
 

Sermon Series: Overcome: Living Beyond Your Circumstances 
To be used with: Session Five: Overcome Bitterness 
Sermon Title Possibilities:  
 Forward Forgiveness 

Battling Bitterness 
Scripture: Genesis 45:3-15 

Connection to Unit Theme:  Overcome: Living Beyond Your Circumstances is a character study 
on the Old Testament hero, Joseph. In spite of periods of significant opposition and personal 
crisis, Joseph’s faith led to international leadership and the preservation of God’s people. He is 
an amazing example from Scripture of what it means to overcome difficult circumstances.. These 
sermon outlines cover the same topics and scripture passages as are being studied in small 
groups. This will allow you as a pastor the chance to reinforce what learners encounter in small 
group Bible study and influence the growth of your church body.  
 
Session 5 is called “Overcome Bitterness” and the key point is that “relationships can only move forward 
with forgiveness.” 
 
Introduction: 
 
What if today we talked about Naomi in the Bible? It would be a definite departure from where we’ve 
journeyed the past few weeks. In the book of Ruth, following the deaths of her husband and sons, she 
took the name Mara, which means bitter. [Ruth 1:20] It is one thing to become bitter but another 
altogether to take on the name bitter.  
 
You know that there is a difference between saying someone is handicapped and saying someone has a 
disability. It’s not only the difference between the words handicapped and disability, and whatever 
political correctness tells us. It’s the difference between the words is and has. Someone can have a certain 
quality, character trait, or ability, but those things don’t define that someone. You may have bitterness, 
but that doesn’t make you the word bitter.  
 
One key to overcoming bitterness in your life is to ensure that you understand the term. While you may 
have bitterness, the real question is whether or not bitterness has you. 
 
If there was ever an opportunity to wallow, it would be Joseph’s for the win. Let’s recap again. His 
brothers hated him, plotted to kill him, beat him, sold him, and faked his death. This is either a really 
great Bible story or scenes from next week on Days of Our Lives. Joseph was certainly a sinner, but when 
it comes to underserved punishment, he’s our chance to relate. We definitely can’t put ourselves in the 
sandals of Christ, after all.  
 
What was it about Joseph that fueled his forgiveness or made bitterness a non-issue? How can we 
overcome the pain and sin around us and not use circumstance as excuses to become jaded or bitter? We 
must recognize a few key truths regarding bitterness, forgiveness, and restoration.  
 
I. Bitterness is not your name. [Genesis 45:3-4] 
 
First, bitterness cannot be our name. Joseph’s easy deception from the brothers who hadn’t seen him in 
more than a decade is really another story for another day. There is perhaps too much to unpack between 
the planted cup, Benjamin’s visit, and the fact that Joseph pretended not to speak their language. We 
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could also fill an entire Sunday morning talk with his brother’s understanding of karma regarding the 
famine and cosmic punishment for the sins they committed against Joseph. [Genesis 42:21-22]  
 
For today, we land on the big reveal. Joseph states his name and unveils his true identity. His next 
question was a surprising one if you consider all he’d been through, but it reveals something even more 
important than his name. “Is my father still alive?” 
 
What concerned Joseph all those years was his family. What he focused on was his relationships. He 
focused on who he loved instead of what or who he hated. One displays grief. Grief, handled 
appropriately can be cathartic and healthy. The other produces bitterness. Bitterness over time is 
dangerous. It is never the safe route. It robs us of our mental and even physical health. CNN Health 
Experts propose that bitterness stages the body for a fight. It elevates the blood pressure and runs the risk 
of damage to the heart.i Bitterness involves real consequences.  
 
Joseph likely experienced anger. There must have been moments when he had some bitterness. But it is 
clear from scripture, that over time, bitterness never had him. In this moment of being reunited, Joseph’s 
first need regarded who he loved, not whom he might have ever hated. 
 
Does bitterness have you? In your pain, can you focus on what you love or are you overcome by what you 
hate? 
 
II. Forgiveness is part of God’s plan. [Genesis 45:4-8] 
 
Next, Joseph knew without the benefit of Paul’s writings like we have, that forgiveness is part of God’s 
plan. In Genesis 45:4, Joseph invites a very shocked crowd of siblings to come close. Makes you wonder 
about their previous proximity.  
 
Look at the facts. In Egypt, the Israelites are foreigners. They are strangers on foreign soil at the mercy of 
Pharaoh’s right hand man. Would you be allowed to approach the President of the United States? How 
about the Queen of England? There would surely be some level of distance between them. Joseph reveals 
who he is and invites them to come closer. 
 
The Hebrew word in this moment is used 126 times throughout the Old Testament in 23 different books. 
In some instances, it’s simply a description of distance. In others, it represents physical intimacy.ii In this 
case, it certainly indicated the idea of relational equity, equity that these men didn’t deserve but could 
only enjoy through forgiveness. 
 
Consider the nearness we have to God through Christ. Who can enjoy that apart from forgiveness? And 
what forgiveness is available without sacrifice. Consider the painful sacrifices Joseph made along the 
way. Abandoning the bitterness and revenge we might allow him fostered the forgiveness his brothers 
needed in order to come near him.  
 
Next, Joseph provides one of scripture’s greatest theological statements regarding the sovereignty of God. 
Next to the summary statement we read in Genesis 50:21 and the truth God provides through Paul in 
Romans 8:28, Genesis 45:7 and 8 read like a geometric proof of God’s purpose. It was God who sent 
Joseph there. It was for the preservation of His people. Again, it was God, not Joseph’s guilty brothers. 
 
There is an important truth in that final statement. Joseph’s brothers were indeed guilty and they knew it. 
They didn’t deserve closeness with Joseph but they got it. They didn’t earn the right to a new Godly 
perspective, but that is what he gave them. 
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III. Restoration equals victory. [Genesis 45:11, 15] 
 
Jesus came from Judah. Would have been nice to see the Son of God come from a better brother. But 
ultimately, that means Jesus came from Jacob and Abraham’s grandson didn’t exactly come clean in most 
moments. In fact, Jesus’ genealogy is riddled with failure. Grab a 10,000 feet view for a moment and 
recognize what this act of restoration truly was.  
 
Two years of famine had passed already according to verse 11. Five more were promised. Joseph’s family 
would certainly have not survived. They didn’t even make it long past the grain they bought on the 
inaugural trip. [Genesis 43:1] Sending Joseph to Egypt ahead of time wasn’t just to ensure that Jacob’s 
family would survive. It was the fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant and the preservation of the 
bloodline that would one day bring us the savior of the world.  
 
Restoring the relationship equaled victory on multiple levels. Jacob’s family survived. Joseph’s 
relationship with his brothers was healed. God’s family was protected. And His glory was revealed.  
 
Conclusion: 
 
The final nail in the coffin of bitterness is restoration. It’s the opposite of revenge. When hurt happens, 
there are only two options. To seek revenge or seek restoration.  Even severing ties is an act of revenge. 
It’s an act of withholding forgiveness and refusing fellowship.  
 
In revenge, bitterness can thrive. In forgiveness, it can’t survive.  
 
Place yourself in the Joseph story. Be him for a moment. What bitterness might you need to let go? What 
relationship might need your vote of restoration? In which direction does your hand of fellowship need to 
extend? 
 
Now put yourselves in the guilty shoes of Joseph’s brothers. If you are uncomfortable being Judah who 
recommended that they sell Joseph, you can be Reuben who had hoped to rescue his brother but failed. 
Regardless of which brother you play, you are guilty of hatred and pain. Who have you hurt? Who needs 
to hear that you are sorry? Whose forgiveness do you need to seek? What part can you play in the 
restoration process?  
 
Whichever side of the relational coin you find yourself, bitterness is an option. And it can only be 
overcome with forgiveness and finally restoration. That is the path to victory in the small picture of today 
and the 10,000 foot view of your life in Christ.  
 
Nic Allen is the Family/Children’s Pastor at Rolling Hlls Community Church where he also serves as a 
member of their teaching team. He and his wife Susan have three children (Lillie Cate, Nora Blake, and 
Simon). Follow Nic on Twitter @nic_allen 
 
 
                                                
i Web Source: http://www.cnn.com/2011/HEALTH/08/17/bitter.resentful.ep/ 
 
ii Web Source: http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/hebrew/nas/nagash.html 
 


