
February 22-23-24, 2025 – 7th Sunday of Epiphany
Preacher:  Pastor Scott Oelhafen
Sermon Text:  Genesis 50: 14-17

Sermon Theme:  Forgiveness – What You WON’T Be Sorry For

14 After burying his father, Joseph returned to Egypt, together with his brothers 
and all the others who had gone with him to bury his father.  15 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?” 16 So they 
sent word to Joseph, saying, “Your father left these instructions before he 
died: 17 ‘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.” When their message 
came to him, Joseph wept.

Colossians 3:13  13 Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has 
a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.

Dear fellow forgiven brothers and sisters of Jesus,

     I had a humbling experience and it wasn’t the first.  It’s one most people have.  It 
was my 20th High School Reunion.  Like some of you, I’m a proud graduate of Michigan 
Lutheran Seminary, one of our WELS prep schools located in Saginaw, Michigan.  I can 
sing the MLS school song with you later in the week.  Without my time at MLS which 
prepared me for ministry, I doubt I’d be a pastor today so I’m very grateful for the 
experience.  But, like many high school students, I believe I learned as much outside 
the classroom as I did inside.  Remember, I said it was humbling.  I spoke with others  
my age and they assured me that I’d be sorry if I missed out on what’s called the  
“reunion experience.”  Have you ever been to a class reunion?  Then, you know what 
I’m talking about.  So I decided to go.  I looked forward to seeing classmates I hadn’t 
seen for years.  At reunions, you get to see what “ducks” became “swans” and what 
“swans became ducks.”  For the record, I was a duck in high school and I still consider 
myself a duck.  As I walked into the hotel, the first classmate I saw said to me:  “Do you 
know that you’re the only non-football, non-basketball, non-cheerleader who’s coming to 
this reunion?”  I thanked him for reminding me what a meaningless high school career I 
seemed to have.  Apparently, playing clarinet in pep band and starring as the 4th soldier 
in our high school production meant very little to him.  The next classmate I saw stood 
about 6 foot 5 inches tall – the same height he was back in high school while I was a 
towering 5 foot 5 inches standing on my tippy toes in my graduation gown.  This guy 
was intimidating back in the 1980s – and you might call him a bully.  Okay, this guy was 
a BIG bully.  But, remember, reunions are all about change and second chances.  He 
spoke first and said words I never expected to hear:  “Scott, I treated you horribly back 
in high school and I’m sorry.  I’ve been carrying around this guilt for years.  Can you find 
it in your heart to forgive me?”  You could’ve pushed me over with a feather.  I thought I 
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was being punked.  You probably know what I wanted to say – with memories of  being 
humiliated by him flashing through my head.  I wanted to say four words:  “too little, too 
late”.  What would you have said?  Really.  But, my response isn’t important.  

     I mean, you didn’t come to St. Paul’s to hear war stories about my high school 
years?  So why did you come?  Think about that.  Oh some came to church out of sheer 
habit.  And that’s not exactly a bad reason.  I suppose, there are a lot of worse habits to 
have.  But, why does God want you here?  God wants us here in worship to personally 
receive the ultimate commodity of heaven.  It’s God’s forgiveness that we receive every 
time we confess our sins and by the power of the Holy Spirit, believe the sweet Gospel 
message.  God’s forgiveness isn’t something that can be bought or sold.  It can only be 
given away.  And it’s available exclusively through the cross of Jesus Christ who earned 
forgiveness for every sin and every sinner when He died on the cross shedding His 
blood for us and rose from the grave..  And the forgiven forgive.  So don’t miss out.  In 
the life of Joseph, who was truly humbled, we’re going to hear how he received God’s 
forgiveness and that’s how he was able to forgive his brothers.  In life, there are many 
things you may be sorry for:  never watching what you eat, never saving up for   
retirement, and never taking time to play with your kids.  But, there’s even more at stake 
when it comes to our eternity.  So let’s consider the words of Genesis, chapter 50 along 
with the theme of our sermon:  Forgiveness:  What You Won’t Be Sorry For.  You 
won’t miss out on the guilt and you won’t miss out on eternity.

     Joseph was an amazing Old Testament believer with Godly integrity and class 
unmatched by most people.  He is one of the greats, a true hero of faith that we can 
look up to.  We can learn how he said  “No” to Mrs. Potiphar when he was tempted to 
have sex outside of marriage.  It wasn’t worth it.  We can model how he didn’t let 
success go to his head when he was elevated by God to second in command in Egypt.  
He remembered who he was and where he came from.  And we also can copy how he 
was able to forgive his brothers, even though they sure didn’t deserve it.  From an early 
age, we learn from the book of Genesis that he was going to be someone special.  Even 
his father Jacob noticed.  For at the age of 17, Joseph was given a coat of many colors.  
And that would be the jealous straw that broke his collective brothers’ back.  Joseph 
had a million reasons not to forgive His brothers.  After all, they had planned on killing 
him, actually slitting his throat.  They sold him into slavery never expecting to hear from 
him again.  And they made him miss out on spending years with his father Jacob and 
family.  Now fast-forward to the last chapter of Genesis, chapter 50.  Joseph’s father 
had died.  Now his brothers were nervous.  Let’s find out why in the opening words of 
our reading:   15 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?" 16 So they sent word to Joseph, saying, "Your father left these 
instructions before he died: 17 '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." 
When their message came to him, Joseph wept.  Maybe nervous isn’t exactly the 
word how the brothers were feeling?  How about TERROR?  Had he really forgiven 
them like he said in chapter 45?  A guilty conscience is something terrible thing to live 
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with.  These brothers couldn’t erase the haunting memories of what they had done to 
him years earlier.  It dawned on them since their father wasn’t around, they were totally 
at Joseph’s mercy.  So they did the one thing God asked of them:  they came clean and 
admitted their sin to Joseph and to God.  They didn’t make cheap excuses.  They 
simply asked for forgiveness.  Incidentally, this is the first time, the word:  “forgive” 
appears in the Bible.  They truly had been changed by the living God.  Joseph was so 
moved that he wept and forgave again.  How could he do that?  You could say:  he 
didn’t miss out on the guilt that would’ve kept him chained if he refused.

     Joseph is a great model of forgiveness.  But, don’t be fooled:  forgiveness isn’t 
always easy to give or even receive.  We often make forgiveness even more difficult if 
we misunderstand what it is.  Forgiveness isn’t overlooking sin, pretending it didn’t 
happen, or even saying:  “I’m glad it happened.”  On the contrary, forgiveness is simply 
releasing the anger toward the other person.  It’s just doing what the character did in the 
movie “Frozen”:  “Let it go.”  You know what it’s like to be hurt – we all do.  We’ve all 
been hurt by a co-worker, a classmate, maybe even a family or church member.  
Instead of holding the anger in our hearts, isn’t it time to forgive like Joseph and release 
yourself from a lifetime of guilt?  You won’t miss it.  It’s a heavy burden to carry around.  
God promises that.  And you won’t miss out on eternity either.  Listen to the final words 
of our reading:    His brothers then came and threw themselves down before him. 
"We are your slaves," they said. 19 But Joseph said to them, "Don't be afraid. Am 
I in the place of God? 20 You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good 
to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives. 21 So then, don't 
be afraid. I will provide for you and your children." And he reassured them and 
spoke kindly to them.  Now, the brothers did what God wants us to do when we’ve 
wronged another:  come clean and admit it humbly and clearly.  So how did Joseph 
respond?   He responded with forgiveness.  Forgiveness is not cheap grace, empty talk, 
or nice-sounding words.  Joseph forgave them consciously, compassionately, and 
continuously.  What a Bible miracle!  How could he do that after all the rotten things his 
brothers had done to him?  It was because Joseph didn’t concentrate on those rotten 
things.  And he knew that God had forgiven him all his sins – those same sins that could 
keep Joseph out of heaven.  He forgave as God had forgiven him.  Joseph had enough 
trust to realize that forgiveness was only God’s to give and that God made everything 
work out in his life for good even though bad things happened.  

     So how can we illustrate that kind of forgiveness?  Here’s one way.  I’d like you to 
think about someone who’s hurt you – maybe it was years ago, maybe it was days ago.  
Look at that cross behind me and remember how Jesus has forgiven you and me fully 
and freely with His blood.  And now, look up at the screen in front of church.  Let’s read 
Colossians 3:13 together:  13 Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances 
you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.  What does 
God ask us to do right now?   He asks us to forgive as He has forgiven us.  Like 
Joseph, we too can forgive consciously letting go of the hurt, compassionately thinking 
about their eternal soul, and continuously knowing we need forgiveness every day just 
like they do.  You won’t miss out on anything important if you do this.  And you certainly 
won’t miss out on eternity.  By not forgiving, we fulfill an ancient Chinese proverb that 
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says:  “If you refuse to forgive, you dig two graves.”  And if you find it difficult to forgive 
on your own, talk with me or another St. Paul’s minister.  We’ll help you.

     Let’s get back to my conversation with my classmate at the reunion.  Even though, it 
was hard for me to forget what happened back in high school, I too need to remember 
that forgiveness is a choice – it’s the only healthy choice the Christian has.  I just looked 
at him and said:  “God forgave me my sins. I forgive you.  I have good memories about 
you.”  He thanked me and we enjoyed the rest of the class reunion together.  I’m no 
hero, but I am free and I pray you will be too just like Joseph.  It’s more than just a 
petition in the LORD’s Prayer we will pray in a few moments.  It’s a way of life:  “Forgive 
as the LORD forgave you.”  Amen.
 


