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I don’t know if any of you have watched the new television show, A Million Little Things, on 
ABC, but I’ve become intrigued by its storyline over the past few weeks. It’s about 4 complete 
strangers who get stuck in an elevator together one day and end up becoming best friends. But 
while the storyline may sound warm and light-hearted, this show isn’t a comedy. Even in its first 
three episodes, the show has already dealt quite seriously with real-life issues like mental 
health, suicide, Cancer, betrayal, secrets, and grief. After all, it’s never just one thing going on in 
our lives and in our relationships with each other. It’s always a million little things. 
 
If you haven’t watched this week’s episode, I’m about to give a bit of a spoiler if you want to 
cover your ears, but I’m also not giving too much away, so hang with me. This week, the main 
characters are going on a guys’ trip to fulfill their dream of going to Hockey Fantasy Camp 
where the Boston Bruins play. (The 4 guys are huge Boston Bruins fans and sit together at every 
game). But right before they pull out of the driveway, they discover the secret we’ve known 
since the very first episode - that one of their friends, Eddie, has done something that is 
absolutely devastating to the rest of them. They are all reeling in anger and shock and disbelief. 
Eddie is begging for their forgiveness and trying to explain what happened, but the other guys 
are so upset that they pull out of the driveway to head out on their trip without him. 
 
Except that when they get to Hockey Fantasy Camp, Eddie shows up to join them. They all end 
up playing a game of hockey together, and they immediately begin fighting each other instead 
of the opposing team. But then there’s this beautiful moment at the end when they look at 
their seats in the stands and remember how significant this place is to them, and they actually 
end up winning the game. It’s a moment that you think might just bring healing to a really awful 
situation. Eddie thinks this might bring his friends one step closer to forgiving him. 
 
But just as they’re getting ready to celebrate, another guy, Gary, takes off his hockey mask and 
says, “What do you think this is Eddie? The end of some sports movie where we all come 
together, beat the other guys, and everything is healed between us? I don't think so. This is real 
life. What you did was unforgivable. Good game, gentlemen. I'll find my own way home.” 
 
And what I loved about this raw moment in the show was that it was so honest and real. It 
didn’t try to tie things up with a bow so that the guys just magically lived happily ever after. 
Because that’s just not how real life works, is it? Forgiveness – true forgiveness - is hard and 
messy and complicated. It’s not just what’s happening on the surface – it usually has more to 
do with what’s hidden beneath the surface. And it’s never just one thing – it’s not that simple. 
Forgiveness is almost always a million little things. 
 



It’s in another hard, messy, and complicated situation that we find ourselves in today’s 
Scripture reading at the end of Genesis. But before we get there, I need to give a bit of the 
backstory leading up to this moment.  
 
Joseph was his father’s favorite son, and all of his brothers knew it and hated him for it. And it’s 
true that he could be a bit obnoxious about it, too. So one day, they ganged up on Joseph and 
sold him into slavery. Then they returned home with his robe, torn up and covered with blood, 
and told their father, Jacob, that Joseph had been killed by a wild animal. Meanwhile, Joseph 
was sold as a slave to Pharaoh in Egypt. 
 
Now, Joseph didn’t stay in slavery for long. He ultimately worked his way up to becoming 
second in command to Pharaoh, because he had this uncanny gift for interpreting dreams. He 
was the only one could explain Pharaoh’s dreams, and Pharaoh began to trust him. So years 
later, when famine hit the land, Joseph was well-cared for because of his position with Pharoah. 
In fact, Joseph ultimately became the governor of the land, and his job was to sell grain to the 
rest of the people coming to Egypt for help during the famine. 
 
Well, when the famine reached Jacob and his sons, he sent them to Egypt to buy grain. Except 
when they arrived and approached the governor to buy grain, they had no idea that the 
governor was actually their brother. Joseph, on the other hand, immediately recognized his 
brothers, but he didn’t reveal himself right away. He gave them a series of tests to complete 
first. Now, some interpret these tests as Joseph’s acts of revenge on his brothers, and others as 
Joseph’s way of discerning if his brothers have really changed. But whatever his motivation, a 
few chapters later, he finally reveals his identity to them, and he sends them back to their 
father with carts full of grain, new clothing, animals, food, and all of the finest things in Egypt. 
So the brothers go back home and tell their father that Joseph is alive.  
 
They all have an incredible reunion, and Joseph is able to receive a blessing from his father 
before he passes away. The text I read earlier in Genesis 50 picks up right after their father has 
passed away.  
 
Joseph’s brothers are afraid of what he might do to them now that their father is gone. So they 
send a message to Joseph that says this: “Your father left these instructions for you before he 
died. He said ‘Joseph, forgive your brothers for the sins they committed in treating you so 
badly.’”  
 
Now, I have multiple questions and concerns about what’s going on here. First, I just don’t see 
genuine repentance from the brothers after everything they’ve done. I do think we have seen 
repentance from Judah in back in chapter 44, but whether the other brothers are ever truly 
sorry for selling Joseph to slavery and faking his death for all those years is pretty unclear at the 
end of the story. 
 
Second, it’s also not clear to me that Joseph’s father actually wrote this letter. If it were that 
important to Jacob that Joseph forgive his brothers, wouldn’t he have said this to Joseph in 



their reunion before he died? He had several opportunities to share his dying wish with his son. 
Putting this in an awkward 2-sentence letter, for his other sons to deliver to Joseph on his 
behalf, just doesn’t make sense. 
 
And third, I’m also not convinced that Jacob ever found out what his sons actually did to Joseph 
in the first place. There’s no evidence in the text that they ever told him. Even when they met 
Joseph in Egypt and went back home with the carts of grain and gifts, all they said to their 
father was, “Guess what?! Joseph is alive and he’s the ruler over all of Egypt! It’s a miracle!” We 
never see them actually fess up to what they did. 
 
So here we are, in the final verses of Genesis, and none of this is tied up in a bow, is it? Joseph 
lost over 20 years of life with his family, all that time his father thought he was killed by a wild 
animal, and now his father has just died. And instead of asking for forgiveness themselves, it 
seems to me that Joseph’s brothers devise a plan to come up with a “get out of jail free card” – 
a forged note from their recently-deceased father to his favorite son. 
 
And I’m not alone in my reading of the text. Cameron Howard, professor at Luther Seminary, 
notes that here at the very end of Genesis, “[the brothers’] posture toward [Joseph] has not 
changed.” She says, “They are still liars and manipulators themselves. They play on his deep 
love for his father, knowing that Joseph was Jacob’s favorite son. Though the narrative does not 
specify outright that their words are not truthful, the fact that they speak out of 
fear…combined with our understanding of their character…makes it difficult to read this 
passage any other way. They beg for forgiveness, not with their own voices, but by co-opting 
the voice of their dead father.”1  
 
How messed up is that? And yet – how true to real life is that? Sure, there are moments when 
you and I receive genuine apologies and requests for forgiveness, and those can certainly be 
hard in and of themselves. But how many moments are there like this one, when we haven’t 
received a genuine apology. Sometimes we wait for it for years. And sometimes, we know it will 
never come. 
 
I don’t know about you, but it’s these moments that make me want to say, “Forget it” and 
chuck the idea of any kind of forgiveness out the window. The least they could do is apologize. 
Acknowledge their part in this. Realize how much they hurt me. Take responsibility for their 
actions. Own up to what they did. Look me in the eyes. Say it to my face. Except when you and I 
get going on this emotional hamster wheel, the harder it becomes to get off.  
 
I got to meet one of my preaching heroes, Barbara Brown Taylor, this week, so it’s only right for 
me to share some of her wisdom in this story today. In writing about forgiveness, she says,  
 
“Staying angry with you is how I protect myself from you. Refusing to forgive you is not only 
how I punish you, it is also how I keep you from getting close enough to hurt me again, and nine 

                                                
1 http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2166) 



times out of ten it works--only there is a serious side effect. It is canned bitterness, and it can 
do terrible things to the human body and soul.” 
 
She goes on to say that “Unforgiveness is a boomerang.  We use it to protect ourselves--to hurt 
back before we can be hurt again--but it has a sinister way of circling right back at us so that we 
become the victims of our own ill will.”2 
 
I often hear it said that hurting people hurt people. And if you and I don’t transform our pain, 
we will transmit it instead. You see, practicing God-sized forgiveness isn’t just what we are 
called to do for the people who have hurt us.  It’s ultimately what you and I are called to do in 
order to be whole ourselves.  
 
It’s like Peter once asked Jesus, “How many times do I have to forgive the person who has 
sinned against me? Maybe up to 7 times would be good?” And Jesus responds, “7 times? 
Hardly. Try 77 times.”3 Because Jesus knew that forgiveness isn’t just 7 things. It’s a million little 
things. And Jesus calls us to practice God-sized forgiveness in a multitude of ways until 
forgiveness becomes a way of life. 
 
On the morning of Oct. 2, 2006, Charles Roberts, a milk truck driver in Lancaster County 
Pennsylvania, saw his children off to the school bus and kissed his wife, Marie, goodbye before 
leaving the house. Three hours later, he called to tell Marie that he was never coming home. 
She said his voice sounded "flat and lifeless." 
 
That day, the nation was shocked to learn that this man had stormed into a 1-room Amish 
school house, shooting 10 young girls, killing 5 of them, and ultimately himself. But amidst the 
unfathomable pain and unthinkable tragedy of this moment, what was almost as shocking is 
what began to unfold in the hours and days to come.  
 
Only hours after hearing the news, a group from the grieving Amish community came to visit 
Marie. She says that she was standing in her parents' kitchen, and she could see a group of the 
Amish walking up towards her parents' home. She couldn’t even think about looking them in 
the face in that moment, and no one knew quite what to expect, so her father offered to go 
outside and talk to them. 
 
"And I couldn't hear the words they were saying,” she says, “but I could see the exchange that 
was happening. I could see their arms extending. And the way they laid their hands on my dad's 
shoulder. I could feel the emotion of the moment, you know, and it said everything.” 
 

                                                
2 http://www.tentmaker.org/newinspiration/deadlyanger.htm  
3 From Matthew 18:21-22 



Her father walked back into the house with food and flowers, in shock, when he said that 
somehow, someway, they had forgiven her husband. " And that was just the beginning. The 
Roberts family had a private burial service for Charles a few days later, but as they made their 
way to the gravesite, as many as 40 Amish people seemed to come from out of nowhere to 
offer their condolences to the family. Several families who had buried their own daughters just 
the day before were there to hug Marie and other members of her family.  
 
And when the media arrived, the Amish stepped in again, forming a crescent of protection 
around the family to give them privacy. Even though they don't like to have their pictures 
taken, they placed themselves directly in front of news cameras to shield the family. Marie says, 
"It was one of those moments during the week where my breath was taken away, but not 
because of evil. Because of love." 
 
Marie says that she, too, has come to forgive Charles, even though it hasn’t been easy. "Charlie 
had an illness. And it doesn't excuse what he did ... But, you know, if I allow bitterness and 
anger to live inside of me? Those were the very things that pushed him to do what he did. I 
don't want anything to do with that," she said.  "And it's not like I could forgive him once for 
what he did and never have to think about it again. It's something that I still think about all the 
time," she said.4  
 
Because forgiveness – true forgiveness - is hard and messy and complicated. It’s not just what’s 
happening on the surface level – it usually has more to do with what’s hidden beneath the 
surface. And it’s never just one thing – it’s not that simple. Forgiveness usually involves a million 
little things. 
 
When Joseph is asked to forgive his brothers, he weeps. And he responds with some of the 
most outside the box, completely unfathomable words in Scripture. He says, “Even though you 
intended to harm me, God intended it for good.” I can’t think of any more faithful, forgiving 
words than that.  
 
And after that, his brothers weep too, and fall down before him. Maybe repentance is possible 
for them after all. 
 
Ultimately, it requires a depth of faith to be able to see what the world has intended for evil 
and to take it out of the boxes we’ve packed shut with resentment and pain and bitterness in 
order to see it in a different light. It requires an incredible depth of faith to forgive, even when 
we never receive the apology we have been hoping and praying for.  
 

                                                
4 Resources consulted include: https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=14900930, 
https://www.npr.org/2016/09/30/495905609/a-decade-after-amish-school-shooting-gunman-s-mother-talks-of-
forgiveness, https://lancasterpa.com/amish/amish-forgiveness/, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/mother-of-
amish-school-shooter-shares-amazing-story-of-forgiveness/  



And yet, isn’t this exactly what we see in Jesus, who even from the cross, looked at those 
around him and said, “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.”5  
 
I realize today’s sermon is likely a heavy topic for many of us, and there aren’t easy answers for 
any of us in this. I won’t try to put forgiveness in a box and tie it up in a bow today. But I will say 
that before you and I can ever begin to offer God-sized forgiveness, we must first remember 
what it feels like to receive it ourselves. 
 
Which is why I think today is the perfect day for us to continue worship by receiving the Lord’s 
Supper together. By coming to the table to receive the body of Christ, broken for us, and the 
blood of Christ, shed for us. Friends, there is no better example of God-sized forgiveness than 
that. 
 
And as we come today, remember: 

“There is more mercy in God than sin in us. 
There is more joy in God than sadness in us. 
There is more hope in God than despair in us. 
There is more light in God than darkness in us.” 

 
Thanks be to God.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
5 Luke 23:34 


