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Preface
“Benny, come!”
At the sound of my voice, a fuzzy head emerged from the grove 

of hosta plants in our backyard, and a pair of inquisitive eyes stud-
ied me from afar.

It was November 2020; three weeks prior, my wife, Sarah, and 
I had just adopted our first pet together. Our Golden Retriever 
puppy was adorable, healthy, and—for the most part—extremely 
well-behaved. Benny was also an incredibly quick learner, which is 
what made moments such as this one so frustrating.

I was working from home at the time, which allowed me to 
take Benny outside for quick breaks to relieve himself and burn off 
some energy. But I had been out with him for about ten minutes 
now, and I needed to get back to work. It was time to come inside.

“Benny, come!”
Our eyes locked, and I could feel Benny evaluating me. At 

this point, he knew the meaning of come, and he was well aware 
that obeying this command not only resulted in love and exclama-
tions of “Good boy!” but often a treat as well. If he obeyed, he’d be 
rewarded.

Yet after about a three-second staring contest, Benny turned 
and romped in the other direction, far more interested in exploring 
the yard than coming inside.
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He deliberately disobeyed me. Cute as he was bounding after 
the rustling leaves, my blood boiled inside. I grabbed him and 
brought him inside to the kitchen, where Sarah was working on 
dinner.

“I just don’t get it,” I groused. “He knows exactly what I want 
him to do. He’s obeyed in the past. Why does he defy me to do his 
own thing, especially when I have a treat waiting for him?”

Before Sarah could even answer, I was floored by the foolish-
ness of my complaint.

Because I’m Benny, and so are you.
No, we’re not a fluffy ten-week-old puppy with eyes soft enough 

to melt Ebenezer Scrooge’s heart. But we are rebels without a cause, 
senselessly defying our Master, who has nothing but our best inter-
ests at heart: God.

How many times do you feel the pull of temptation, know-
ing that following through on that desire is wrong? Maybe it’s a 
tug to cheat or lie to get ahead at work. Or you give into human 
desires through pornography or a sexual relationship outside of 
marriage. Perhaps you know chasing the bottle isn’t the right way 
to respond to a rough day, but you find yourself pouring a third 
glass of whiskey.

I’ll admit it; I disobey all the time, even as I acknowledge that if 
Jesus were standing next to me, I definitely wouldn’t engage in that 
activity. (Of course, He is with me at all times.) God’s command-
ments are clearly spelled out for us, and He also gave us the Holy 
Spirit (Galatians 5:16–21) to help us stay on the right path.

Yet when He calls for us, we run away from Him, so distracted 
by the fleeting pleasures of our current situation that we fail to see 
the long-term benefits of sprinting to our loving God.
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Here’s the good news: your favorite biblical hero is Benny too.
That’s right: the pillars of our faith—Moses, David, Peter, Paul, 

the whole gang—all ran away from God. As faith-filled and inspi-
rational as these people were, they lost their way at times too, and 
yet God didn’t abandon them. He empowered them to do incredi-
ble things and change the world.

The good news, dear reader, is that no matter how many times 
you’ve turned away from God or how many times you have sinned, 
He loves you.

The skeptic reads that sentence like a Sunday School message. 
Jesus loves you, no matter what. Christianity is all rainbows and 
unicorns, right?

(It’s not, by the way. Just check John 16:33.)
The skeptic wants proof. Words are cheap and empty; action is 

confirmation.
That’s what this book is for. It examines biblical characters who 

committed sins I’m willing to bet you can very easily relate to, such 
as pride, doubt, rebelliousness, and lukewarm living. We’ll zoom 
in on why these inspirational people chose to stray from the path 
they knew was right.

But more importantly, we’ll look at how God responded to 
them.

That’s the awesome thing about the Bible—if you want proof 
of God’s goodness, the pages overflow with it. Humans, even those 
we hold up as standards of our faith, constantly screw up. That’s 
the reality of sin. Romans 3:23 tells us, “For all have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God.”

Our sin has earned us an eternity of suffering in hell. But 
through Jesus’ sacrifice, God created another way (John 3:16–17). 
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Because of God’s great mercy, we are no longer under the sentence 
of damnation, but we can enjoy eternal paradise with our Father 
in heaven!

Still skeptical? Open the Bible.
We’ll look at fourteen particular shortcomings human beings 

typically encounter, and we’ll use real-life examples to see how 
God responded:

• Gideon was a prophet who doubted God and con-
stantly needed reminders and signs that God would 
come through for him.

• David was an adulterer who chased the pleasures of the 
flesh over what he knew was right.

• Jonah was a vengeful fugitive who defied God’s order.

• Peter routinely gave into fear despite his confession 
being described by Jesus as the rock upon which He 
would build His Church (Matthew 16:18).

And on and on and on. Pick a sin, any sin; one of your favorite 
biblical characters committed it.

And yet, God didn’t condemn them. He loved them.
In addition, each chapter will take a look at how Jesus respond-

ed when put in a similar situation. He was human, and He was 
tempted. Yet He never sinned. That’s why He could be our substi-
tute and our Savior. What can we learn from His actions to inspire 
our own?

“Benny, come!”
As he matured from puppy to dog, Benny’s mistakes became 

few and far between. He realized that obeying had positive results, 
while resisting our commands brought negative consequences. 
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He was never perfect, but he continued to improve and desired to 
please his masters.

So it is with us and God. As we understand and honor the 
incredible things He has done for us, we have no choice but to 
respond with thankfulness and love. This doesn’t mean we’ll be 
perfect—far from it—but His great mercy causes us to aspire to be 
better, to lift our heads from the hostas and come bounding to our 
Father, who’s waiting with far more than a treat in His hand.

Want proof? Let’s dig in.
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C H A P T E R  1

Broken Relationships
If possible, so far as it depends  
on you, live peaceably with all.  

(Romans 12:18)

If Shaq and Kobe had wanted to, they could have ruled the 
NBA.

For a short time, that’s exactly what they did. From 2000 to 
2002, the Los Angeles Lakers won 74 percent of their games and 
took home three straight NBA titles. At the center of it all was 
Shaquille O’Neal, the overwhelming beast of a center who was 
nearly unstoppable in the low post, and Kobe Bryant, the lithe, 
athletic guard with a smooth handle and a killer edge. On paper, 
the two perfectly complemented each other. It seemed they were 
destined to dominate the league for the foreseeable future.

Despite all their success, a fissure developed between the Lak-
ers’ superstars. Both Shaq and Kobe had alpha-dog personalities. 
They each wanted to be on top, and each bristled when his costar 
received more of the credit. Over time, a great resentment grew 
between them. They sniped at each other in the press and bickered 
on and off the court.
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Their feud came to a head when the Lakers were upset by the 
underdog Detroit Pistons in the 2004 Finals. At that point, the Lak-
ers had no choice but to split up Kobe and Shaq, and they traded 
O’Neal to the Miami Heat.

As talented as both were and as well as they fit together, Kobe 
and Shaq allowed minor squabbles to come between them, and 
they butted heads until they were forced to go their separate ways. 
NBA historians still debate how many titles the pair could have 
brought home had they been able to leave their egos aside and find 
harmony.

Sometimes I wonder if that’s how God felt about Paul and 
Barnabas.

Barnabas

Paul and Barnabas were a tag-team duo that put the Lakers to 
shame. They took the biblical landscape by storm, starting churches 
and creating new believers all across the Middle East.

As it turned out, the only thing that could stop these two was 
themselves.

As the author of thirteen books in the Bible, Paul is one of the 
most important figures in the New Testament. The way he boldly 
proclaimed the Gospel after Jesus appeared to him on the road 
to Damascus played a huge role in keeping the faith alive despite 
severe persecution from the Jewish leaders.

Without Barnabas, however, Paul’s ministry might have fallen 
flat from the get-go. Remember, when we first read about Paul, he 
was Saul, the Christian-hunting menace who wanted to squash 
Christianity. He switched course after encountering Christ on the 
road to Damascus (Acts 9:1–19), but the early Christians were 
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understandably wary of his newfound faith. Saul had been a mer-
ciless villain, and the people believed this “new Saul” was only a 
ploy to win their trust and entrap them (Acts 9:26).

Can you blame them? Saul was the same man who casually 
looked on as Stephen was stoned in the street (Acts 7:57–60). He 
caused havoc for the Church, entering every house, dragging off 
men and women, and committing them to prison (Acts 9:1–2).

His very threat caused the Christians to scatter all over the 
region, and Saul continued to pursue them doggedly.

There was no greater enemy than Saul to the Early Christian 
Church. And now the Christians were expected to believe this 
menace had turned over a new leaf?

Put it this way: if you see an angry grizzly bear charging at you, 
are you going to try and give it a hug? Or will you run like mad in 
the opposite direction?

The believers weren’t going to trust Saul unless one of their 
leaders vouched for him; given Saul’s track record, that appeared 
to be a very dangerous proposition.

Barnabas stepped in on Saul’s behalf. He had established a 
sterling reputation among the believers, and he had heard how 
Saul had changed and boldly preached about Jesus in Damascus. 
Barnabas stepped out in faith and embraced the newcomer, and 
his stamp of approval helped the believers accept Saul (Acts 9:27).

Immediately, the Christians’ attitudes toward Saul were tested. 
He joined the apostles and began boldly preaching around Jerusa-
lem, a move that didn’t sit well with his former employers. When 
he got into a heated debate with some Greek-speaking Jews, they 
decided his conversion was worthy of a death sentence. But when 
the believers heard about the murderous plot, they rescued him 
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and helped him escape to his home in Tarsus (Acts 9:28–30).
In a short time, the Christians went from fearing and despising 

Saul to saving his life. Such was the influence that Barnabas’s words 
held.

Barnabas was a very effective teacher on his own (Acts 11:23–
24), but he really believed in Saul. As Barnabas established the 
Church in Antioch (Acts 11:19–21), he decided Saul would be the 
perfect partner. Barnabas went to Tarsus and brought Saul back to 
Antioch. The duo stayed there for a year and converted so many 
people that Antioch became the birthplace of the term Christians 
(Acts 11:26).

From there, the Holy Spirit sent them to Cyprus, Antioch 
of Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe before returning them to 
Antioch of Syria. They showed Christ’s love to the Gentiles (Acts 
13:26, 46–49; 14:1), filled newfound believers with the Holy Spirit 
(Acts 13:52), and performed miraculous signs and healings through 
God’s power (Acts 14:3, 8–10). They shamed stuck-up Jewish 
leaders (Acts 13:50–51), escaped death threats (Acts 14:5–6), and 
preached so boldly that some thought they were gods, though they 
quickly and humbly shot down that notion (Acts 14:11–18).

Powered by the Holy Spirit, Paul and Barnabas were an impen-
etrable tank steamrolling over any situation the devil put in their 
path. In fact, Paul was at one point stoned by the Jews, dragged 
outside Lystra, and left for dead. A short time later, this apparently 
dead man got up and went back into town. Can you imagine the 
double takes he got walking around the very streets where he was 
supposedly killed the previous day?

This two-man wrecking crew couldn’t be stopped. Threaten 
them, insult them, bludgeon them within an inch of their life; it 
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didn’t matter. They just kept coming, preaching boldly about Jesus 
and broadcasting His truth to more and more people, both Jews 
and Gentiles.

At the end of their missionary journey, Paul and Barnabas 
returned to Antioch, where they stayed for some time with the 
believers there. Their first trip had been a rousing success, but it 
appeared to be just the tip of the iceberg. There was no ceiling on 
what these two could do for Christ together.

Then came the issue of John Mark.
John Mark, Barnabas’s cousin, was clearly a man with great 

spiritual passion. The eventual author of the Gospel of Mark, he 
was picked by Paul and Barnabas to join them on their first mis-
sionary journey. This was no random selection or act of nepotism 
on Barnabas’s part; Paul and Barnabas knew this journey would 
be long, challenging, and dangerous, and they needed a spiritu-
al warrior by their side. By selecting John Mark as their assistant 
(Acts 12:25; 13:5), Paul and Barnabas put their stamp of approval 
on him.

It turned out to be a short-term decision.
We aren’t told why, but John Mark bailed early in the journey. 

Perhaps he was homesick, or he underestimated the dangers and 
rigors of the journey. Maybe he only planned on going so far and 
failed to communicate this properly to his traveling companions. 
We can speculate on his departure all day long, but we only get two 
hard facts out of the story:

• When the group sailed to Perga in Pamphylia, John 
Mark left them to return to Jerusalem (Acts 13:13).

• His desertion shattered Paul’s confidence in him (Acts 
15:38).



Broken Relationships

15

Undeterred by John Mark’s exit, Paul and Barnabas pressed on 
and accomplished all kinds of great things for God before return-
ing to Antioch of Syria.

After some time, Paul approached Barnabas about a return 
tour to check on how the new believers were doing and to encour-
age their young faith. Barnabas was all in, but he wanted to bring 
John Mark along too.

That was a deal-breaker for Paul, who was still deeply hurt by 
John Mark’s desertion.

I can understand the thought processes of both men here:

• Paul: You seriously want to bring John Mark with us? 
He already deserted us once, and he’s done nothing to 
earn our trust. Besides, we’re better off on our own. If 
you really think we need additional companions, Silas 
(Acts 15:40) or Timothy (Acts 16:1–3) would be far 
better candidates.

• Barnabas: John Mark is my relative, and I stand by 
him. Yes, he messed up before. But I believe in him and 
his ability to help us. And who are you, Paul, to say that 
people can’t have a dramatic turnaround? Give John 
Mark a second chance.

The line was drawn in the sand. Neither man was going to 
budge.

A “sharp disagreement” arose (Acts 15:36–40), and tensions 
escalated to the point that both men concluded it would be better if 
they parted ways. Barnabas and John Mark went to Cyprus, while 
Paul chose Silas to accompany him throughout Syria and Cilicia. 
As far as we know, Barnabas and Paul never saw each other again.
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Their story makes Shaq and Kobe’s spat seem like an amicable 
breakup.

I can’t help but read this account and wonder how such a minor 
issue could break this sturdy bond. These two traveled hundreds 
of miles over several years. Together, they had changed lives, per-
formed miracles, faced death threats, and opened God’s love to the 
Gentiles. Think of all the meals they shared, all the laughs around 
the campfire, all the heart-to-heart discussions as they walked 
along the roads between destinations.

These men were more than friends; they were brothers (Prov-
erbs 17:17). For a great while, Paul and Barnabas personified 
Romans 12:10: “Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo 
one another in showing honor.”

Somehow, that connection was torn to pieces in one 
conversation.

Their split shows what can happen when we allow minor rifts 
to grow into major problems. Instead of looking for a compromise, 
both men stubbornly dug in their heels and refused to budge. Paul 
and Barnabas allowed the devil to get his hooks into their rela-
tionship and tear them apart from the inside. A great tag team was 
sabotaged.

The Bible encourages us to pursue harmonious relationships 
with fellow Christians. Rather than squabble over minor issues, 
we’re called to look for ways to consider one another’s opinions 
and support one another:

Finally, all of you, have unity of mind, sympathy, 
brotherly love, a tender heart, and a humble mind. 
(1 Peter 3:8)
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Live in harmony with one another. Do not be 
haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise 
in your own sight. (Romans 12:16)

I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and that there be 
no divisions among you, but that you be united in 
the same mind and the same judgment. (1 Corinthi-
ans 1:10)

Sympathetic. Humble. Perfectly united. All things that Paul 
and Barnabas were not.

Even these biblical titans allowed their pride to get in the way. 
Barnabas wouldn’t budge in his selection of John Mark, although 
there were other worthy candidates to join him and Paul on their 
mission. Paul refused to admit that in the years since his abandon-
ment, John Mark might have matured and was worthy of a second 
chance.

Much as I want to chastise Paul and Barnabas, their conflict 
brings to mind my freshman year of college and a similar falling 
out I had with my roommate.

When I arrived at Hastings College, I didn’t know a soul. I had 
chosen the school for basketball, and for the first time in my life, I 
found myself separated from all my family and friends. As far as I 
could tell, there was one other person on the basketball team who 
felt like me: my roommate, Joe.

For the first few months, we were nearly inseparable. We ate 
together at the cafeteria, lifted in the weight room with each other, 
battled opponents on Call of Duty, and made frequent trips to visit 
our friends at the University of Nebraska in Lincoln. For a while, 
he was my best friend.
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But over time, small cracks formed in our relationship. He 
would spend hours talking on the phone with his girlfriend, and 
their talks (and fights) would often last long into the night. We only 
had one television in our dorm room, and I could see his frustra-
tion every time he entered the room and I was using it. We never 
had a major disagreement like Paul and Barnabas, but we slowly 
grew to resent each other. I can probably count on one hand the 
number of times we spoke over our last two months as roommates; 
when I moved out, I didn’t even bother saying goodbye.

It all seems so stupid in retrospect. I actively contributed to a 
hostile living situation, and for no reason. Maybe Joe and I weren’t 
intended to be best friends forever, but rather than try to improve 
our relationship, I stubbornly dug in my heels and ignored him. I 
was proud, I was conceited, and I helped create a division between 
us—all things we’re specifically called to avoid in the verses above.

Does this mean that you should cave and always agree with 
other people, whether you align with them or not? Absolutely not! 
God doesn’t call you to be a pushover:

Be watchful, stand firm in the faith, act like men, be 
strong. (1 Corinthians 16:13)

Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immov-
able, always abounding in the work of the Lord, 
knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain. 
(1 Corinthians 15:58)

But in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, 
always being prepared to make a defense to anyone 
who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; 
yet do it with gentleness and respect, having a good 
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conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those 
who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put 
to shame. (1 Peter 3:15–16)

There are plenty of times when the right call is to steadfastly 
stand our ground. Your beliefs won’t be in lockstep with everyone 
else’s, and you have to determine if certain relationships are worth 
continuing. Pray about it; I’m willing to bet God will let you know 
which are important and which can be let go.

You can be confident in this: He’ll make the best out of what-
ever choice you make.

Back to Paul and Barnabas.
I can picture the devil sneering and chuckling to himself as the 

two parted ways in a huff. The duo was a major threat, and he had 
managed to break them apart. This could be a crippling blow to the 
early Christian movement, the very thing he needed to erase the 
momentum Jesus and the Early Church had created.

But, as always, God saw the bigger picture.
God turned the breakup into a blessing. Paul’s missionary suc-

cess is well-documented, and Silas proved to be a perfect compan-
ion (witness his incredible faith in Acts 16:16–40). And John Mark, 
as Barnabas predicted, developed into a great warrior for the faith. 
Look at the way Paul, John Mark’s greatest detractor, eventually 
referred to him:

Luke alone is with me. Get Mark and bring him 
with you, for he is very useful to me for ministry. 
(2 Timothy 4:11)

Aristarchus my fellow prisoner greets you, and Mark 
the cousin of Barnabas (concerning whom you have 
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received instructions—if he comes to you, welcome 
him). (Colossians 4:10)

By splitting up His power players, God actually doubled the 
number of lives Barnabas and Paul were able to touch, and His 
move allowed John Mark, Silas, and Timothy (Philippians 2:20–
22) to be developed along the way. The devil’s supposed win was 
quickly transformed into a defeat.

God responded by turning dispute into victory, and He always 
holds the power to do so. But we’re called to live in harmony with 
one another for a reason. We shouldn’t always depend on God to 
save our relationships with powerful acts; rather, we need to try 
our best to approach one another with compassion and love, even 
when those around us do the unthinkable.

Joseph and His Ten Brothers

You think your siblings are bad?
I’m willing to bet they never considered killing you, sold you 

into slavery, or faked your death.
In fairness to Joseph’s brothers, you probably also never told 

your siblings you had visions they would bow to you one day.
It’s safe to say there was a bit of strife in Joseph’s family. Rela-

tionships were strained to their breaking point, but because of love, 
they were able to be saved at the most critical moment.

Let’s jump all the way back to Genesis 37, where we find that 
Jacob, now an old man, has settled in the land of Canaan. He had 
twelve sons, and he made no attempt to hide which was his favor-
ite. Jacob lavished Joseph with a colorful, ornate robe, the kind 
usually reserved for royalty, as a sign of his affection.
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That didn’t sit well with the other boys, who “hated [Joseph] 
and could not speak peacefully to him” (Genesis 37:4).

Imagine a family that passes down an old car from kid to kid. 
This piece of junk has over 200,000 miles on it and is beat to pieces, 
but it just keeps kicking, so it remains in the family rotation. Then 
the youngest son turns sixteen, and Dad splurges by buying him 
a brand-new Lamborghini. That’s going to ruffle some feathers, 
right?

Tensions were high and family peace rested on the edge of 
a machete—one wrong move and things were going to get ugly. 
Joseph ended up pushing the group over the edge.

Joseph had a prophetic dream from God in which he and his 
brothers were in the field tying bundles of grain. All at once, his 
bundle stood up, while his brothers’ bundles gathered around and 
bowed low. The symbolism isn’t hard to see here; God was showing 
Joseph that though he was younger, he would become the greatest 
of his family.

To receive such a message is an awesome blessing!
It’s also maybe not one to share with people who already don’t 

care for you.
This nuance was lost on Joseph. In his youthful brilliance, he 

chose not to keep this dream to himself. Instead, he bragged about 
it to everyone.

I’ll give you one guess how that went over.
And yet, Joseph didn’t learn his lesson. Soon after, he had a 

similar dream, and again he couldn’t refrain from running his 
mouth. In his second dream, his father and mother were bowing 
to him as well. This proclamation earned him a rare scolding from 
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his dad and essentially sealed his fate with his brothers. Whatever 
tatters of a relationship he’d had with them were torn to shreds.

Joseph’s brothers catch most of the flak for ruining the fam-
ily bond (if you’re unfamiliar with this story, you’re about to see 
why). But I think it’s important to recognize that Joseph’s self-glory 
was what cracked his brothers’ patience. Call it whatever you like: 
youthful naivete, callous arrogance, whatever. When he received 
blessings, whether it was a colorful cloak from his father or predic-
tive dreams from God, he flaunted them in front of his brothers. 
His boasts turned his brothers into jealous, murderous schemers.

That’s how Joseph found himself in a terrible situation one day. 
The rest of his brothers were some distance away, tending to the 
family’s flocks of sheep. Jacob sent Joseph out to check on them 
and get a progress report. When his brothers saw him coming from 
a distance, their minds immediately went to a dark place:

Come now, let us kill him and throw him into one 
of the pits. Then we will say that a fierce animal has 
devoured him, and we will see what will become of 
his dreams. (Genesis 37:20)

Before we move on, I want you to think about the angriest 
you’ve ever been at someone. I’m willing to bet you had some 
pretty harsh thoughts about that person. Maybe you even wished 
them harm.

But I, for one, cannot even fathom the idea of hating someone 
so much that I would even remotely consider ending someone’s 
life. The root of such thoughts is pure evil. I don’t blame Joseph’s 
brothers for disliking him. But to entertain killing him?

The Bible makes no bones about it; we are not ever to consider 
taking another life, regardless of the wrongs they have dealt us:
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Whoever takes a human life shall surely be put to 
death. (Leviticus 24:17)

Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his 
blood be shed, for God made man in His own image. 
(Genesis 9:6)

That’s just obvious, right? It doesn’t take a biblical scholar to tell 
you murder is wrong.

But we’re also told that if we let hatred seep into our hearts, 
we grow closer to murder, even if we’re not physically harming 
another:

Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and 
you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding 
in him. (1 John 3:15)

You have heard that it was said to those of old, “You 
shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable 
to judgment.” But I say to you that everyone who is 
angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; 
whoever insults his brother will be liable to the coun-
cil; and whoever says, “You fool!” will be liable to the 
hell of fire. (Matthew 5:21–22)

Broken relationships go two ways. Yes, Joseph was a spoiled 
braggart who drove his older brothers crazy. But rather than let 
their anger subside or pray about it, they stored up hatred and were 
liable for God’s judgment before they even vocalized their plans to 
end his life.

Fortunately, Jacob’s eldest son Reuben saw through the blood-
lust to realize the insanity of this discussion. He convinced the rest 
of them to throw Joseph into a nearby cistern (a large hole dug in 
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the ground to store rainwater), where they would leave him to die 
and technically avoid having his blood on their hands.

Secretly, Reuben planned to return once emotions had cooled 
and rescue Joseph, but his half-measure backfired. While he was 
away (we’re not told where or why), a caravan of Ishmaelite trad-
ers passed by, and the rest of the brothers decided they may as 
well make some money off Joseph. They sold him as a slave to the 
passersby, and Joseph was hauled off to Egypt in chains. Then the 
brothers soaked Joseph’s precious robe in goat’s blood and brought 
it back to Jacob, claiming Joseph had been killed by a wild animal.

Technically, they spared his life. But the brothers well knew 
that even if Joseph survived the hot trek through the desert, a life of 
misery awaited him. They had essentially signed his death warrant.

At this point, these relationships seem well beyond the point 
of reconciliation. Joseph had boastfully predicted that his family 
would bow to him, and his brothers retaliated by selling him as a 
slave. You can’t find a soap opera dramatic enough to make this 
stuff up.

And yet, like a dandelion sprouting up through cracks of 
cement, a sliver of hope remained for the family. Joseph may have 
been a bit strong-headed, but he developed into a God-fearing 
man. When the time arrived for him to crush his family, he instead 
chose to resurrect seemingly dead relationships.

Were I to dive into the next thirteen years of Joseph’s life in full 
detail, I’d make a J. R. R. Tolkien novel look like a haiku. Let’s hit 
the highlights instead: 

• Joseph was sold by the traders to the Egyptian officer 
Potiphar (Genesis 39:1).
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• He impressed Potiphar so much that he was promoted 
to head of his household (Genesis 39:6).

• He was betrayed by Potiphar’s promiscuous wife, 
whom he refused despite her numerous advances 
(Genesis 39:7–18).

• He was thrown into prison (Genesis 39:19–20).

• He was forgotten by the cup-bearer he had befriended 
in prison (Genesis 40).

Just know this: while Joseph’s brothers may have left him for 
dead, God did the opposite. He had a glorious plan for His child, 
difficult as it was to see on the surface.

Joseph remained in Egyptian prison for years before his time 
for redemption arrived. Eventually, Pharaoh had two dreams that 
deeply disturbed him. He was certain they had meaning, so he 
called upon his magicians and wise men to interpret them. But 
when Pharaoh explained his visions, they couldn’t tell him his 
dreams’ meaning.

The king’s cup-bearer had been with Joseph in prison for two 
years before Joseph interpreted the cup-bearer’s dream that he 
would be restored to his former position. Finally, this man remem-
bered he once had a friend who knew a thing or two about dreams 
(better late than never, I guess). When Joseph was summoned, he 
interpreted that Pharaoh’s dreams meant the land would undergo 
seven years of great prosperity, followed by seven years of crippling 
famine. He advised Pharaoh to find a wise man who would oversee 
the storing of crops during the good years, giving Egypt plenty of 
stored food to eat when the famine arrived.
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Pharaoh was so impressed that he gave Joseph the job on the 
spot.

Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has shown 
you all this, there is none so discerning and wise 
as you are. You shall be over my house, and all my 
people shall order themselves as you command. Only 
as regards the throne will I be greater than you.” 
(Genesis 41:39–40)

From the dungeon to second-in-command of Egypt. Not a bad 
afternoon.

I think it’s really important to recognize the juxtaposition 
between how Joseph approached dreams at this moment versus his 
approach in his youth. When he was a youngster, he boasted about 
the blessings God had shown him. In Pharaoh’s court, he displayed 
incredible humility:

• Joseph answered Pharaoh, “It is not in me; God will 
give Pharaoh a favorable answer.” (Genesis 41:16)

• “God has revealed to Pharaoh what He is about to do.” 
(Genesis 41:25)

• “God has shown to Pharaoh what He is about to do.” 
(Genesis 41:28)

• “The doubling of Pharaoh’s dream means that the thing 
is fixed by God, and God will shortly bring it about.” 
(Genesis 41:32)

Joseph developed some serious humility as he matured. While 
he had once lauded his dreams over his brothers, he now turned all 
ownership of his dream interpretation over to God. He had every 
opportunity to take credit for this miraculous ability for himself, 
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but he chose to turn the spotlight back on God. He had learned 
from his mistakes.

Just as Joseph predicted, the next seven years were very fruit-
ful, and Joseph gathered one-fifth of all the crops for storage. There 
was so much excess, he stopped keeping records.

Once the seven years ended, however, the second half of 
Joseph’s prophecy came true. A crushing famine struck Egypt and 
the surrounding countries. When the people of Egypt cried out to 
Pharaoh for food, he sent them to Joseph, who opened his store-
houses and distributed valuable grain to the Egyptians. Word of 
this stockpile spread, and soon people from surrounding lands 
were traveling to Egypt to buy grain from Joseph.

That included a certain family of shepherds in Canaan.
Jacob’s family was in dire straits, so he sent his eldest ten sons 

to Egypt to buy grain. But he wouldn’t allow his youngest, Benja-
min, to go on the journey out of fear that something might happen 
to him. The brothers made the trek to Egypt and presented them-
selves before this food overlord who now held their future in his 
hands.

They had no idea this man was their brother, the child they had 
betrayed all those years ago.

They may not have recognized Joseph, who had matured and 
was now adorned in fancy Egyptian garb, but he definitely knew 
who they were. I cannot even imagine the knot that formed in 
Joseph’s throat as his brothers “bowed themselves before him with 
their faces to the ground” (Genesis 42:6). They were his blood, but 
they had also sold him as a slave. That’s a pretty complex set of 
emotions we’re dealing with here.

Also, remember a certain dream from all those years ago, one 
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involving bundles of grain? Joseph’s brothers may not have liked it 
then, but Joseph’s prophecy had now come true.

His feelings conflicted, Joseph didn’t take action one way or the 
other. Instead, he offered a test.

He accused his brothers of being spies, upon which they re-
vealed they had a younger brother who had remained back at their 
home with their father. Joseph placed them in prison for three days 
(okay, maybe he held a little bit of a grudge) before allowing the 
brothers to go and retrieve Benjamin, thus proving they weren’t 
undercover agents from another land. But he kept one of them, 
Simeon, as a prisoner until the brothers returned with Benjamin.

On the surface, it doesn’t seem like Joseph was trying to mend 
any fences by accusing his brothers of being spies, giving them a 
quick timeout in prison, and keeping Simeon. But these weren’t 
purely vengeful acts on Joseph’s part. He guessed Benjamin had 
assumed his role as Jacob’s favorite, and now he had to know how 
the others treated him. Did they resent Benjamin as they had 
Joseph? Or had they learned from their mistake and matured?

By not taking revenge, Joseph left the door cracked. The rela-
tionship could survive, but only if his brothers earned it.

Unfortunately for them, Jacob (understandably) wanted no 
part of this plan. He had already lost one favorite son because his 
brothers couldn’t keep an eye on him, and now Simeon was in an 
Egyptian jail. He wasn’t about to go down that road with Benjamin.

Remember Reuben, the eldest brother whose half-measure 
helped lead to Joseph’s plight? This time, Reuben stepped forward 
and took full responsibility for his brother’s safety: “Kill my two 
sons if I do not bring him back to you. Put him in my hands, and I 
will bring him back to you” (Genesis 42:37).



Broken Relationships

29

What a heavy promise. Reuben prioritized Benjamin’s safety 
over that of his own offspring. Here we begin to see a shift in the 
brothers’ priorities.

Jacob resisted, but the famine continued and soon the family 
ran out of food again. The brothers were forced to return to Egypt 
to buy more, and they knew if they returned without Benjamin, 
they’d join Simeon in prison and all hope would be lost.

Even in the face of starvation, Jacob couldn’t bear the thought 
of letting Benjamin out of his sight. Then Judah, another brother, 
made a promise: “I will be a pledge of his safety. From my hand 
you shall require him. If I do not bring him back to you and set 
him before you, then let me bear the blame forever” (Genesis 43:9).

Again, another brother was putting Benjamin’s fate above his 
own. Interesting. Let’s bookmark that.

Starvation forced his hand, and Jacob eventually had no choice 
but to relent. The brothers returned to Egypt with Benjamin in tow 
and bowed before Joseph (again fulfilling Joseph’s dream). Joseph 
inquired about their father and, upon hearing he was well, looked 
upon Benjamin. Benjamin was the only other of Jacob’s sons also 
to be born of Joseph’s mother, Rachel, and the sight of him over-
whelmed Joseph with emotion. He had to excuse himself to a pri-
vate room, where he broke down and wept.

In Benjamin, Joseph saw himself from all those years ago: an 
innocent young boy, vulnerable and depending on his brothers to 
protect him. I imagine just seeing Benjamin took him back to that 
excruciatingly painful moment when he, in chains, gazed upon 
his brothers counting their money and rejoicing in the fact they’d 
never see him again.

Would they again betray their little brother as they had him?
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Joseph had to find out.
He released Simeon and hosted his brothers with a grand din-

ner, “and they drank and were merry with him” (Genesis 43:34). 
Even as the group had a grand time, I can’t help but imagine the 
pangs of sadness Joseph felt throughout the friendly meal; what if 
his relationship with his brothers had always been like this? This 
was the bond he had always wanted with them, and yet he only 
attained it when they had no idea who he was.

Despite the lively dinner conversation, Joseph had one last test 
up his sleeve: one that would determine if these broken relation-
ships had any chance of being salvaged.

Joseph had been given a silver cup as a symbol of his authori-
ty; it was thought to have predictive, supernatural powers. Joseph 
didn’t believe in such nonsense, but he was well aware that stealing 
such an item was a serious crime. As his brothers prepared to leave 
and the Egyptians filled their sacks with grain, he instructed that 
his precious silver cup should be placed in Benjamin’s sack.

After the brothers left, Joseph sent his palace manager to catch 
up to them and accuse them of stealing the silver cup. The incredu-
lous brothers strongly denied this accusation, saying that if the cup 
was found in one of their sacks, that brother should be put to death 
and the rest would become Egypt’s slaves.

Unfortunately, the brothers didn’t know about the plant. When 
the cup was found in Benjamin’s sack, they tore their clothes in 
despair.

Here we see yet another sign of change. In biblical times, tear-
ing one’s clothing was a sign of deep sorrow and grief. Joseph’s 
brothers were terrified of the fate that would now befall Benjamin, 
and they were beside themselves with anguish. They knew they 
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couldn’t return to Jacob after losing Benjamin, so they hightailed it 
back to Egypt to plead for his life.

Joseph continued the ruse, demanding to know why they 
would try to steal from him. Judah replied:

What shall we say to my lord? What shall we speak? 
Or how can we clear ourselves? God has found out 
the guilt of your servants; behold, we are my lord’s 
servants, both we and he also in whose hand the cup 
has been found. (Genesis 44:16)

If you haven’t been keeping notes, these brothers appear to 
be very different men from the ones that betrayed Joseph. Joseph 
needed just a bit more evidence of their transformation, so he told 
them he would mercifully allow the rest to return to their father in 
peace, keeping only Benjamin as his slave.

Such a compromise would have been more than acceptable to 
his brothers in the past. They could have gone back to Jacob with 
another bloody robe, claiming innocence and moving on with life 
sans one pesky brother.

Not this time.
Judah threw himself at Joseph’s mercy, launching into the 

whole story of Joseph’s past and how, if the brothers returned with-
out Benjamin, Joseph would essentially kill Jacob with grief.

Now therefore, please let your servant remain instead 
of the boy as a servant to my lord, and let the boy go 
back with his brothers. For how can I go back to my 
father if the boy is not with me? I fear to see the evil 
that would find my father. (Genesis 44:33–34)

Those three sentences broke Joseph. More than twenty years 
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after Judah had brought up the idea of selling Joseph (Genesis 
37:26), he now offered himself in place of Benjamin.

With that, Joseph ordered all his attendants out of the room so 
he was alone with his brothers, and then he hit them with the big 
reveal. The kid that his brothers left for dead all those years ago? 
Not only was he alive, but he had also become one of the most 
powerful people in the land.

As Joseph loudly wept, his stupefied brothers couldn’t even 
utter a response.

Imagine the guilt, anguish, and fear that coursed through them 
as they realized this was indeed their long-lost brother. They had 
tried to get rid of him, and now he held their lives in his hands.

Revenge was his. He could deny them food. He could imprison 
them. He could even have them killed.

Joseph quickly dispelled any fear of retribution:

And now do not be distressed or angry with your-
selves because you sold me here, for God sent me 
before you to preserve life. For the famine has been 
in the land these two years, and there are yet five 
years in which there will be neither plowing nor har-
vest. And God sent me before you to preserve for you 
a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many 
survivors. 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. 
(Genesis 45:5–8)

With that, he sent his brothers back to Canaan to fetch Jacob 
and the rest of the family, who moved to Egypt and lived in the lap 
of luxury (Genesis 45:18).
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All because Joseph prioritized his relationship with his broth-
ers over any thoughts of personal revenge.

Think of all the years Joseph was enslaved and sat in prison, 
stewing over what his brothers had done to him. No one would 
have blamed him for building up a callous hatred in his heart, re-
sulting in sweet, sweet revenge when his brothers were at his mercy.

Instead, Joseph opened his heart and allowed God to heal the 
wounds his brothers dealt him. Look again at the forgiveness he 
showed his brothers; three times, he said that God sent him to 
Egypt and used hardships to help him develop into the man he had 
become. Though his brothers meant harm, God had turned their 
intentions into a blessing for Joseph.

Joseph’s brothers, especially Judah and Reuben, deserve credit 
too. They committed reprehensible acts, but they clearly changed 
and matured. They went from throwing Joseph under the bus to 
launching themselves beneath the tires to save Benjamin.

But Joseph wouldn’t have known this had he not given them a 
second chance. His brothers didn’t deserve it, but he showed them 
grace, and thus he was able to mend broken relationships.

Perhaps this chapter has brought to mind at least one once-fruit-
ful relationship currently in tatters in your life. Maybe the other 
person harmed you in a way you couldn’t possibly forgive. Perhaps 
you’re at fault, and the thought of even facing that person again is 
too painful to bear.

And yet, God calls us to strive for unity, no matter how deep 
the wound:

I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and that there be 
no divisions among you, but that you be united in the 
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same mind and the same judgment. (1 Corinthians 
1:10)

By this all people will know that you are My disciples, 
if you have love for one another. (John 13:35)

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in 
humility count others more significant than your-
selves. (Philippians 2:3)

So then let us pursue what makes for peace and for 
mutual upbuilding. (Romans 14:19)

Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, 
compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meek-
ness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if 
one has a complaint against another, forgiving each 
other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must 
forgive. And above all these put on love, which binds 
everything together in perfect harmony. (Colossians 
3:12–14)

The Bible goes on and on. Living in harmony is extremely 
important. Not only does it establish a familial atmosphere and 
loving spirit among Christian brothers and sisters, but it also 
inspires nonbelievers to learn more about the forgiving, loving 
family of Jesus.

This chapter should not suggest that it’s easy to be like Joseph; 
on the contrary, it’s incredibly difficult! Our selfish human nature 
creates friction, and like Shaq and Kobe, like Paul and Barnabas, 
we allow that tension to crush fruitful relationships.
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If anyone had the right to break some fractured relationships, 
it was Jesus.

For more than two years, He had traveled with the apostles. He 
had taught them invaluable lessons and shown them miraculous 
signs. He had told them things He told no one else.

Most of all, Jesus was their ally. He had taken this lot of zealots, 
fishermen, and tax collectors that the rest of the world discarded, 
and He had befriended them. The things they had been through 
together should have created an inseparable bond.

And yet, the apostles’ final hours with Jesus were a comedy 
of errors. After the Last Supper, Jesus and the disciples went to 
the Garden of Gethsemane. Jesus was in anguish over the coming 
events, so He sought solitude to pray to His Father. He instructed 
His apostles to wait while He prayed. This would seem like an 
opportune time for the apostles to pray too, or at least to discuss 
amongst themselves the things Jesus had told them at dinner and 
what they could do to help Him.

Nope. Three times, they fell asleep, leaving Jesus to face His 
toughest test on His own (Matthew 26:40–45).

Then a crowd of armed men arrived to arrest Jesus, sent by the 
leading priests and teachers of religious law. Other than Peter and 
John, the disciples hightailed it out of there faster than a dog when 
the vacuum cleaner turns on.

Then Peter, Jesus’ rock (Matthew 16:18) and the one person 
He should have been able to count on, denied even knowing Jesus 
three times (Luke 22:54–62).

Despite everything Jesus had done for the apostles, they aban-
doned and betrayed Him when He needed them most.

And yet, look what happened the first time He met them as a 
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group following the resurrection. The apostles were huddled in a 
locked room, hiding out from the Jews.

Jesus came and stood among them and said to them, 
“Peace be with you.” When He had said this, He 
showed them His hands and His side. Then the dis-
ciples were glad when they saw the Lord. Jesus said 
to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has 
sent Me, even so I am sending you.” And when He 
had said this, He breathed on them and said to them, 
“Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of 
any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgive-
ness from any, it is withheld.” (John 20:19–23)

There’s no anger. No hatred. No harboring of past wrongs. 
Only love.

Instead of showing the apostles the cold shoulder, Jesus 
sought them out. Rather than giving them the tongue-lashing they 
deserved, Jesus gave them His hard-earned peace, designated them 
as His messengers, and breathed the Holy Spirit into them.

Jesus should have questioned their loyalty and punished them. 
Instead, He rewarded them.

Now that is burying the hatchet!
And the amazing thing is that He’ll do the same for you.
You may not have spent all those hours with Jesus physically 

as the apostles did, but you’re just as much a child of God as they 
were. Just like them, you have sinned and given Him every reason 
to cut off His relationship with you.

But He hasn’t. And He won’t.

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? . . . 
For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels 
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nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, 
nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else 
in all creation, will be able to separate us from the 
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:35, 
38–39)

It’s a relationship impossible of being fractured. How can we 
respond to such overwhelming love? By doing our best to show it 
to one another.

A new commandment I give to you, that you love 
one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to 
love one another. (John 13:34)

Jesus spoke those words to the apostles at the Last Supper. It 
was one of the last things He said to them before He was crucified. 
That’s how important the message was.

As the Bible shows, God can make the most out of fractured 
relationships. He used Paul and Barnabas’s split to multiply their 
reach. Only through his brothers’ betrayal could Joseph find his 
way to Pharaoh’s palace and save thousands of lives.

But it’s better to forgive and salvage wounded friendships as 
Jesus did. Notice what happened to the apostles. When Jesus first 
met them after the crucifixion, they were terrified and cowering in 
fear. After He ascended into heaven, they received the Holy Spirit 
and became a powerful force ready to change the world.

It should be noted that Shaq and Kobe each went on to have 
very successful careers apart from each other. They both won NBA 
titles and earned their places in the Hall of Fame.

But their split will always be a popular topic among basketball 
historians. One can’t help but look back on this once-great pair and 
think, “What if?”


