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Review: 
 
JOSEPH’S IMPRISONMENT 
 
Genesis 40: 1-8 
 The 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.  
 The Lord was using his prison experiences 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 the Lord Jesus began His ministry until when 
He 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. 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 court, politics and high court offices. 
 Both the butler and baker had committed an offense against 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 ensured 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 and this is 
the reason for making them eunuchs. The bakers were responsible for quality and safe 
food for the king’s consumption. The story line does not reveal the nature of their crimes, 
only that Joseph was placed in charge of them and 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 both had dreams that caused them great distress. 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 makes the simple statement, “Do not interpretations belong 
to God? Even though men will attempt to discern dreams only God knows the true 
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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 
 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.”  This 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’s 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 a prophetic dream with unique and had hidden meaning.  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, just 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.  

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 
 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 
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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 stated that 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, the baker’s end was particularly 
loathsome and implied the baker was not worthy of this practice. 

 
JOSEPH’S SUCCESS IN DREAM INTERPRETATION 

 
Genesis 40: 20-23 
 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 obtain his liberation. This 
would change in two years time. 
 
Today’s Message: 
 
PHARAOH’S DREAMS 
 
Genesis 41: 1-8 
 

1And it came to pass at the end of two full years, that Pharaoh dreamed: and, 
behold, he stood by the river. 2And, behold, there came up out of the river 
seven kine, well-favored and fat-fleshed; and they fed in the reed-grass. 3And, 
behold, seven other kine came up after them out of the river, ill-favored and 
lean-fleshed, and stood by the other kine upon the brink of the river. 4And the 
ill-favored and lean-fleshed kine did eat up the seven well-favored and fat 
kine. So Pharaoh awoke. 5And he slept and dreamed a second time: and, 
behold, seven ears of grain came up upon one stalk, rank and good. 6And, 
behold, seven ears, thin and blasted with the east wind, sprung up after them. 
7And the thin ears swallowed up the seven rank and full ears. And Pharaoh 
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awoke, and, behold, it was a dream. 8And it came to pass in the morning that 
his spirit was troubled; and he sent and called for all the magicians of Egypt, 
and all the wise men thereof: and Pharaoh told them his dream; but there 
was none that could interpret them unto Pharaoh (ASV 1901). 

 
 The text opens with the declaration of, at the end of two full years. This means 
that the following story occurred after the events of Joseph’s interpretation of the dreams 
of both the royal cupbearer and the royal baker. He was still in prison after asking the 
cupbearer upon his release, to put a good word in to Pharaoh for him. That was obviously 
not politically expedient for the cupbearer to do so. Even though he was still imprisoned 
the events of this chapter show that Joseph’s faith in God was still strong. 
 Interestingly the dreams of Pharaoh came in a pair. So did the last two dream and 
interpretation incidents Joseph experienced. The first pair was with his family and the 
second while in prison with the royal cupbearer and royal baker. The dreams that Pharaoh 
experienced involved the Nile River, which is the life source of food in Egypt. There is 
very little rain in Egypt if at all; the entire economy of the agriculture was dependent for 
water, which came from the periodic flooding of the Nile.  

The first dream opens with Pharaoh standing by the Nile watching seven stout 
cows rise out of the river where they would normally be feeding. After this seven gaunt 
cows came out of the river, approached the stout ones and ate them. This dream woke 
him up but did not bother him, as it was just a dream. He went back to sleep and received 
another dream. The second dream did greatly bother him. It was similar to the first except 
there were seven ears of grain that were dry by the blasting of the eastern sirocco winds 
coming from either Arabia or the Sahara Desert. These winds typically will lower the 
level of the Nile and have a devastating effect on the crops. These seven dry stalks of 
grain then ate seven healthy ones. Being the chief ruler in Egypt, Pharaoh must have 
realized the ominous sign that these dreams gave him. He knew that Egypt’s entire 
economy was dependent upon agriculture through the Nile. From their pagan religion the 
cow was a representation of their god Isis the god of fertility. Osiris the god of vegetation 
was represented as a bull. He just did not understand the details or what exactly they 
meant. 

Finally he called for his magicians and the wise men of Egypt to find out what the 
dreams meant. They were the experts in the priestly craft of magic. We see references to 
them in Daniel 1: 20, 2:2 and Exodus 7-9. These occultists were unable to provide a 
satisfactory interpretation for him. These dreams came from Jehovah God and the 
occultists who were connected to the demonic world could not be able to provide an 
answer to Pharaoh’s questions from their normal source.  
 
THE CUPBEARER SPEAKS UP 
 
Genesis 41: 9-13 
 

9Then spake the chief butler unto Pharaoh, saying, I do remember my faults 
this day: 10Pharaoh was wroth with his servants, and put me in ward in the 
house of the captain of the guard, me and the chief baker: 11and we dreamed 
a dream in one night, I and he; we dreamed each man according to the 
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interpretation of his dream. 12And there was with us there a young man, a 
Hebrew, servant to the captain of the guard; and we told him, and he 
interpreted to us our dreams; to each man according to his dream he did 
interpret. 13And it came to pass, as he interpreted to us, so it was; me he 
restored unto mine office, and him he hanged. 14Then Pharaoh sent and 
called Joseph, and they brought him hastily out of the dungeon: and he 
shaved himself, and changed his raiment, and came in unto Pharaoh (ASV 
1901). 

 
 The cupbearer who was a close servant of Pharaoh “suddenly” remembers one 
who can interpret dreams accurately. He had been restored after imprisonment and at that 
time he had nothing to gain by helping Joseph as requested. Now it was going to help him 
in Pharaoh’s court to reveal Joseph’s gift. He begins by stating his personal faults that 
landed him in prison where he encountered Joseph. The political intrigue here is 
interesting. If Joseph could provide a satisfactory interpretation the cupbearer would be a 
hero. If Joseph failed then along with the failures of the occultists perhaps there was no 
interpretation to be had. Interestingly the cupbearer only spoke of Joseph’s ability. He did 
not make any promises to Pharaoh. He saw the degree of stress these dreams had on him 
and was probably concerned for his job if a replacement came into power. The fact that 
Joseph had accurately interpreted the two dreams of both the cupbearer and the baker 
both good and evil must have impressed Pharaoh. He sent for Joseph to be brought out of 
the dungeon and appear before him. Joseph then shaved himself, as the Egyptians were 
clean-shaven. He changed his clothes, which could have come from Potiphar so he could 
make the best appearance before the king of Egypt. Perhaps he realized that this was his 
one chance to finally be released from an unjust imprisonment. 
 
PHARAOH’S SPEAKS TO JOSEPH 
 
Genesis 41: 15-24 
 

15And Pharaoh said unto Joseph, I have dreamed a dream, and there is none 
that can interpret it: and I have heard say of thee, that when thou hearest a 
dream thou canst interpret it. 16And Joseph answered Pharaoh, saying, It is 
not in me: God will give Pharaoh an answer of peace. 17And Pharaoh spake 
unto Joseph, In my dream, behold, I stood upon the brink of the river: 18and, 
behold, there came up out of the river seven kine, fat-fleshed and well-
favored: and they fed in the reed-grass: 19and, behold, seven other kine came 
up after them, poor and very ill-favored and lean-fleshed, such as I never saw 
in all the land of Egypt for badness: 20and the lean and ill-favored kine did 
eat up the first seven fat kine: 21and when they had eaten them up, it could not 
be known that they had eaten them; but they were still ill-favored, as at the 
beginning. So I awoke. 22And I saw in my dream, and, behold, seven ears 
came up upon one stalk, full and good: 23and, behold, seven ears, withered, 
thin, and blasted with the east wind, sprung up after them: 24and the thin ears 
swallowed up the seven good ears: and I told it unto the magicians; but there 
was none that could declare it to me (ASV 1901). 
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  Surely Joseph was prepared by Potiphar and others close to Pharaoh what 
the nature of his appearance before the king was. So Pharaoh begins his discourse with 
Joseph by relating the failure of his magicians and soothsayers to successfully interpret 
the dreams. Then he lets Joseph know that it has been said of him “when thou hearest a 
dream thou canst interpret it.” Joseph knowing God says, “It is not in me: God will give 
Pharaoh an answer of peace.” Joseph is not saying the dream will be to his liking, just 
that he will have the satisfaction of knowing exactly what the dream meant. He is also 
saying to Pharaoh that knowing the genuine meaning of the dream will remove your 
anxiety, which seemed to be great. Joseph is saying that God will communicate his 
intentions to Pharaoh so he can respond according to God’s divine plan.  
The same idea is conveyed in Proverbs 21: 1. 
 

1The king's heart is in the hand of Jehovah as the watercourses: He turneth it 
whithersoever he will (ASV 1901).  
 

Just as Jehovah God can change the course of a stream of water, He can turn a kings heart 
any way He desires. We must remember that even though this man was an absolute 
autocrat, God controls him and allows him to do what He wills him to do.  

Pharaoh then recalls the dream to Joseph and adds some new information. He says 
that the thin cows were worse than he has ever seen in Egypt and after the thin ones ate 
the stout ones they were still gaunt. He moves on to describe the sirocco winds causing 
some grain to be withered and that they ate the healthy stalks of grain. He concludes his 
exposition by stating that his magicians could not decipher the dreams. 
 
JOSEPH INTERPRETS AND ADVISES 
 
Genesis 41: 25-36 
 

25And Joseph said unto Pharaoh, The dream of Pharaoh is one: what God is 
about to do he hath declared unto Pharaoh. 26The seven good kine are seven 
years; and the seven good ears are seven years: the dream is one. 27And the 
seven lean and ill-favored kine that came up after them are seven years, and 
also the seven empty ears blasted with the east wind; they shall be seven 
years of famine. 28That is the thing which I spake unto Pharaoh: what God is 
about to do he hath showed unto Pharaoh. 29Behold, there come seven years 
of great plenty throughout all the land of Egypt: 30and there shall arise after 
them seven years of famine; and all the plenty shall be forgotten in the land 
of Egypt; and the famine shall consume the land; 31and the plenty shall not be 
known in the land by reason of that famine which followeth; for it shall be 
very grievous. 32And for that the dream was doubled unto Pharaoh, it is 
because the thing is established by God, and God will shortly bring it to pass. 
33Now therefore let Pharaoh look out a man discreet and wise, and set him 
over the land of Egypt. 34Let Pharaoh do this, and let him appoint overseers 
over the land, and take up the fifth part of the land of Egypt in the seven 
plenteous years. 35And let them gather all the food of these good years that 
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come, and lay up grain under the hand of Pharaoh for food in the cities, and 
let them keep it. 36And the food shall be for a store to the land against the 
seven years of famine, which shall be in the land of Egypt; that the land 
perish not through the famine (ASV 1901).  

 
 Joseph begins the interpretation immediately. The sense of urgency is apparent 
with the speed that they got him out of prison and in front of Pharaoh. He tells Pharaoh 
that the two dreams are of the same issue. Joseph stated the divine purpose of the dreams 
to be, “what God is about to do he hath declared unto Pharaoh.” This is what Daniel 
would tell Nebuchadnezzar in a later period (Cir. 598 B.C.) in Babylon when he dreamed 
a dream of a massive image (Daniel 2). Joseph tells him that there will be seven years of 
plenty followed by seven years of famine. It will be a very difficult time in Egypt for all 
who live there. The Nile flooding will cease for seven years causing a grievous famine. 
Joseph follows this interpretation with a strategy. 
 He tells Pharaoh to appoint a wholesome, trustworthy, and effective economic 
czar as well as overseers to implement the following plan for safely providing for his 
citizens through the famine. Joseph suggests that a twenty percent tax should be 
implemented for the next seven years of plenty instead of the normal ten percent. The 
citizens would not see any negative effects because the seven years of plenty would 
produce a bumper crop making the higher temporary tax virtually unnoticed. Farmers 
would still have approximately their normal yield. The food would be stored in various 
locations around the country making it accessible when needed and visible to the 
population so they could see the genuineness of the plan as it was implemented. When 
the famine struck Pharaoh would be well liked as the savior of Egypt. Since the hated 
Hyksos were in charge of Egypt this would soften the citizen’s view of them. The Hyksos 
would not have to rely too heavily on military force to maintain population control. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NEXT WEEK: JOSEPH IS ELEVATED AGAIN 
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