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Review: 
 
JOSEPH’S SECOND ELEVATION TO OVERSEER 
 
Genesis 39: 1-6 

The story line picks up where it left off at the end of chapter thirty-seven. 
Joseph’s brothers in their hatred of him sold him to a group of itinerant merchantmen 
who were members of the Midianites/Ishmaelites tribes. Even though they are different 
groups they intermarried and travelled together. 
The plot to kill him had been tempered by Reuben and Judah’s alternate scenario of 
selling him and making a profit on the transaction.  
 Some understanding of the geopolitical environment in the Mid-East at that time 
is helpful to understand this story. Sometime during the seventeenth century B.C there 
was a migration of Semitic peoples from the Mid-East to Egypt. They are known as the 
Amorites and had a warrior aristocracy know as the Hyksos. This group took control of 
the eastern delta area then gradually extended their power over all of Egypt. The time 
frame for this story of Joseph’s time in Egypt begins approximately in the year 1898 B.C. 
This was the time of the Hyksos’ control over Egypt. It seems that the Hyksos’ were in 
control of Egypt during the time that Joseph entered Egypt. Egyptian history and the 
succession of Pharaoh’s are unclear. The only known source of a complete list of the 
Pharaohs’ is Manetho’s, a third century B.C. Egyptian priest whose accuracy has been 
suspect. Nevertheless because the text emphasizes the fact that Potiphar is an Egyptian by 
stating this three times (Genesis 39: 1, 2 & 5) it is reasonable to accept the Semitic 
Hyksos rule in Egypt during Joseph’s time there. Hyksos control in Egypt helps to 
explain the favorable treatment Joseph received from Potiphar and Pharaoh. Certainly 
God led the people in this story to act favorable towards Joseph in the ninety-three years 
he was in Egypt.  

Potiphar probably bought Joseph because the text states that Joseph was comely, 
and well favored. It is noteworthy that only two men in the Bible are characterized in this 
manner. Joseph and David are both called handsome. It could also be because Potiphar 
(being Egyptian) wanted a Semitic man in his household as political protection against 
the Hyksos. Joseph had some familiarity with the language used by the Hyksos because 
he lived in Haran for most of his life. This was an advantage Potiphar especially if his 
relationship to Pharaoh declined. 

God blessed Joseph and this is stated four times in this chapter (Genesis 39: 2, 3, 
21 & 23). God never spoke directly to Joseph as He had to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He 
was with him as the text declares seven times and is obvious as the story unfolds. 
Potiphar saw the fact that Jehovah God was with Joseph too. Within a very short time 
Potiphar appointed Joseph to be the overseer of his household and he had complete 
control over the entire household with the exception of the food. Egyptians did not eat 
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with foreigners and did not allow foreigners to eat their food (Genesis 43: 32). This was 
the second time that he had been given the responsibility over others as overseer. His 
father Jacob did it as well, placing him over his brothers. Here is the outworking of the 
Abrahamic Covenant with the blessing and cursing components. Joseph did personally 
strive to be the best at what he did and he made the best of a difficult situation as a slave 
in a foreign nation. God had him this given natural ability and knew God and what He 
required of him. 

Potiphar is called an officer of Pharaoh was chief executioner. He had a highly 
desirable and envious position. The Hebrew word is saris, which means eunuch. Potiphar 
had been castrated so he could be close to the Egyptian Pharaoh without being a threat to 
him or his harem. This was a common Mid Eastern practice that began with the 
Sumerians. Potiphar consented to this in order to take this high position. He was also 
married so his wife knew and lived with his physical deformity.  Perhaps his political 
influence and financial well-being was an acceptable trade off. In any event this was the 
probable reason for Potiphar’s wife to be prone to adulterous affairs. Potiphar and his 
wife may have even had an arrangement whereby she could discreetly engage in affairs 
since he was unable to provide her with normal sexual relations. Joseph would end up 
spending about eight or nine years in Potiphar’s employ. 

 
POTIPHAR’S WIFE AND JOSEPH 
 
Genesis 39: 7-18 
 If Joseph had not been so handsome Potiphar’s unnamed wife may not have been 
so attracted to him. But the text stating, that his master’s wife cast her eyes upon Joseph; 
and she said, Lie with me, comes right after the text stating his attractive physical 
appearance. Further he had a powerful position and this made him the target of her 
affection. As she came on to him demanding a sexual union he refused with two good 
reasons. One, Potiphar had put his complete trust in Joseph and God provided his with all 
the opportunities he realized and two Joseph would not violate his relationship to God. 
God would know because, “The eyes of the lord are in every place beholding the evil and 
the good” (Proverbs 15: 3).  All sin is against God.  

But she was persistent. The text says that she spake to Joseph day by day, that he 
hearkened not unto her, to lie by her, or to be with her. She harassed him daily to have 
sex with her, which caused him to begin avoiding her. So she concocted a plan to trap 
him into having sex with her. She made sure that the other workers of the house would be 
gone and she waited for Joseph to come in to do his work. She caught him by his garment 
and demanded sex. He fled the house leaving his garment there. The only thing to do 
when faced with a sinful temptation is to flee as stated in 1 Corinthians 10:13. 
 

 13 There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man: but 
God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; 
but will with the temptation also make a way to escape, that ye may be able to 
bear it (KJV). 

 
Potiphar’s wife, who was scorned by Joseph brought, the men of the household 

back and began to lie about the events of her harassment toward Joseph. She knew that 
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being Egyptian they would be sympathetic toward her for two reasons. One Joseph was a 
foreigner, a Hebrew and two he had risen over them quickly which appealed to their envy 
of him. The Egyptians did not like their Hyksos rulers and Joseph’s heritage would place 
him in the same despised category as the Hyksos. She claimed he tried to rape her and it 
came to pass, when he heard that I lifted up my voice and cried, that he left his garment 
by me, and fled, and got him out. So she screamed and claimed that Joseph ran out as a 
result of hearing her screams. 
 
POTIPHAR HEARS THE STORY 
 
Genesis 39: 19-23 

Her second accusation was against her husband. She told him the same story 
adding some embellishments. In this retelling she added that The Hebrew servant, whom 
thou hast brought unto us, came in unto me to mock me. She was essentially doing the 
same “blame others” tactic that came about at the Fall when Adam blamed his wife for 
his sin and she blamed the serpent all the while it was their own responsibility. She was 
suggesting that it was Potiphar’s fault for bringing Joseph, the Hebrew into their 
household. Nothing is said of the servants whether they believed her or not. They 
probably knew her well but were not in a position to refute her story. Potiphar became 
angry (his wrath was kindled). The text seems to favor his anger being directed at his 
wife. Once she made the report to the household staff he was obligated to do something. 
So he put Joseph into a royal prison for political internees. Even though God was with 
Joseph he did suffer some physical torture. Psalm 105: 18-19 says his feet were put into 
iron clasps (fetters). Political prisoners would be treated more severely than others and 
Joseph suffered some. Potiphar was in charge of Joseph’s jailers so he had control over 
the situation. God then began to bless Joseph and showed kindness unto him, and gave 
him favor in the sight of the keeper of the prison. This resulted in another elevation to a 
position of authority, which certainly Potiphar had to approve. The text says that Joseph 
worked along side with them and did whatsoever they did there, he was the doer of it. 
This is the mark of a well-respected leader, one who knows the people’s work, draws 
close to them, and earns their respect. The warden realized benefits because he appeared 
more efficient and endeared Joseph to him. These experiences would prepare Joseph for 
increased responsibility later. 

 
Today’s Message: 

 
JOSEPH’S IMPRISONMENT 
 
Genesis 40: 1-8 
 

1And it came to pass after these things, that the butler of the king of Egypt 
and his baker offended their lord the king of Egypt. 2And Pharaoh was wroth 
against his two officers, against the chief of the butlers, and against the chief 
of the bakers. 3And he put them in ward in the house of the captain of the 
guard, into the prison, the place where Joseph was bound. 4And the captain 
of the guard charged Joseph with them, and he ministered unto them: and 
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they continued a season in ward. 5 they dreamed a dream both of them, each 
man his dream, in one night, each man according to the interpretation of his 
dream, the butler and the baker of the king of Egypt, who were bound in the 
prison. 6And Joseph came in unto them in the morning, and saw them, and, 
behold, they were sad. 7And he asked Pharaoh’s officers that were with him 
in ward in his master’s house, saying, Wherefore look ye so sad to-day? 8And 
they said unto him, We have dreamed a dream, and there is none that can 
interpret it. And Joseph said unto them, Do not interpretations belong to 
God? tell it me, I pray you (ASV 1901). 

 
 Out text introduces this section of Scripture by saying, “And it came to pass after 
these things.” This tells us that this story begins sometime after Joseph was elevated to be 
an overseer of the others in the royal prison for political reasons. He spent about thirteen 
years in total with Potiphar and at least seven years in Pharaoh’s prison. Only one prison 
incident was important enough to be included in the Bible. All of the experiences Joseph 
received would prepare him for major responsibilities in the future.  
 This time was not wasted. The Lord was using it as a time of preparation for the 
elevated level of leadership he had in store for Joseph. Joseph assumed the office of 
prime minister in Egypt at the age of thirty. David also became king of Israel at thirty (II 
Samuel 5: 4). The office of priest in Israel required the kohen (priest) to have reached the 
age of thirty (Numbers 4: 46-47). Finally. Our Lord Jesus did not begin His ministry until 
He had reached the age of thirty. The Bible gives us the age of thirty as that of maturity 
and competence for the work God has for His chosen. This time with the two officials 
who were imprisoned with him gave him insight into the interworking at Pharaoh’s court. 
The two men of this story were close to Pharaoh and were well aware of the nature of 
interpersonal relationships between the Hyksos and the high Egyptian court attendees. 
They also were aware of the political intrigue associated with high office and must have 
educated Joseph in the interworking’s of government and politics. 
 Both the butler and baker had committed some offense toward Pharaoh. The text 
seems to indicate that the offense was actually committed by underlings in the employ of 
the chiefs of the bakers and butlers. Pharaoh held the superiors of the offenders 
responsible. They were eunuchs as was Potiphar. The cupbearer (butler) is mentioned 
first and was an important official in the Egyptian court. He assured that the wine and 
other drinks were free from poison and ready for Pharaoh to consume. As such he was a 
trusted official. All officials who would be close to Pharaoh had to be above reproach. 
This is the reason for making them eunuchs. The bakers were responsible for quality and 
safe food for the king’s consumption. Both of these men were being held responsible for 
capital crimes against the Crown. The story line does not reveal the nature of their 
crimes, only that Joseph was placed in charge of them. Through this responsibility he was 
able to minister to them. 
 Joseph had been the dreamer and now he became the interpreter of dreams. His 
brothers and father had previously interpreted his dreams. Now he would begin to do this. 
The cupbearer and the baker were distraught over the dreams they both had experienced. 
They did not have anybody to interpret their dreams. Since they had free access to Joseph 
they must have also had access to those who interpret dreams in Egypt (the magicians). 
However, it seems that none could do so satisfactorily. In mentioning this to Joseph he 
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makes the simple statement, “Do not interpretations belong to God? Even though men 
will attempt to discern dreams only God knows the true meaning of dreams. He then goes 
on to say that he can do it for them as a “child of God” by saying, “ tell it me, I pray 
you.” 
 
THE CUPBEARER’S DREAM 
 
Genesis 40: 9-15 
 

9And the chief butler told his dream to Joseph, and said to him, In my dream, 
behold, a vine was before me; 10and in the vine were three branches: and it 
was as though it budded, and its blossoms shot forth; and the clusters thereof 
brought forth ripe grapes: 11and Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand; and I took 
the grapes, and pressed them into Pharaoh’s cup, and I gave the cup into 
Pharaoh’s hand. 12And Joseph said unto him, This is the interpretation of it: 
the three branches are three days; 13within yet three days shall Pharaoh lift 
up thy head, and restore thee unto thine office: and thou shalt give Pharaoh’s 
cup into his hand, after the former manner when thou wast his butler. 14But 
have me in thy remembrance when it shall be well with thee, and show 
kindness, I pray thee, unto me, and make mention of me unto Pharaoh, and 
bring me out of this house: 15for indeed I was stolen away out of the land of 
the Hebrews: and here also have I done nothing that they should put me into 
the dungeon (ASV 1901). 

 
 The cupbearer (butler) tells his dream first and brings out rapid stages of a grape’s 
development. He saw its buds, blossoms and grapes becoming ripe. Then he saw 
Pharaoh’s cup: “and Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand; and I took the grapes, and pressed 
them into Pharaoh’s cup.”  Which is to say he made juice or wine from the ripened 
grapes and then “I gave the cup into Pharaoh’s hand.” Interestingly the figure three in 
this dream is important to Joseph discernment. There are three branches, three terms are 
used to describe the grapes and Pharaoh is mentioned three times. The cupbearer uses the 
first person common pronoun three times as he describes his actions in the dream (I took, 
I pressed, I placed). He was quite confident that he had carried out his responsibilities in a 
competent and proper manner. 
 Now Joseph begins to interpret the dream for the cupbearer. He says that, “the 
three branches are three days; within yet three days shall Pharaoh lift up thy head, and 
restore thee unto thine office: and thou shalt give Pharaoh’s cup into his hand, after the 
former manner when thou wast his butler.” Joseph knew that this was not an ordinary 
recurring dream. It was unique and had hidden meaning. It was a prophetic dream. The 
number of sets of  “threes” and the rapid succession of the grape’s development seemed 
to indicate that the restoration would occur in three days, in time for Pharaoh’s birthday 
celebration and not months or years. Joseph essentially tells him that in three days 
Pharaoh will restore him to his previous position of honor at court. Finally, because the 
dream concluded with the cupbearer serving Pharaoh, Joseph concluded the all would be 
well with the cupbearer’s position.  
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Joseph was confident that the cupbearer would be back in court so he asked that 
he extend kindness to him and make favorable comments about him to Pharaoh. Joseph 
told him that his captivity was unjustified and he was not born into slavery but abducted 
from his homeland of the Hebrews. Joseph related that he should be released on the 
grounds that he had done nothing to justify this slavery and imprisonment. Since Potiphar 
was responsible for Joseph being in prison the cupbearer would have to contend with him 
if he became an advocate for Joseph in Pharaoh’s court. With the cupbearer’s release he 
had no reason to become a proponent for Joseph, which could possibly, impair his new 
found freedom. 
 
THE CHIEF BAKER’S DREAM 
 
Genesis 40: 16-19 
 

16When the chief baker saw that the interpretation was good, he said unto 
Joseph, I also was in my dream, and, behold, three baskets of white bread 
were on my head: 17and in the uppermost basket there was of all manner of 
baked food for Pharaoh; and the birds did eat them out of the basket upon my 
head. 18And Joseph answered and said, This is the interpretation thereof: the 
three baskets are three days; 19within yet three days shall Pharaoh lift up thy 
head from off thee, and shall hang thee on a tree; and the birds shall eat thy 
flesh from off thee (ASV 1901). 

 
 Now comes the chief baker on the heels of the great prophetic dream of the 
cupbearer. He must have thought that his fortune was going to be as good as the 
cupbearer’s. He told Joseph that he experienced a dream that was filled with negative 
images. This was in contrast to the positive images that the cupbearer experienced. The 
three baskets of food were on his head and the uppermost basket was food for Pharaoh. 
The cupbearer actively participated in the delivery of the food; (I took, I pressed, I 
placed). Whereas the baker had the food prepared and was not actively involved. It was 
on his head waiting to be served. He did not personally serve the food; others were 
prepared to do that for him. The food was not placed on a suitable plate but left in the 
wicker basket when the birds came and ate the food. He did not even attempt to drive the 
birds away from the king’s food. His manner of carrying out his responsibilities was 
incompetent. This person did not appear to have any interest or commitment to his 
responsibilities, which would have been an endangerment to Pharaoh’s life.  

Joseph’s interpretation reflected just that as he said the person would not be 
restored but executed in three days time. His outcome would also coincide with the 
birthday of Pharaoh. He would be beheaded and then suffer the dishonor of being hung of 
a tree until the vultures ate his flesh. In Egypt there was a strong belief in the hereafter. 
The made elaborate embalming preparations for the dead with the expectation that the 
bodies would be useful later and therefore required preservation. Therefore, his end was 
particularly loathsome. 
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JOSEPH’S SUCCESS IN DREAM INTERPRETATION 
 

Genesis 40: 20-23 
 

20And it came to pass the third day, which was Pharaoh’s birthday, that he 
made a feast unto all his servants: and he lifted up the head of the chief 
butler and the head of the chief baker among his servants. 21And he restored 
the chief butler unto his butlership again; and he gave the cup into Pharaoh’s 
hand: 22but he hanged the chief baker: as Joseph had interpreted to them. 
23Yet did not the chief butler remember Joseph, but forgat him (ASV 1901). 

 
 Joseph’s interpretations were fulfilled three days after, on the king’s birthday. 
 the day of being born. This was not an ordinary birthday but (Yom huladat) יֹום :ֻהֶּלֶדת
one accompanied with great fanfare celebrated as a rebirthing. There are no other 
birthdays celebrated in Scripture. The writer was intimately familiar with Egyptian 
tradition by including this fact. It is one of the reasons that Joseph is a prime candidate 
for the authorship of this section of Genesis. Pharaoh gave his servants a feast, and lifted 
up the heads of both the prisoners, but in very different ways. The cupbearer was 
pardoned, and reinstated in his office; the baker, on the other hand, was executed. As 
would be expected due to the sensitive political nature of the cupbearer’s relationship to 
Potiphar he forgot Joseph in his prosperity, and did nothing to procure his liberation. He 
would though in about two years time. 
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