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    When I was a young Army officer preparing for the first Persian Gulf war in 1991, our 

battalion commander got all of the officers’ together for a briefing as to what was happening and 

to review our responsibilities.  At the end of the briefing he asked our unit chaplain to pray for 

our nation, our soldiers, and for our enemies.  I thought it was a little odd that he wanted the 

chaplain to pray for our enemies as we prepared for war.  Our chaplain then read to us a portion 

of our Gospel lesson for today telling us, “Jesus said, ‘Love your enemies, do good to those who 

hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.’”  He then explained that if 

we do not pray for our enemies, how will they ever change?  If we don’t pray for our enemies, 

how will we ever be free from anger and bitterness?  I hadn’t thought about that, so those words 

and the chaplain’s prayer helped to shape my view and approach to the war. 

     Jesus knows that anger and bitterness will destroy your life, but anger does serve a purpose.  

It lets us know that something is wrong.  Something is out of alignment.  Anger grabs our 

attention to the situation at hand and it motivates us to respond in some way.  But what should 

we do?  We’ve been taught that anger is not something we should hold inside.  We need to let it 

out, but expressing out anger through shouting or slamming doors is not necessarily helpful.  

Letting it out might help us to feel better at the moment, but often we later regret the things we 

said or did.  So what should we do? 

     The Bible has quite a bit to say about anger and forgiveness, especially in our Old Testament 

lesson from Genesis and our Gospel reading from Luke.  In our Old Testament text we see the 

climax of the story between Joseph and his 11 brothers.  When Joseph was a teenager his 

brothers hated him, because he was their dad’s favorite.  Their hatred reached a boiling point 



when Joseph told them about a dream he had in which his brothers would bow to him.  So they 

lured Joseph into the wilderness where they planned to kill him.  But they changed their minds 

and decided to sell him to a group of strangers, who took Joseph away to a foreign land.  The 

brothers went home and told their dad that Joseph had been killed by a wild animal that attacked 

him in the wilderness.  Meanwhile, Joseph becomes a slave of a government official in Egypt.  

Later he is accused of attacking the official’s wife and is thrown into prison.  Imagine how angry 

Joseph must have been, sitting in jail in a foreign country knowing that it was because of what 

his brothers did to him.  Would you forgive them if you were in Joseph’s shoes? 

     A few years later, while still in prison, Joseph is called before the Pharaoh and asked to 

interpret his dreams.  Joseph does so and gives the Pharaoh some practical advice on how to 

prepare for a famine that would be coming in 7 years.  The Pharaoh was so impressed that he 

elevated Joseph from one of his slaves to being the second in command over the whole nation of 

Egypt.  So now, in our text, about 20 years have passed since Joseph was sold into slavery by his 

brothers and a famine has hit the land.  Joseph’s father heard that there was grain in Egypt, so he 

told his sons to go to Egypt to buy some grain.  Joseph was in charge of selling grain to the 

people, and when his brothers arrive and stand before him requesting to buy grain, so much time 

had passed since they last saw Joseph that they didn’t even recognize him; but Joseph recognized 

them.  Now, what a great opportunity for revenge, right?  Joseph was in a position of absolute 

power over his brothers.  He could have sent them away with no food, he could have sent them 

to prison, or he could have had them killed. 

     Instead, Joseph wept for joy that he had seen his brothers again and told them that he was their 

brother.  God had worked forgiveness in Joseph’s heart as there was no sign of any anger toward 

his brothers.  And to assure his brothers that they really were forgiven, Joseph tells them that God 



was the one who sent him there in order to preserve their lives and the lives of others from a terrible 

famine that God knew was coming.  Now Joseph wasn’t saying that his years of suffering, caused 

by his brothers’ awful behavior, were part of God’s plan for his life.  In spite of their horrible 

behavior, God found a way for His will to be done.  Joseph forgave his brothers and in that 

forgiveness Joseph’s relationship with his brothers was restored and he was reunited with his father.    

     Jesus addresses anger in our Gospel reading from Luke as He gives us what appears to be 

some rather unrealistic advice.  Jesus says we are to love our enemies, do good to those who hate 

you, turn the other cheek when someone strikes you, and give the shirt off your back to the 

person who steals your coat.  Now that seems ridiculous, because that’s not how we are wired.  

It’s not natural.  Look at children before they are even old enough to go to school.  If someone 

pushes them, they push back; and they will say things like, “Quit it, stop pushing me.”  From a 

very young age we learn what to do with our anger.  So the thought of giving offenders the 

opposite of what they have given to us just doesn’t make sense.  If we were to do that, we reason, 

people would walk all over us and take advantage of us. 

     But what Jesus has in mind here is to break the chain of hostility and He demonstrated this 

with His own life.  On His way to the cross, Jesus allows his cheek and his body to be struck and 

beaten.  All of His clothing is taken from him and divided among his executioners.  But on the 

cross Jesus puts His words into action as He prays for His enemies saying, “Father, forgive them, 

for they do not know what they are doing.” 

     By dying on the cross, Jesus breaks the chain of hostility.  He accomplishes forgiveness of 

sins for a broken humanity and He restores our relationship with God.  So Jesus invites us to be 

agents of grace with Him.  With God we can break the chain of hostility present in our world.  

And when we do, the blessings we give to others will be returned to us. 



     In a book titled, “On Grief and Grieving” the authors tell the true story of a father’s deep 

grief.  A man named Keith has a 17 year-old son, Alan, who is shot and killed by a gang member 

while walking back to his car after a basketball game.  Keith and his wife, Donna, were angry 

and bitter, as you can imagine, by the senseless murder of their son.  To their friends, it seemed 

like Keith and Donna couldn’t get over their grief.  They just couldn’t shake it off. 

     Keith was consumed by the trial of the gang member who killed his son.  The jury found him 

guilty and sentenced him to life in prison.  While that seemed to bring some comfort to Keith and 

Donna, as they tried to go on with their lives, the absence of their son and the end of the trial left 

a big hole in Keith’s heart.  Five years later, Keith learned that the man who killed his son was 

up for parole.  As a result, his anger and bitterness came back.  Keith attended the parole hearing 

and parole was quickly denied.  However, the father of the shooter was there and when his son 

was denied parole, he began to weep.  What Keith saw was another father grieving for his son. 

     Keith walked across the room and extended his hand to the shooter’s father.  He wanted to get to 

know this man, because he realized this father was also hurting.  The two grieving fathers established 

a connection and over time they channeled their grief into something new and productive.  The two 

fathers started to help other gang members escape their situation and find a new path in life.  They 

visited inner city schools and shared their common story.  They became instruments of peace and 

forgiveness as God worked through them, and in doing so they found healing. 

     While God allows evil or bad things to happen in this world, He can work through those 

things so that the good of His will can be done.  If you don’t think God can turn your life around, 

if you don’t think He can work through evil so that something good can be produced, just look at 

Joseph’s life in our OT lesson; look at what Jesus said in our Gospel lesson knowing He was 

going to be nailed to a cross, and trust Him.  He will change you, He will comfort you, and He 



will enable you to do what may seem impossible – to forgive others who have hurt you in the 

same way that you have been forgiven by Him.       


