  So how long is Joseph in prison, serving time for a crime he didn’t commit?  Thirteen years.  That’s a significant chunk of life for someone who is 30 years old.  

But even though the cupbearer forgot about Joseph, God didn’t.  Here’s the story.  Pharaoh has some troubling dreams, but he doesn’t know what they mean.  He tells his dreams to all his advisors, and none of them can make sense out of it either.  Then we read this: “Then the chief cupbearer said to Pharaoh, ‘Today I am reminded of my shortcomings.’” (Genesis 41:9)   The cupbearer goes on to tell Pharaoh about Joseph’s  ability to interpret dreams, and within hours Joseph is out of prison and standing in the presence of the most powerful ruler in the known world.  But let me ask you this – when the cupbearer says he was “reminded” of his shortcomings, who do you think reminded him?  The author of Genesis clearly wants the readers to get this point – God reminded the cupbearer.  The cupbearer forgot about Joseph but God didn’t, and so at just the right time God brings to the cupbearer’s mind a person he had met in prison years before.  
Genesis 41 then tells us the story of Joseph’s redemption.  As Pharaoh recounts his dreams to Joseph, God helps Joseph interpret them.  The gist of the dreams is this – for the next seven years, there will be unusual prosperity.  But the seven years after that will be unusually bleak.  The famine will be crushing, Joseph explains.  Then Joseph does something very smart.  Instead of just pointing out how bad things are going to be, he proposes a plan.  He says, “Put someone in charge of saving as much food as you can for the seven years of plenty so that you have enough food to get you through the seven years of recession.”  Pharaoh thinks that’s a great idea and says, “Joseph – you’re the man.  You’re in charge.  You will be second only to me in all of Egypt.”
Joseph’s Triumph
That must have been, I imagine, a triumphant moment for Joseph.  And yet his greatest triumph is still a few years away.  The seven years of prosperity come and go, and the years of famine begin to take their toll.  The famine reaches Canaan.  Do you remember who lives there?  Joseph’s eleven brothers and his dad.  Joseph’s brothers have no choice but to travel to Egypt to buy food; if they don’t, they will all starve.  We pick up the story when ten of the eleven brothers arrive in Egypt:
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.  As soon as Joseph saw his brothers, he recognized them, but he pretended to be a stranger and spoke harshly to them … Then he remembered his dreams about them … (Genesis 42:6-9)  
Do you remember Joseph’s dreams?  Joseph dreamed that his brothers would one day bow down to him.  Those dreams did not sit well with the brothers; those dreams were the main reason they betrayed Joseph.  And yet here they are, bowing down to Joseph, just as God said they would.
And now we come to Joseph’s defining moment.  Things have come full circle for Joseph.  The set-up could not be more perfect had it been written for Hollywood.  This is that moment in the movie when our downtrodden and betrayed hero gets to turn the tables on those who have done him wrong.  Have you ever watched one of those movies where a truly good person suffers miserably for the whole film – he’s beaten over and over, his home is wrecked, his family is put in danger – and then the moment comes when the gun is in his hand and the bad guy is at his mercy?  And have you ever found yourself thinking something like this: “What are you waiting for … shoot him!  Hit him!  Hurt him!”  Now I’m a pastor so obviously I’ve never had such thoughts, but it might be that some of you have.
It is natural to want revenge, to want to cause pain to those who have caused us pain.  But it’s not right.  And we know it.  And what we need to believe in order to do what’s right is that God will somehow make right what others have made wrong.

That is ultimately what we want; we want what someone has made wrong to be made right.  And we are tempted to believe that we have the wisdom and the ability to make their wrongs right.  But the fact is that we can’t.  For one thing, we can’t go back in time and undo the damage someone might have done to us.  That’s in the past, and there’s no changing the past.  And for another thing, despite our natural inclination to get even, doing wrong to a wrongdoer does not make things right.  Hurting the person who hurt me does not make things right.  There is only one who is wise enough and innocent enough and just enough and powerful enough to make right what others have made wrong, and that’s God.  
Joseph has faith that if he does the right thing, God will make things right.  Listen to what he tells his brothers when he finally reveals himself to them:  

Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come close to me.”  When they had done so, he said, “I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt!  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.  For two years now there has been a famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be plowing and reaping.  But God sent me ahead of you to preserve a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance.  So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God.”  (Genesis 45:4-8)  

Think about the consequences if Joseph had given in to bitterness, hatred and revenge, if Joseph had, for example, decided as the second most powerful person in Egypt to have his rotten brothers put to death.  There would have been no people of Israel.  One of his brothers was named Judah, you might recall.  The Messiah, we are told even in Genesis, was to come through the line of Judah – no Judah, no Messiah.  This moment is a defining moment, for Joseph and for all humanity.  And it is the moment of Joseph’s greatest triumph.  Twenty-two years earlier Joseph had chosen to do the right thing and forgive the brothers who had betrayed him, in faith that God in his wisdom and grace would make things right.  And now Joseph sees exactly how God has transformed his brothers’ wrongs into something very right, and he ever so graciously tells his brothers, “Hey, don’t feel bad about being such jerks!  God was behind all of this.  He used your wrongs to make things right for all of us.”
At one time or another, every one of us here has been wronged.  None of us has a corner on this market.  Some of you were betrayed by a spouse.  Some of you have been cheated out of money you really needed.  Some of you have been harmed physically.  And as you sit here today you see nothing good that has come out of it.  It’s hard to even imagine how anything good could come out of it.

But Joseph would tell us this – have faith.  Have faith that if you do the right thing, God will make things right.  Here’s how Joseph said it to his brothers: “Don’t be afraid.  Am I in the place of God?  You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good …” (Genesis 50:19-20)  Joseph had a choice between bitterness, hatred and vengeance on the one hand and forgiveness and grace on the other.  His triumph was in choosing forgiveness.  And now it’s our turn to choose.  We choose by faith.  We choose not knowing how God could possibly bring something good out of the wrongs that have been done to us, but believing that somehow, someday, he will.  Let this be our defining moment.  Let this be our moment of triumph.  Let’s choose, by God’s grace, to forgive.
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