
Holy One, open us to your Word and to your work in us, that we might live our faith to 
the fullest.  Amen 
 
 
 
“It was not you who sent me here, but God…”. Pretty much every commentary I read on 
this text warned the preacher against tackling this phrase.  There’s concern that it will 
take us down a rabbit hole from which we may never return, and if we do return, we 
may be no further ahead than when we first started.  Because, in reality, who of us can 
say if this statement is true or false? 
 
 
 
But I just couldn’t ignore it! I mean, some form of it is repeated four times within five 
verses.  There MUST be something important about these phrases that we need to pay 
attention to. 
 
 
 
So here goes!! 
 
First of all, you really have to go back through the whole story of Joseph to see the 
pattern that is created.  Of course, the story is far too long to include it in our Sunday 
reading, but let me try to give you a brief overview. 
 
 
 
In case you don’t recall or haven’t seen the musical production, Joseph is the beloved 
son of his father Jacob.  He is a rather arrogant young man who likes to flaunt his wild 
dreams around his brothers – mostly, I think, because they are dreams that put him in a 
position of power over his siblings.  And as the youngest of 11 myself, I can identify with 
how appealing this might seem…at least when I was younger!  
 
 
Basically, he taunted them, suggesting that “Someday I’ll be greater than you and you 
will have to bow down to me and I may or may not grant you what you want.  So you 
better be nice to me now, or else!!” 
 
 
 
Of course, the brothers quickly grow weary of his dreams and his arrogance and decide 
to get rid of him, to sell him into slavery. 
 
 



 
Now I have to stop here for a minute because, to say that it was God who did this and 
not his brothers, is to say that God condones abuse and slavery.  And while that may 
have been the belief of the early Hebrew people, that doesn’t fly in today’s world.  So 
what does it mean for us? 
 
 
 
I’ll keep you in suspense for a little while longer and return to the story… 
 
 
 
So once Joseph is sold into slavery his journey takes him through highs and lows in 
social standing.  From slave, to head servant, to prisoner because the Master’s wife lies 
about him sexually attacking her; and in the midst of all of this, our scripture states “But 
the Lord was with Joseph”.   
 
 
Twice, in fact, within a very short span, we are told “But the Lord was with Joseph”. And 
indeed we trust that God is with us even and especially in our darkest times.  But I don’t 
think that means God is responsible for putting us there. 
 
 
 
In Chapter 41, when Pharaoh is having his own crazy dreams that he wants interpreted, 
a former prison mate and staff member of Pharaoh tells Pharaoh about Joseph and his 
amazing ability to interpret dreams, which, of course, Joseph does. He explains that 
there will be seven years of abundance in Egypt, followed by seven years of famine.   
 
 
After some consideration, pharaoh puts Joseph in charge and the story goes on to 
share how successful Joseph is at managing the abundant years so that there is much 
to eat during the years of scarcity. 
 
 
 
This is all part of the familiar story of Joseph.  But a few of the verses we seldom hear, 
actually have a key phrase in them that I think is important.  You see, Joseph has two 
sons, the first of which he calls “Manasseh, “For” he said “God has made me forget all 
my hardship…” 
 
 
 
 



“God has made me forget all my hardship.”  So I suspect that it’s not really that he 
thinks God is causing his hardship, but rather that God is present with him and is 
working in him, to get him beyond the hardship so he can live into the fullness of life as 
it is. 
 
 
Trusting that God is working in and through our lives is not always an easy task.  Even 
harder, perhaps, is allowing God’s work to be done in us.  Sometimes it’s just easier to 
do our own thing, to stay stuck in our own patterns, as unhealthy and unhelpful as they 
may be.  We often opt for ease over the hard work of letting God change us from the 
inside out. 
 
 
 
Even Joseph, despite his recognition and acknowledgement of God’s ability to change 
him, when he gets the opportunity to exert his arrogance over his brothers, he falls right 
back into his old patterns of revenge and payback. 
 
 
 
Just before today’s story begins, we are told that his brother’s show up, seeking grain in 
the midst of the famine.  Of course, they don’t recognize him, which affords him the 
opportunity to take great advantage of the situation.  He begins by challenging their 
story and accusing them of being spies.   
 
 
 
Then he imprisons them for three days. After which time, he bargains with them that 
they can take the grain they came for, but one brother has to stay behind in prison until 
such time as they return with their youngest brother, Benjamin, who did not make the 
trip with them.  (Benjamin is Joseph’s only full brother, having been birthed by the same 
mother.)  
 
 
 
This is so obviously an act of revenge and payback toward his brothers that even 
though they agree to the conditions, the brothers acknowledge to each other “…we are 
paying the penalty for what we did to our brother. We saw his anguish when he pleaded 
with us, but we would not listen.  That is why this anguish has come upon us.” 
 
 
 



And as Joseph hears his brothers’ pain, we are told “He turned away from them and 
wept”. I suspect those tears are a sign of God working in him, changing his perspective, 
softening his heart, teaching him compassion.   
 
 
 
But it seems Joseph is a challenging student because after regaining his composure, 
and even after they return with Benjamin, he still plays little mind games with them, 
taunting them, threatening them and lording his power over them.   
 
 
Enter today’s scripture and it’s opening verse: “Then Joseph could no longer control 
himself before all those who stood by him, and he cried out, “Send everyone away from 
me.” … and he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard it and the household of Pharaoh 
heard it.” 
 
 
 
Once again, we are witness to God at work in Joseph – softening him, molding him into 
a person of compassion, forgiveness and unconditional love.  I imagine it must have 
been one of those cathartic cries that drains any last vestige of hurt, grief and pain from 
your being.   
 
 
This kind of deep, inner work that God is about, can be incredibly emotional and 
emotionally draining, because it’s not only about acknowledging how we have been 
hurt, it’s also about acknowledging our own flaws, our own wrong actions and hurtful 
ways.  It takes time to work through it, but finally, finally Joseph is able to acknowledge 
to his brothers who he really is.   
 
 
 
So when he states that  “It was not you who sent me here, but God…”, I wonder if he is, 
in fact, acknowledging all of this work that God has been doing in him, time and time 
and time again, helping him to see with new eyes; to feel with an open heart; changes 
within him that have finally brought him to this place, to this point of being able to 
reconcile with his family.  
 
 
 
The arrogant, spoiled boy that his brothers sold off several years earlier, is not, in fact 
the man that stands before them now.  In the in-between time, Joseph has slowly and 
persistently learned to trust God and more importantly, to trust the work that God is 
continually doing in him and then to live more fully into it.   



Joseph is not alone in this struggle.  God is constantly trying to do good work in us so 
that we can be better people in this world – more compassionate, more forgiving, more 
understanding, more open to moments of AHA and being changed by them.   
 
 
 
Whether it is facing up to wrongs we have done, insults we have flung, forgiveness we 
should offer, prejudices we hold, or even coming to a better understanding of systemic 
racism and our role in it.  God wants to work in us.  God wants to grow us and grow in 
us.  God wants to expand our understanding of life, grace and compassion.   
 
 
 
It is my prayer today that we will trust that God is always at work in us and that we will 
open ourselves to allow God to do that work with us, so that we might continue to grow 
in God’s likeness and be the people God is calling us to be.    May it be so. Amen 


