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OVERCOME 
BITTERNESS

44     S E S S I O N  5



Q U E S T I O N  #1

How would you describe the taste 
of bitterness? 

#BSFLbitterness
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THE BIBLE MEETS LIFE
Let’s admit it: forgiving another person can be hard. Really hard.

During a routine sweep of Central Park, NYPD officer Steven 
McDonald was shot in the back of the head three times by a 15-year-
old kid. Because of that momentary act of violence, Steven has spent 
the last 28 years confined to a wheelchair as a quadriplegic. He hasn’t 
held his wife in two decades. He has never held or played catch with 
his son, who was born just a few months after the shooting. 

But Steven has forgiven the young man who shot him. “I forgave 
him because I believe the only thing worse than receiving a bullet 
in my spine would have been to nurture revenge in my heart,”  
he said. “Such an attitude would have extended my injury to my 
soul, hurting my wife, son, and others even more. … I have come to 
realize that anger is a wasted emotion.”1

In our study of Joseph’s life, we’ve seen a man who had every reason 
to feel hurt, angry, and bitter. But he chose forgiveness, instead.

THE POINT

Relationships can only move forward 
with forgiveness.
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WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY?

Genesis 45:3-11 (HCSB)

3 Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph! Is my father still living?” 
But they could not answer him because they were terrified in 
his presence. 

4 Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Please, come near me,” and 
they came near. “I am Joseph, your brother,” he said, “the one you 
sold into Egypt. 

5 And now don’t be worried or angry with yourselves for selling me 
here, because God sent me ahead of you to preserve life. 

6 For the famine has been in the land these two years, and there 
will be five more years without plowing or harvesting. 

7 God sent me ahead of you to establish you as a remnant within 
the land and to keep you alive by a great deliverance. 

8 Therefore it was not you who sent me here, but God. He has 
made me a father to Pharaoh, lord of his entire household, and 
ruler over all the land of Egypt. 

9 “Return quickly to my father and say to him, ‘This is what your 
son Joseph says: “God has made me lord of all Egypt. Come down 
to me without delay. 

10 You can settle in the land of Goshen and be near me—you, your 
children, and grandchildren, your sheep, cattle, and all you have. 

11 There I will sustain you, for there will be five more years of 
famine. Otherwise, you, your household, and everything you have 
will become destitute.” ’ ”
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Genesis 45:3-4
While God’s warning and Joseph’s plan helped Egypt survive the 
famine, others didn’t fare so well. Jacob and his family were among 
those who suffered, which meant they were forced to join the many 
nations coming to Egypt for grain. Genesis 42–44 tells about a 
series of tests Joseph put his brothers through when they arrived 
in Egypt—tests designed to reveal any changes in their character. 
It was only after Judah offered his own life in place of Benjamin’s 
(see Gen. 44:18-34) that Joseph revealed who he was, welcoming his 
brothers back into his world. 

Declaring “I am Joseph” must have been a powerful moment for 
Joseph, but what happened afterward certainly could have gone 
differently. Joseph could have followed his introduction by asking, 
“How do you like my coat now? Ever been in a pit? Let me introduce 
you to one.” Such statements may have been justified based on 
the way his brothers had treated him years earlier. However, after 
revealing his identity, Joseph exposed his values and longing by 
asking, “Is my father still living?”

What a moment for Joseph’s brothers! In an instant, the weight of 
their guilt and lies was exchanged for a heart-stopping realization 
that the next few moments might be their last. Joseph could have 
ended their lives simply by waving his hand. Instead, Joseph invited 
them to come closer.

The brothers received an invitation to be restored in their 
relationship. The dreamer they had once despised so severely and 
had removed from their presence offered them a chance to come 
close again. They were given a second chance: the burden of their 
lies removed, the relationship repaired, and forgiveness extended. 
Only Joseph had the power to make this happen.

How can we let go 
of the past without 
forgetting it?

Q U E S T I O N  #2
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Genesis 45:5-8
Joseph added another amazing statement: it was all God’s plan. Not only did Joseph’s words imply 
forgiveness, they also allowed his brothers to see that they’d all been instruments in God’s plan. 

The brothers had paid a high price all their lives for the awful thing they’d done to Joseph. His caring words 
to them were, “Don’t be worried or angry with yourselves,” which can also be translated, “Don’t grieve.”

Grief is such a powerful emotion. Its effects can include nausea, insomnia, and depression—all of which 
can last for years. The longer the grieving process, the greater the impact on the individual. Have you 
ever noticed someone’s demeanor and immediately knew he or she must be carrying a heavy burden? 
Joseph saw that in his brothers and said, “Don’t be worried or angry with yourselves.” 

Joseph gave his brothers permission to stand tall. He said it was God and not his brothers who had sent 
him there to Egypt. 

God brought a caravan at just the right time (see Gen. 37:25). 

God “introduced” Joseph to the baker and the cupbearer (see Gen. 40:2-4). 

God sent the dreams to Pharaoh and gave Joseph the ability and the opportunity to interpret his 
dreams and offer a plan of action (see Gen. 41:25-36).

God is at work in your life also, even in difficult and trying circumstances. Consider that God may be 
using difficult situations (and difficult people) to bring you into a better place and a closer walk with Him. 
Don’t hold those circumstances against the other people involved. Allow God to work through your 
heartfelt, honest words—words that could speak freedom and forgiveness. 

When have you been willing to forgive?

Q U E S T I O N  #3
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Genesis 45:9-11
Restoration is an amazing thing. In session four I mentioned my 
friend whose house had burned down. He later told me about 
moving back into their renovated home. He and his wife walked 
through the new front door onto the new ceramic tile that had 
replaced the old, dark-brown flooring. There were new cabinets 
and plumbing, new lights, new closets, and a new fireplace with a 
beautiful new mantel. He told me later he could hardly remember 
what the house looked like before the fire.

A restored home is nice, but a restored relationship is truly amazing. 

When Joseph covered the relationship with his brothers in 
forgiveness, all of their lives gained a new color and a new texture. 
The doorway of resentment and hurt was pulled down and replaced 
with an entrance into love and mutual concern. They started 
walking on a new foundation in their relationship that no longer was 
cracked, broken, or worn out from betrayal and lies; they walked on 
hope instead. It was a new day indeed.

Joseph knew one man still was filled with mourning and sorrow:  
his father, Jacob. Joseph directed his brothers to leave immediately 
and to tell their father the news. They were to tell the truth this 
time. Jacob’s 13-year time of grief finally would turn to joy; he surely 
would remember the dreams Joseph had spoken of as a teenager 
(see Gen. 37:5-11) and realize they had come to pass.

The separation between Joseph and his family involved much more 
than the desert sand and rocky mountains between them. Their 
relationships had been broken. But Joseph wished for intimacy 
again. And just like in verse 4 when he asked his brothers to come 
closer, in verse 10 he emphasized his desire for family closeness 
again. “Settle in the land of Goshen and be near me.” 

The space between them was removed with forgiveness.

What actions on 
our part begin and 
maintain the process 
of reconciliation?

Q U E S T I O N  #5

Q U E S T I O N  #4

How did Joseph’s 
actions in this story 
mirror God’s actions 
toward us?
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"Forgiveness is an act of the wil l, and the wil l can 

function regardless of the temperature of the heart."

— C O R R I E  T E N  B O O M

LISTEN UP

Listen to the song 
“Bend” by Brandon 
Heath as a way of 
reflecting on Joseph’s 
larger story. (Using an 
app to read the QR 
Code below will link to 
the song on Worship-
HouseMedia.com.)

Use the space provided 
to record your reactions 
to that story. Don’t be 
afraid to get creative 
by expressing yourself 
through a picture, a list 
of emotions, your own 
song, etc.
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How can you incorporate forgiveness into your everyday life? 
Consider the following steps: 

 Connect with family. Take time this week to intentionally 
connect with a family member. Invest in your relationships as 
a preventative measure against bitterness and strife. 

Identify your hurts. Think through the major pain points 
that cause you to harbor unforgiveness against others. Ask 
God to help you understand those hurts, but also to forgive 
even as He has forgiven you.

Apologize when necessary. If you’ve wronged someone, 
acknowledge it. Be bold in asking for forgiveness. 

It’s hard to let go of the hurt others have caused. Sometimes it seems 
nearly impossible. But it’s worth the effort. Why? Because the taste 
of forgiveness is far sweeter than the taste of bitterness. 

I'd Love You All Over Again

I was completely caught off guard. Thinking that we  
were going to have lunch with friends, I didn’t question  
my wife, Melody, when she jumped into the driver’s seat.  
It was our fifth anniversary, and I probably should’ve 
 been aware that she was up to something. While she drove,  
I returned a phone call and didn’t realize anything was  
out of the ordinary until she made a turn in the opposite 

direction of our friends’ neighborhood. Rather than offer an explanation, she reached into  
the console and handed me an envelope.

LIVE IT OUT

To continue reading “I’d Love You All Over Again” from HomeLife 
magazine, visit BibleStudiesforLife.com/articles.
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was completely caught off guard. Thinking 
that we were going to have lunch with 
friends, I didn’t question my wife, Melody, 
when she jumped into the driver’s seat. It 

was our fifth anniversary, and I probably 
should’ve been aware that she was up to 

something. While she drove, I returned a phone 
call and didn’t realize anything was out of the ordinary 

until she made a turn in the opposite direction of our friends’ 
neighborhood. Rather than offer an explanation, she reached 
into the console and handed me an envelope. 

Inside, I found an anniversary card with an insert from 
a beautiful resort and spa in our area. Scanning the flyer, 
it didn’t take me long to figure out that we weren’t going to 
be having lunch with our friends. My eyes quickly rested on 
the card’s headline: Our Love Has Been a Journey. Tears 
began to flow freely as I reflected on just how accurately that 
statement described our story. That day, we were celebrating 
our second fifth anniversary — the fifth anniversary of our 
re-marriage after having been divorced for six long years. 

Our painful and messy journey toward reconciliation con-
tinues to teach us that God does, indeed, bring beauty from 
ashes, but we must first allow ourselves to face the ashes to 
experience the beauty. We incorrectly chose a path of per-
formance to avoid pain, but God lovingly placed us both on a 
path that took us through pain in order to reveal His amazing 
grace to us. 

Dead End
Melody and I met during my freshman year in college — and 
I was immediately smitten. Both of us had a heart for minis-
try, and within two years, we were engaged. We spent hours 
dreaming of ways that we could use our talents to impact 
the world together. But I had a huge secret that Melody knew 
nothing about. I’d been exposed to pornography as a young 
boy and had secretly struggled for years to deal with what 
had been awakened inside of me. 

I returned to it again and again but couldn’t understand 
the reasons why. I knew it was wrong yet felt powerless to 
stop. I desperately tried to cover up my growing shame and 
self-contempt with a mask of godliness and good behavior. 
Incorrectly thinking that my struggle would take care of 
itself once we were married, I was brought to complete 
despair when the struggle only worsened after we said,  
“I do.” The downward spiral into that dark underworld car-
ried me to places I swore I’d never go and eventually blurred 
the lines of what I thought was right and wrong. My behavior 
escalated from magazines to online videos, and eventually, 
to adult chat rooms and anonymous one-night stands. 

 The secret life I’d so carefully hidden was finally exposed 
after eight years of marriage. Melody was devastated, yet 
graciously worked for another two years to try to make our 
marriage work. When she discovered another one-night 

stand after an out-of-town 
business trip, she had 
no choice but to file for 
divorce. At the time, we 
had four children ranging 
in age from 2 to 7. The pain 
of what I’d put Melody and 
the children through and 
the humiliation of having 
my sinful secrets exposed 
were part of God’s severe 
mercy in my life. He gra-
ciously ripped off the myr-
iad masks I’d hidden behind 
and covered my shame and deep insecurities with His amazing 
love. Along the way, God exposed the pathway of performance 
that I’d been traveling for the lie it was and introduced me to a 
new pathway: grace.

Avenue of Grace
On that path, I quickly realized that deep down I didn’t believe 
God loved me as I was with all of my brokenness and need-
iness. Somewhere along the way, I’d picked up the idea that 
God was watching my behavior every day and was proud 
when I performed well but disappointed when I blew it.  
My daily obedience through my own effort and willpower was 
a desperate attempt to make God smile and when my will-
power wasn’t enough and I messed up, I felt alone in my pain 
and shame. As God peeled away the layers of my self- 
righteousness and I was left facing the ugly truth about myself 
and how needy and broken I was, grace became amazing to 
me. I began to understand that God was already smiling due to 
my righteous standing in Christ and that His favor had nothing 
to do with my behavior. 

Little did I know that God had also placed Melody on a 
journey of grace after our divorce and that she, too, was dis-
covering that the path of performance was a dead end. Five 
years after our divorce, our individual pathways of grace 
intersected, and we were re-introduced to each other without 
all of the masks that we had hidden behind. Both of us liked 
what we discovered about each other. We started dating and 
were remarried a year later. 

Yes, our love has been a journey. It began on a dead-end 
path of performance, but it wasn’t until we allowed ourselves 
to go to messy, painful places that we discovered a new path 
of grace. We desperately wanted the beauty and began to dis-
cover more of it as we stopped trying to cover the ashes. •

Traylor Lovvorn is a relationship coach and the co-founder 
of Route1520, a recovery ministry building healthier lives, free of 
pornography, infidelity, and sexual addiction. He and his wife, Melody,  
co-host “Undone Redone,” a weekly podcast about living authentically 
in the midst of life’s messiness. Read more about their journey and 
their amazing grace story at undoneredone.com. 

God does, indeed, 
bring beauty 
from ashes, but 
we must first 
allow ourselves 
to face the ashes 
to experience the 
beauty.

God can redeem a
marriage … even one 
that’s ended in divorce.

I’d Love You
All Over Again

by Traylor Lovvorn
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Almost
Easter 
What Will
You Do 
About
Lent? 

Jen Hatmaker

Raise
Brave Kids

▼Green Machine 
3 Tasty Takes  
On (yep)  
Asparagus

Make 
Spring
Break

Unique for 
Your Family

IDOLS AWAY

Ask God 
to Spring 

Clean
Your 

Heart
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1. �CBS New York, “25 Years Later, Paralyzed NYPD Detective McDonald Still Inspiring Others,”  
http://newyork.cbslocal.com/2011/07/12/25, (published July 12, 2011) (accessed March 3, 2014).

My group's prayer requests

My thoughts
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