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True Change Is Possible 

Genesis 44:1-34 
 

We are all familiar with quaint little sayings. 

A stitch in time saves nine. 

A penny saved is a penny earned. 

You are what you eat. 

A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. 

Once bitten, twice shy. 
 

I want to consider that last one for the chapter we 

are discussing this morning. Take your Bibles and 

turn to Genesis 44. Martin Luther once wondered 

why this chapter was included in Scripture 

believing that it was trivial. We will find that it is 

filled with meaning and application. 
 

Let’s recap for a moment. 

Joseph was sold into slavery, falsely accused, sent 

to prison where he correctly interpreted the dreams 

of two high profile employees of Pharaoh. Two 

years later Pharaoh had two dreams which none of 

his advisors could interpret. The cupbearer 

remembered Joseph who was brought before 

Pharaoh and asked to interpret the two dreams. 

Revealed by God, Joseph said the land of Egypt 

would experience seven years of untold bounty that 

should be stored because that bounty would be 

followed by seven years of severe famine. On the 

spot Joseph was elevated from prison to the palace 

and made governor of the land. Only Pharaoh 

himself had more power than Joseph, but when 

Joseph spoke it was as if Pharaoh had spoken. In 

these chapters we have learned a lot about the 

character of Joseph and discussed how we should 

emulate those godly traits in our own lives. 
 

The famine extended beyond the border into the 

surrounding countries forcing foreigners to travel to 

Egypt for food. Hearing that there was food to be 

had in Egypt, Jacob sent 10 of his sons there to buy 

food so that their families wouldn’t die. Joseph 

recognized them and determined to find out if they 

had changed in the 20 plus years since they had sold 

him into slavery. At first he treated them harshly 

and accused them of being spies. The only proof of 

their innocence was to bring their missing brother 

back with them. Unless they brought this brother 

back the next time, they would not see him, nor 

would they get any food. He imprisoned Simeon 

and sent them on their way. Along the way they 

discovered their money had been restored to them. 

This caused them to be deeply troubled. The love of 

money had once consumed them with greed as they 

sold Joseph into slavery. Now money filled them 

with grief. When they returned home they told dear 

old Dad all that had taken place down in Egypt. 

Jacob was beside himself after hearing what was 

required if they were to get more food. 
 

After the grain was consumed, Jacob reluctantly 

sent them back to Egypt this time with Benjamin 

and double the money to pay for the previous 

purchase and to buy more. In a turn of events that 

initially caused the brothers to be fearful they found 

the governor to be most pleasant. Instead of being 

harsh, he was kind and invited them to dinner. He 

seemed to especially take a liking to Benjamin. 

Unbeknownst to them it was another test of 

character. Were they still filled with jealousy or had 

they changed? Would they treat Benjamin with 

contempt for being favored or had the years truly 

altered their character for the better? It appears that 

they had passed yet another test. But there was one 

more test Joseph would use to determine if they 

truly were changed men. 
 

We pick up the account of this unfolding drama of 

repentance, redemption and restoration in Genesis 

44. In verses 1-5 we see a hatched plan. 
 

I. A HATCHED PLAN – vs. 1-5 
 

My youngest brother loved watching the 80’s TV 

show The A-Team. In the course of each episode 

Col. Hannibal Smith would make his signature 

statement “I love it when a plan comes together.” 
 

Joseph’s plan was unfolding with one more test for 

his 10 older siblings. In verses 1-2 there is the 

mounting drama. 
 

A. The Mounting Drama – vs. 1-2 
 

For a moment, put yourself in the shoes of the 

house steward, Joseph’s personal attendant. We 

don’t read that Joseph ever told his servant why he 
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was doing what he was doing, never told them the 

relationship he had with these Hebrews. Remember 

at the end of chapter 43 we learned that the 

Egyptians consider Hebrews to be detestable. They 

had an intense dislike for them, and we can only 

guess the reason. 
 

Joseph had probably met thousands of people who 

came from outside Egypt to buy food, and yet he 

was treating these contemptable Hebrews 

differently than anyone else. Think about how that 

must have looked to the steward or what he must 

have chatted about back in the servants’ quarters. 

Maybe the first time he was asked to put their 

money in the sacks of grain he thought it to be a bit 

odd, but he obeyed. But now maybe he thought the 

governor had gone off the deep end.  
 

People needed food and came to Egypt to buy grain.  
 

Before my Dad went into the army he worked for an 

Uncle who had a grocery store with a meat market 

where he learned to butcher meat. A customer 

would come to the counter and ask for five pounds 

of burger or three pounds of roast. They would cut 

it up and put it on the scale and the customer would 

pay for it. Occasionally someone would come in 

and place an order. The meat was put on the scale 

and the customer would pull out their wallet as if to 

pay and show a badge instead indicating that they 

were an inspector, walk around the counter and 

make sure the scales were accurate. 
 

When people came wanting grain, you got so much 

grain for the value of the money you brought. This 

much grain cost this much money. It was weighed 

out, bagged up and away you went. 
 

The steward was told to do three things. First, he 

was told to stuff their sacks as full of grain as could 

possibly fit in each bag. Make it bulge. I think of 

two reasons he did this. One was to make them 

think that they were really favored by this governor 

and second I think Joseph wanted to make sure that 

his family was well taken care of by having enough 

food for all of them. Give them as much food as 

they could carry. 
 

The second thing was to return all their silver. Each 

man had brought down two bags of silver. They 

were to return the first bag that had somehow ended 

up in their sack and the second bag was to pay for 

more food. Joseph wanted to see what they would 

do with the extra money. When they sold Joseph 

into slavery, they loved the money. How would they 

respond when it was all returned a second time? 

Had they come to loathe it or did they still love it? 

Back in 42:28 we saw that their “hearts sank and 

they turned to each other trembling.” 
 

The third instruction given to the steward was to 

take Joseph’s cup and put it in the sack of the 

youngest. Notice that he was specific about which 

cup, meaning that Joseph had several or many and 

we’ll see in a moment its value. 
 

I’m going to tell you that I do most of the dishes in 

our home. I’m not looking for a pat on the back or 

get pity from husbands for doing that kind of work 

or even make wives wish their husbands did more 

dishes. It’s just the way it is in our home. We had 

this agreement when David was in elementary 

school when we had to help him with homework. I 

would do the dishes and she would help him. He 

doesn’t need any help with homework anymore but 

I’m still doing the dishes, it’s just my thing. So 

when it comes to dishes, I’m a minimalist. Instead 

of getting a clean cup out of the cupboard every 

time I want a glass of water or milk I use a little 

plastic cup. They’re the ones you used to get for 

free with a kid’s meal at Applebee’s. I rinse it out 

and put it next to the sink for the next time I need it. 

Now if you come to dinner at our house, we’ll get 

out the special goblets we only use for guests. We 

don’t give you the plastic cups or the everyday 

glasses. We have ones reserved for company. 
 

Joseph had a special cup that was put specifically in 

Benjamin’s sack. It was another test in this 

mounting drama. The brothers spent the night while 

the sacks were being prepared for their return trip. 

Verses 3-5 show us the morning departure. 
 

B. The Morning Departure – vs. 3-5 
 

Let me come back to something I said at the  
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beginning. “Once bitten, twice shy.” I don’t think 

I’m on this island alone when I say that if 

something goes bad once, I try to learn from it so it 

doesn’t happen again. Our chapter is a case in point. 

Put yourself in the sandals of these brothers and ask 

yourself the question that if the first time you found 

money in your sack and you felt that gnawing 

sensation way down in the pit of your stomach, 

wouldn’t you check your bag out of curiosity just to 

have some peace of mind that it didn’t happen 

again? I think I would have checked before I 

saddled up and headed down the dirt road. Maybe 

they talked about it and concluded that the odds of it 

happening a second time seemed so remote they 

couldn’t fathom it happening again. 
 

Maybe they were still riding high on the euphoria of 

having had lunch with the governor the day before 

that that was all they could think and talk about. 
 

When morning dawned, they were sent on their way 

with their donkeys and bulging bundles of grain. 

Considering the first time they left Egypt, it must 

have certainly been a more festive mood among 

these brothers as they headed out of town. If their 

donkeys had a CD player installed they would have 

been playing that 70’s song by Jimmy Cliff. 

I can see clearly now the rain is gone 

I can see all obstacles in my way 

Gone are the dark clouds that had me down 

It’s gonna be a bright, bright sunshiny day. 

It’s gonna be a bright, bright sunshiny day. 
 

Oh, yes I can make it now the pain is gone 

All of the bad feelings have disappeared 

Here is that rainbow I’ve been praying for 

It’s gonna be a bright, bright sunshiny day. 

It’s gonna be a bright, bright sunshiny day. 
 

Look all around, there’s nothing but blue skies 

Look straight ahead, there’s nothing but blue skies. 

It’s gonna be a bright, bright sunshiny day. 

It’s gonna be a bright, bright sunshiny day. 
 

Or maybe it was Oscar Hammerstein’s song  

Oh what a beautiful morning, 

Oh, what a beautiful day, 

I’ve got a beautiful feelin’ 

Everything’s going my way. 
 

Have you ever felt like that? Life just couldn’t get 

any better. Every traffic light is green. Every drive 

from the tee is a hole in one. Every sales call nets a 

profit, but then wham.  
 

These eleven brothers were riding out on cloud 

nine. Everything was going their way. Simeon had 

been returned unharmed from prison, Benjamin was 

still with them, their grain sacks were filled to the 

point of exploding. 
 

Then we read that after they had left, Joseph gave 

further instructions to his steward to pursue after 

them with a message accusing them of stealing. He 

didn’t mention anything about the money that was 

returned, just the cup. That was of more importance. 

The text tells us that the cup was used for 

divination. Now it’s my personal opinion that 

Joseph didn’t use this cup for that purpose. It was 

stated that way for effect to show how powerful 

Joseph was. How else could they explain how he 

knew so much about them or how he was able to 

seat them all by age. I believe he relied on and 

continued to trust in God. But for dramatic effect, 

he made it sound like that’s how he knew so much 

about this band of brothers. 
 

In ancient Egypt, divination by using a cup was not 

uncommon as a method of communing with the 

spirits to determine future events. There were a 

couple of common methods used. In one method 

they would take the goblet filled with water and mix 

in oil. They would interpret the shapes of the oil 

moving through the water to mean certain things. 
 

In another method, they would interpret the ripples 

and reflections in the water to mean certain things. 

Sometimes they would set the goblet filled with 

water in the sun and throw gold or silver or precious 

stones in the cup as they chanted some incantation 

to help them interpret the signs and shadows. 
 

Joseph relied on none of those methods, but relied 

on seeing God’s unfolding plan. Dr. Jeremiah 

something to consider. “Don’t be intimidated by the  

world, be motivated by the Word.” 
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Surrounded by pagan rites and rituals, Joseph chose 

to rely on the Word of God, to trust God’s purpose 

in everything that happened to him. He remained a 

stalwart of faith even though everything around him 

wanted to pull the rug of faith out from under him. 

He didn’t let the pagan world in which he lived 

intimidate him into changing what he believed. We 

are reminded in Romans 12:2 not to be conformed 

to the world but be transformed by renewing the 

mind and that’s done through the Word of God 
 

There’s an old adage that says “oh, what a 

difference a day makes” and these 11 travelers are 

about to have their proverbial world rocked. We 

find in verses 6-13 that a hatched plot turns into an 

honest plea.  
 

II. AN HONEST PLEA – vs. 6-13 
 

They go from the highest high to the lowest low. 

It’s in these verses that we note first a plea based on 

guiltlessness. 
 

A. A Plea Based On Guiltlessness – vs. 6-9 
 

To my knowledge, no one likes to see the flashing 

lights of a police vehicle pull up behind you. 

Having had the experience a couple times, it’s 

unsettling. Even when you believe you are innocent. 

You automatically begin to reenact your most 

recent driving experience. Your mind looks back at 

the speedometer and the stop signs or traffic lights.  
 

Imagine what the brothers must have thought when 

their donkeys laden with sacks of grain were 

overtaken by the steward and his armed escort.  A 

crowd may have gathered on the corner to observe 

and listen in on the conversation as the steward 

repeated the words from Joseph as directed.  
 

As we read the account, the brothers couldn’t 

believe the accusations they were hearing and to a 

man argued their innocence. They even exclaimed 

that they wouldn’t dare dream of doing such a thing 

as they had been accused of. They recited their 

purpose for coming part of which was to return the 

money that somehow had mistakenly found its way 

back into their sacks on the first trip. Why would 

they be so bold as to try and steal from the governor 

a valuable piece as they were accused of stealing? 
 

To show how preposterous the accusation was, they 

were willing to make an extreme proposition and 

have the thief put to death. The rest would become 

slaves of the governor. That’s how sure they were 

of their innocence. They had no reason or purpose 

for taking such an item as that. In short, they were 

saying: “Are you crazy? Why would we do such a 

thing? Especially after how kindly he treated us.” 
 

On the couple of times I have been pulled over, I 

have never been able to talk my way out of a ticket. 

Maybe you have had better success. Nothing they 

said would convince the steward of their innocence. 

That’s when we see a plea based on grief. 
 

B. A Plea Based On Grief – vs. 10-13 
 

The steward was satisfied with the proposal but 

altered the conditions. Instead of death to the guilty 

person, he would be the only one to endure slavery. 

All the others would be free to leave. 
 

They quickly lowered their sacks of grain and one 

by one beginning with the oldest, Reuben, each one 

opened their bag. There must have been an anxious 

moment and collective sigh of relief as each one 

opened his sack and found no cup. They were 

relieved it wasn’t them, but anxious because the 

field narrowed with each one. After 10 sacks had 

revealed nothing for what they were accused of 

stealing, they must have felt quite certain of their 

innocence until Benjamin’s sack was opened and 

the coveted cup sat their glistening in the early 

morning sun. Their response wasn’t relief that it 

was none of the 10 older brothers or even that now 

they could also get rid of this other brother who had 

taken top spot on the short list of Dad’s favorites. 

Our text tells us that they all tore their robes. It was 

a gesture of grief, a symbol of mourning and loss. 

According to one source, tearing one’s clothes in 

public was a powerful demonstration of anguish and 

heartache. Judah had promised to keep him safe and 

now all he could think of was the image of his 

father’s deep misery over the loss of Benjamin. For 

all they knew Benjamin was guilty. Perhaps 
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tempted by the splendor of Egypt he thought of his 

own position back in Canaan and decided to take a 

souvenir. 
 

Maybe the name Otto Warmbier rings a bell. He 

was the student visiting North Korea in 2016 who 

was accused of stealing a political banner from his 

hotel, convicted and spent about two months in 

prison. But shortly after being released to the 

United States he died from his incarceration. 
 

We know Benjamin was innocent because we have 

the full story and understand it was part of Joseph’s 

plan to determine the true character of his brothers, 

but they didn’t know that. The facts spoke for 

themselves. Someone had stolen the silver cup and 

it was found in Benjamin’s sack – guilty as charged. 

The facts were indisputable, even if it had been 

intentionally planted.  Theirs was an honest plea, 

one based on their guiltlessness and grief. The rest 

of the chapter is about a hopeful petition. 
 

III. A HOPEFUL PETITION – vs. 14-34 
 

Joseph had not yet left for the office when the 

brothers all returned to his home. In verses 14-18 

we see an appeal to Joseph’s patience. 
 

A. An Appeal To Joseph’s Patience – vs.14-18 
 

What could they say that would change his 

decision? They came into his house and 

immediately fell down before him. They are unified 

in their response realizing how powerful he was. 

Kent Hughes describes this action as “abject 

groveling submission.” On two other occasions they 

had bowed before him to show respect and give him 

honor. By this act they are appealing. It was an act 

of seeking mercy. 
 

As he had done with his father in appealing to the 

need to get more food, Judah stepped forward as the 

spokesman for the group. In his appeal, he 

wondered what could be done to prove their 

innocence. He even admitted on behalf of the other 

nine brothers that God had uncovered their guilt for 

something done in the past. He offered that they all 

become slaves. I’m convinced Joseph could see the 

genuineness of Judah’s petition. There is an 

admission of guilt. There is a repentant spirit seen in 

a willingness for all of them to be charged as guilty 

not just the one who had the cup in his sack. It’s a 

willingness to pay for the wrongdoing. Judah asks 

the governor to be patient with him as he spoke to 

try and defend their innocence. It was an appeal on 

the ground of grace. Would he be patient with them 

and show them grace giving them what they didn’t 

deserve and show them mercy by withholding what 

he said they should receive based on the evidence? 
 

Judah then appeals to Joseph’s purpose. 
 

B. An Appeal To Joseph’s Purpose – vs. 19-24 
 

Judah continued by recounting the previous meeting 

they had with him in which the governor had 

specifically asked about any other family members. 

They had honestly answered all the questions never 

expecting he would demand this other brother be 

brought with them the next time they came down as 

proof they were not spies. Judah even went so far as 

to put Benjamin above all the rest of them as their 

father’s favored son. He even stated that if the boy 

left his father, the father would likely die. He was 

doing all he could to protect Benjamin and their 

father. Judah recalled how Joseph had dealt with 

them earlier even his inflexibility if they were to 

ever come back for more food.  
 

But Judah didn’t stop there. In verses 25-32 he 

appealed to Joseph’s pity. 
 

C. An Appeal To Joseph’s Pity – vs. 25-32 
 

When the food ran out, Dad ordered them to return, 

but they told him, they couldn’t show up without 

Benjamin. Judah then referred to Rachel and the 

two sons born to her and quoted what their father 

had said about Joseph “that he must have surely 

been torn to pieces.” If Benjamin didn’t return 

with them, their father would die in misery.  
 

Judah appealed to his heart as a father who must 

surely understand the heart of another father who 

had lost one son. How would it feel if he lost 

another son?  
 

Judah also subtly implicated Joseph with the death 
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of their father if Benjamin didn’t return with them. 

While Judah would bear the shame for not keeping 

his promise of protecting his brother, he was saying 

that Joseph would be the one responsible for their 

father’s death by keeping Benjamin in Egypt. So it 

is in the last two verses we see the appeal to 

Joseph’s power. 
 

D. An Appeal To Joseph’s Power – vs. 33-34 
 

Earlier in the chapter Joseph spoke of the power he 

held through the cup that was missing. Judah now 

appealed to that power to release them, especially 

Benjamin, since the life and health of their father 

rested with the safety of his son. Judah then offered 

to take the place of Benjamin. If they were to return 

to their father without him, it would do him in. It 

would be too much for him to bear to watch his 

father grieve and die. He appealed to Joseph’s 

power so that he would not have to look on his 

father’s misery. 
 

Some scholars, and I think rightly so, point to this 

single act as the reason later on that Jacob would 

bless Judah as the line through whom the Messiah 

would come. It is an act of willing substitution and 

sacrifice, the same willing act of Christ who became 

our substitute and sacrifice for sin. 
 

Judah is a representation of the transformed heart 

evident in each of the brothers, the kind of change 

Joseph was hoping to see. It was a hopeful petition. 
 

Chuck Swindoll has said that “it is in the trivial and 

mundane details of life that our attitude is tested the 

most.” 

That is certainly the case with these 10 brothers. 

From the arrogant, jealous, bitter, angry, murderous, 

greedy brothers of chapter 37, we have witnessed 

in the ensuing chapters changes in character that can 

only be attributed to God’s miraculous work in 

hearts that needed changing. If they could change 

by God’s grace, there is hope for us. If they could 

change by God’s grace, there is hope for that loved 

one or neighbor to also change by that same grace. 
 

Before Joseph reveals himself, let me share with 

you three changes I see that took place in the lives 

of the 10 brothers. Let me offer you what I hope is a 

helpful plan.  
 

IV. A HELPFUL PLAN 
 

On our recent vacation to the UP we hiked the four 

miles between the upper and lower falls. There were 

some pleasant paths, but there were also some very 

difficult stretches where roots from the many trees 

along the path intertwined and stuck up from the 

ground. If we didn’t watch where we were walking 

they were potential tripping hazards. I want to 

suggest that three things I am going to share are the 

roots that can trip us up if we aren’t watching for 

them. Let me suggest first the need to overcome the 

root of jealousy. 
 

A. Overcome The Root Of Jealousy 
 

I see jealousy as a gateway emotion to other 

unhealthy emotions. Where I see pride as the 

foundational sin that fosters everything else, 

jealousy is the doorway that leads to others if we 

don’t watch out for it. 
 

The brothers were self-seeking and self-serving. In 

their own way they all jockeyed for position in the 

pecking order of superiority in the family. Their 

individual pride festered deep seated jealousy that 

led them to commit some of the acts we read about. 

We saw in previous chapters their jealousy of 

Joseph over being the favored son.  Jealousy is 

being envious of someone who has something we 

don’t have. 

A position we wanted that someone else got. 

A new car or house or even a skill. 

We can be jealous of others over anything. 

Jealousy is an indication that we are not happy with 

what God has given us or how God has made us. 

Proverbs 27:4 “Wrath is cruel, and anger is 

outrageous; but who is able to stand against 

envy.” Jealousy includes both anger and wrath. 
 

James 3:16 “For where envying and strife is, 

there is confusion and every evil work.” Is that 

ever evident in the early lives of the brothers. 
 

Joseph gave his brothers opportunities to 

demonstrate whether they still harbored jealousy. 
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From what he saw, they had overcome jealousy. We 

can overcome it by living like Christ, focusing on 

serving others rather than focusing on self and what 

we don’t have that we think we deserve. 
 

Let me suggest to you that jealousy is the fuel that 

turns the gears of other negative attitudes and 

actions like anger, bitterness, resentment and even 

murder itself. 
 

A second character trait these brothers overcame 

that would be good for us to resolve in our hearts as 

well is bitterness and resentment. 
 

B. Overcome The Root Of Bitterness and 

Resentment 
 

I’m choosing to put these two together because they 

essentially are different sides of the same coin, both 

of which are roots that can trip us up if not careful.  
 

Bitterness has been defined as “resentful cynicism 

that results in an intense antagonism or hostility 

toward someone else.” As an adjective it means 

sharp like an arrow or bitter in taste, something that 

is disagreeable or venomous. It’s also been 

described as “that state of mind that willfully holds 

on to angry feelings, ready to take offense, able to 

break out in anger at any moment.” 
 

Resentment on the other hand, is a negative reaction 

to events that we see as unfair. Joseph had a coat of 

many colors, they didn’t. We can feel resentment 

when we are insulted or when our errors or 

weaknesses are exposed. Joseph gave a bad report 

about his brothers to their father. The brothers 

resented Joseph for taking the affection of their 

father. If resentment isn’t dealt with, it can change 

into bitterness. Both are hazardous roots. 
 

How do we overcome bitterness and resentment? 

Hebrews 12:15 “Looking diligently lest any man 

fail of the grace of God, lest any root of 

bitterness springing up trouble you and thereby 

many be defiled.” When we miss the grace of God, 

we can become bitter. 
 

In Ephesians 4:31 we are told to “get rid of all 

bitterness, rage (outbursts of anger) and anger, 

brawling and slander (shouting), along with 

every form of malice (ill will or wanting something 

bad to happen to them).”  But then it continues in 

the next verse by telling us how we can deal with 

bitterness by being “kind and compassionate to 

one another, forgiving each other, just as in 

Christ God forgave you” (vs. 32)  
 

Through the course of conversation with his 

brothers and observation of them, Joseph saw that 

the traits of bitterness and resentment were gone as 

he saw how they deeply cared for Benjamin and 

their father. 
 

Finally, we need to overcome the root of anger. 
 

C. Overcome The Root Of Anger 
 

Their anger led them to a dark place in their 

collective lives where, to a man, they were willing 

to murder their brother. Their anger began with 

jealousy and bitterness.  
 

We are told in Ephesians 4:26 that it’s okay to be 

angry as long as we don’t sin in the process or allow 

sin to get a foothold. It’s a fine line to walk and few 

can do it without crossing over. Jesus is our model. 

He was justifiably anger with the hypocrisy of the 

Pharisees. Moses was angry at the rebellion of 

Israel and struck the rock causing him to forfeit 

being able to enter the Promised Land. Cain was 

angry with Abel and killed him. Saul was angry 

with David and wanted to kill him. The Pharisees 

were angry with Jesus and ended up killing him. 

The devil wants us to take our righteous anger and 

turn it into something sinful. Paul gives us the 

answer to keep anger from becoming sin. It’s to 

keep short accounts by not letting the sun go down 

on our wrath. Both Ephesians 4:31 and Colossians 

3:8 tells us to get rid of or put off anger and again, 

we do so by being kind, compassionate and 

forgiving just as God has been toward us (4:32). 
 

Joseph had witnessed changes in his brothers and 

that sets the stage for what happens next. For that, 

you’ll have to come back next week for the ultimate 

reveal party. Have others seen a change in you or 

are there some roots you need to overcome?  


