
MOVING FORWARD
How Do I Forgive Another Person?

Forgiven Series (Part 3)

Text: Genesis 50:15-21

Over the past two weeks I have been reflecting with you on what is so hard 
about forgiveness and on why we might choose to do it anyway.  The question 
I want to address this morning is how do we start MOVING FORWARD?  What 
are the specific steps you and I need to take in order to forgive another person?  
To get at this question, I invite you to look with me today at one of the most 
remarkable stories of forgiveness ever recorded.  Open up your Bibles with me 
to Genesis 50:15.

When You Are Seriously Wounded & Wronged

The Bible reads: “When Joseph's brothers saw that their father was 
dead, they said, ‘What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays 
us back for all the wrongs we did to him?’” Now, just in case you aren’t 
familiar with the tale of Joseph and his brothers, let me stop right there and fill 
you in on the back-story.  Joseph was the eleventh son born to the Hebrew 
Patriarch, Jacob.  A twelfth would come along later, but Benjamin was just a 
half-pint at this point in the story. If it were a modern television show, it might 
be called “Eleven-and-a-Half Men,” or perhaps, “Boys Behaving Badly.” 

I want you to put yourself in Joseph’s place for a moment.  Because you are 
the child of your dad’s old-age, you get special treatment and become a bit 
conceited.  It upsets your brothers. One day, nine of them decide to get rid of 
you.  These big guys beat you bloody and drop you in a well to die.  Then, 
seeing an opportunity to make a fast buck, they sell you to a passing slave 
caravan.  You are marched across the searing desert.  You are just a kid, but 
you wind up on an auction block, as buyers poke at your flesh like you were 
meat.  You get bought by a man who eventually throws you into a dung-
stinking dungeon to die.  

Now, how are you feeling now about those brothers sipping Kool-Aid on the 
porch back home?  Suppose somebody calls down to you in your hole: “Well, 
you know, you can’t change the past. You really need to shake this off and rise 
above it. The Bible says you ought to forgive them.”  What’s going on in you?  
I’m thinking: “If I took a handful of dung, and threw it really well, I wonder if I 
could hit that guy in the face.”  

Don’t misunderstand me here: There are slights and offenses that we do need 
to shake off and just move on from.  There are many times in our marriage, 
parenting, and life at school or work when we have to say, “I’m letting this go. 



I’m not going to make a big deal of it or let this relationship get wrecked by 
this.” There are simply some costs to living with human beings that we just 
need to bear with grace – as others do with us. But we can’t do this every time.  
Sometimes, the injury is very deep, or very deliberate, or very consistent.  How 
do we forgive then?

Condemn the Wrong

In those cases, the essential FIRST step is to condemn the wrong. Lew Smedes 
writes: “Love is not a soft fuzzy sentiment that lets people get away with almost 
everything, no matter what they do to us. Love does not make us push-overs 
for people who hurt us unfairly. Love forgives, but only because it is powerful… 
When you respect yourself, you set limits to the abuse you can accept from 
thoughtless or cruel people… You will not accept disloyalty from friends you 
trust, or betrayals from spouses you love, or abuse from children you care for.” 

Before sin can be forgiven, it must first be condemned.  Somebody’s got to 
speak up and say: “This should not have been done.  This hurt immensely.  
This was wrong.”  Somebody has to describe the “this” and not leave it to 
guesswork.  Jesus says: “If your brother sins against you, go and show 
him his fault” (Matt 18:15).  It takes great courage to tell someone how 
deeply they have hurt us. It exposes us to learning how we might have done 
something that moved them to hurt us.  If this callousness, evil, or injustice is 
not rooted up and named, however, it will be accepted or excused or repeated.  

It is clear that Joseph’s brothers eventually faced up to the horror of what 
they’d done:  "What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us 
back for all the wrongs we did to him?” they said. The brothers knew that 
they had done wrong and that if they were to receive the just pay-back, it 
would be bad. “So they sent word to Joseph, saying, "Your father left 
these instructions before he died: 'This is what you are to say to 
Joseph: I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs 
they committed in treating you so badly.' Now please forgive the sins 
of the servants of the God of your father." 

Whether because they just woke up or we confronted them with it, ideally, the 
offenders themselves will confess and condemn the wrong, as these brothers 
did.  I say “ideally” because the ultimate goal of forgiveness is reconciliation.  
God’s ultimate aim is the restoration or establishment of loving relationships.  
For a variety of reasons, however, the “ideal” is not always the “possible.” 
Sometimes the offender is no longer around to be reconciled with.  Sometimes 
they will not confess what they’ve done or repent of (as in turn from) the 
devastating behavior. The Apostle Paul says, “As far as it depends upon 
you, live at peace with everyone” (Romans 12:18). But Jesus also counsels 
us, “Do not throw your pearls before pigs” (Matt 7:6).  



For all the motivations we explored last week, you may choose to forgive 
someone for being a pig, but that does not mean you are required to keep 
rolling in the mud with them.  As followers of Jesus we will walk into the pig-
pen more frequently than others do.  Think of how far God in Christ travelled 
and how the conditions and treatment must have felt to him.  Whether in a 
relationship with God or with another person, however, if there is not eventual 
confession and actual repentance, then forgiveness may help the forgiver and 
honor God, but it will not lead to its ultimate purpose: Reconciliation.  

Relinquish Your Right to Get Even

So, what’s the first step in moving toward forgiveness?  Condemn the wrong.  
What’s the SECOND?  Relinquish your right to get even. Getting even is a 
natural right.  In a limited sense, getting even is justice. This is why the oldest 
and most widely observed law on earth is: “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a 
tooth.”  This is why Lady Justice is pictured as holding a set of scales, often 
balanced even.  It is both just and your right to get even – even though 
civilized societies have established laws which delegate that right to 
governments in order to keep retribution from getting out of hand. 

And it does get out of hand, because on an emotional level we never really get 
even, do we?  Whether it’s the Hatfields and the McCoys, the Corleone’s or the 
Soprano’s, nobody feels they have truly evened the score. They always want a 
bit more. You kill my sister, then I take your whole household, then you take 
my whole skyscraper, then I take your whole city.  Everybody feels justified; 
nobody feels truly even. It’s just more pain and more self-righteous anger.  
That’s why somebody has to relinquish the right to get even.  The God we meet 
in Jesus Christ does this supremely.  He doesn’t take our lives, but gives His.  
And Joseph reflects this orientation too.

If anybody ever had the right to exact his pound of flesh, it was Joseph after 
what those brothers had cost him. What you may not know if Joseph’s story is 
unfamiliar to you is that if anyone also had the ability to get even, it was also 
Joseph.  By the time we meet him in Genesis 50, he is no longer in that jail cell.  
Through a remarkable set of providences, he is now a member of the Egyptian 
Pharoah’s cabinet – in charge of distributing all the food supplies desperately 
needed by the famine-stricken Middle East. His brothers have come to him to 
get food.  They don’t yet recognize who he is.  But he recognizes them.  He 
knows he could demand justice.  He tells them who he is; they quake in terror 
at what this obviously means for them and beg for his forgiveness.

Here’s what the Bible says: “When their message came to him, Joseph 
wept.”  What do you make of that?  Was it the grief of all the buried pain of 
everything he’d suffered at their callous hands that made him cry?  Was it the 
agony of fighting the temptation to have them slaughtered in front of him that 
moved him to tears?  Was it the wonder that reconciliation might be possible 



that made Joseph begin burbling like the hopeful little boy he once was amidst 
a band of brothers?  Could it have been all of this?  Isn’t it all of this that 
moves US at the moment when the question of forgiveness starts to bubble up?  
What we do know, is that in the miracle of that moment, Joseph relinquished 
the right he could have so easily exercised to get even.

And then we see him take the THIRD step of forgiveness. Joseph chooses to 
release the other from guilt.  He doesn’t just refuse to take from them what he 
could; he elects to give them something they could never obtain for themselves 

– freedom from the terrible weight of their guilt. The Bible says: “His brothers 
then came and threw themselves down before him. ‘We are your 
slaves,’ they said. But Joseph said to them, ‘Don't be afraid. Am I in 
the place of God?’”  There is, I think, both humility and irony in Joseph’s 
words here.

Joseph is humble in recognizing that it is God’s job to exact ultimate judgment.  
“Vengeance is mine” (Heb 10:30) says the Lord.  Joseph understands that 
before God he too is in desperate need of grace.  When Joseph asks: “Am I in 
the place of God?” there is also irony, because for all intents and purposes, 
he DID stand in a godlike position over his brothers.  He could have done 
anything he wanted to them.  But Joseph chose to give them a fresh start – as 
God in Christ gives to us. He offers the equivalent of Jesus saying to the woman 
caught in adultery: I condemn what you’ve done, but “I do not condemn 
you.”  I release you from your guilt.  “Go and sin no more” (John 8:11).  
There may be no power you ever exert in somebody’s life that is greater or 
more like God’s than when you say to them: I release you from your guilt.  I 
hold it against you no longer.  Let’s start again.”

Practice Redemptive Remembering

Let me say in conclusion that even where we’ve condemned the wrong, and 
relinquished our right to get even, and released the other from guilt, most of us 
will find it very difficult to simply “forget” the pains we’ve suffered at others 
hands.  This is where the FOURTH and last step I want to touch on today may 
be particularly important.  I invite you to practice redemptive remembering. Lew 
Smedes says that redemptive remembering is the choice we make to focus not 
on the pains we’ve suffered, but “on love emerging from ashes, light that sheds 
darkness, hope that survives remembered evil.”

Look how Joseph does this. “You intended to harm me,” he says to his 
brothers. Has Joseph forgotten all the years he’d lost with his father, all the 
agonies he’d suffered as a slave, or all the indignities of prison because of what 
his brothers did?  Absolutely not. But Joseph now chooses to look at all of this 
experience in light of the way God had used it in his life.  He saw how it had 
humbled him and deepened his dependence on God.  He saw how it had 



exposed him to new relationships and placed him in a position of greater 
compassion and potential influence on the welfare of others.  “You intended 
to harm me,” he says, “but God intended it for good.” God allowed it to 
happen because he saw that it might “accomplish what is now being done, 
the saving of many lives. So then, don't be afraid. I will provide for 
you and your children. And he reassured them and spoke kindly to 
them.”

Who do you need to forgive?  Have they betrayed you or exposed you to more 
loss, humiliation, or hardship than Joseph or Jesus suffered at the hands of 
people?  What path will you choose to walk in days ahead?  I pray that it will 
be the one that Joseph and Jesus blazed for us.  Let the good news that rings 
from your lips and life be this one powerful word --  say it with me: 
“FORGIVEN!” 
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