
 
1 

BUT GOD MEANT IT FOR GOOD 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

Genesis 50:15-21 

God's Good Purposes 

15 When Joseph's brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “It may be that 

Joseph will hate us and pay us back for all the evil that we did to him.” 16 So they sent 

a message to Joseph, saying, “Your father gave this command before he died: 

17 ‘Say to Joseph, “Please forgive the transgression of your brothers and their sin, 

because they did evil to you.”’ And now, please forgive the transgression of the 

servants of the God of your father.” Joseph wept when they spoke to him. 18 His 

brothers also came and fell down before him and said, “Behold, we are your 

servants.” 19 But Joseph said to them, “Do not fear, for am I in the place of God? 20 As 

for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that 

many people should be kept alive, as they are today. 21 So do not fear; I will provide 

for you and your little ones.” Thus he comforted them and spoke kindly to them. 

 

 

He was officially known as John Doe No. 24, because there were few clues as to his 

identity. When given a pencil he would write the name “Lewis.” But that’s all. Was that 

his first name? Was that his last name? He was unable to speak so as to tell anyone, 

and he was deaf and blind. When he was found wandering the streets of Jacksonville, 

Illinois in 1945, no one seemed to know who he was. When he died, there were still no 

answers. He became John Doe No. 24 because he was the 24th unidentified man in 

the state's mental health system. Officials believe he was 64 when he died of a stroke 

at a nursing home in Peoria. "It's just sad to think that you could disappear, and no one 

would miss you," said Glenn W. Miller, the nursing home administrator. Records indicate 

he was severely retarded.  
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But workers at the Smiley Living Center in Peoria, where he spent the last six years of his 

life, remember a proud man, more intelligent that standard tests showed. They 

remember the hints to his identity -- his pantomimes of foot-stomping jazz bars and 

circus parades. "It was so obvious from what he pantomimed that he had quite a life 

at one time," said Kim Cornwell, a caseworker. "Like a grandfather, he could probably 

tell funny stories. We just couldn't reach out enough to get them." Or reach out 

enough to discover his real name. At his brief graveside service, his name was given as 

John Doe No. 24. Someone asked if anyone had any words to say. No one did. 

 

By contrast, you and I are part of a community in which we can know everyone’s 

name. It is a privilege to have such a community, as we do in this congregation. We 

are not an organization of like-minded individuals. We may at times differ greatly from 

one another in our perspective on things. All the same, we have fellowship with one 

another as fellow disciples of Jesus. And our fellow disciples of Immanuel would miss us 

if we just disappeared.  

 

On the Last Day, God will gather His elect from the ends of the earth to live together 

with Him and with each other in perfect community. Until then, we Christians can be 

separated from one another, not able to see each other on Sunday due to chronic 

illness or by being shut-in. I can’t tell you how many times our shut-ins lament that they 

can no longer be with us in Sunday worship. So, it is a privilege to be able to be 

together. As David writes in the 133rd Psalm: “How good and pleasant it is when 

brothers live together in unity.” (Ps. 133:1)  

 

Just how pleasant is it, though, when brothers are at odds with each other? Like 

Joseph and his brothers. Joseph’s brothers were on their way home from their father’s 

funeral, and suddenly it occurred to them – what if Joseph still hated them? What if 

Joseph still held a grudge against them? Sure, Joseph had become the prime minister 

of Egypt. That had put Joseph in a position to save many people from starvation 

during drought, including his own brothers and their families. But now their father, 

Jacob, was dead. Now, who could stop Joseph from paying back his brothers? 

Suddenly, they weren’t feeling the unity.    
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They were right back where they had been many years earlier. When they had held a 

grudge against Joseph. The brothers did not forgive their father when he gave Joseph 

a special coat of many colors. The brothers did not forgive Joseph when he said he 

dreamed that one day his brothers would bow down in front of him and honor him. 

Because of that grudge, one day the brothers threw Joseph down into a pit and left 

him for dead. That is, until some slave traders came by and Judah convinced his 

brothers to sell Joseph to the slave traders.  

 

For the next 20 years Joseph lived in Egypt, far from home, far from his father and far 

from his brothers. He was separated from his community. Separated from those who 

knew his name. Separated from those who knew his life. For some of those 20 years, 

Joseph lived as a slave. Some of that time he spent in prison, unjustly. So, later Joseph 

could have looked back on those 20 years as lost time. He could have looked back 

with bitterness. He could have held a grudge against his brothers for all of the evil they 

had done to him. Now, years later, that’s what his brothers were afraid of.  

 

Grudges should make us afraid, too. Grudges eat away at our unity. Grudges prevent 

us from getting to know each other’s lives. Old grudges hold us back from letting new 

brothers and sisters love us. In the movie, Forrest Gump, there is a scene that shows 

that very thing. Forrest and Jenny are standing in front of an old, abandoned, 

dilapidated house. It is the house where Jenny grew up. We have been led to believe 

that this is where Jenny’s father sexually abused her as a child. Has Jenny forgiven her 

father? Jenny loves Forrest but has not been able to let Forrest love her. The reason 

why becomes clear as they stand in front of Jenny’s old house. As she picks up rock 

after rock after rock, throwing them at the house. She keeps on throwing rocks at the 

house until she falls to the ground in tears. Then, Forrest says something very truthful. 

“Sometimes, there are just not enough rocks.”  

 

But we don’t believe that. We hold onto our rocks. We hold onto old grudges. We hold 

onto old pain, sometimes without even realizing it, because we can’t get rid of it. Not 

on our own. So, we look back, and we see lost time, with bitterness. Carry a chip on 

our shoulder. Trapped in our rock throwing. Trapped in a pit, like Joseph was. 
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Prevented from having community with one another as God intended and as is 

befitting of brothers and sisters. Trapped in patterns of self-destruction. 

 

Is there a way out? There is one way to community. There is one way to living together 

in unity and community as brothers and sisters. There is one way to forgive even and 

especially when we are not like-minded. Paul tells us what it is in Ephesians 2:14: “Christ 

Himself is our peace.” Jesus had the chance to throw the first rock. He had the right to 

cast the first stone, because He was without sin. But He would not do it. When He was 

on the cross, left for dead, as Joseph had been, unjustly, Jesus had the right to cast the 

first stone. Instead, He forgave. As if to say to His tormentors and to every sinner whose 

sins He bore on the cross the very thing Joseph said to his fearful brothers: “You meant 

evil against Me, but God meant it for good, so that many people should be saved.” 

(Genesis 50:20) Instead of throwing the first rock, Jesus forgave. “Father, forgive 

them…” (Luke 23:34)  

 

The tense in which Jesus used the word “forgive” implies that the Father begin to 

forgive and keep on forgiving, again and again and again. The Father does forgive us 

again and again and again, for the sake of His Son. Jesus restored community 

between God and us. He Himself is our peace. 

 

Christ opened up the way to God and in doing that He opened up the way to our 

brother and sister. He Himself is our peace. He has restored community between 

people and us. In Christ, we can interact with one another as brothers and sisters, love 

one another, serve one another, learn each other well enough to call each other by 

name and to know what to pray for each other. Christ Himself is our peace, so we are 

able to say of past hurts that it was not lost time “but God meant it for good.”  

 

Whatever the other person’s intent towards us was, whether it was evil or unintentional, 

“God has been working it all together for good.” (Romans 8:28) God meant it for 

good. That time is not lost, because God is working it all out for good. God is working it 

all out for good towards that eternity in which our unity with our fellow disciples will be 

perfect. Towards that eternity when our life together as brothers and sisters in Christ will 

be perfect.  
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So, in the final analysis, it is not like-mindedness that binds us together. It’s not even 

knowing each other’s names that binds us together. Whether we are Pete or Sally or 

John Doe No. 24, it is through Christ’s name and through Christ’s death and 

resurrection that the way to each other has been opened, that we have access to 

one another, that we have joy in one another, that we have community with each 

other. He Himself is our peace. When hurt comes, as it inevitably will, it will be through 

Christ our peace that we will be able to say, “But God meant it for good.” 

Amen. 


