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Genesis 40 and 41 
December 19, 2021 

 
1) Introduction to Genesis 40 

 
a) Moving from chapter 39 to Chapter 40 we move from the J writer of chapter 

39 to the E writer of chapter 40. This transition will cause some rough spots 
such as the description of Joseph as a supervisor of prisoners in chapter 39 
and as a slave to prisoners in chapter 40. Though he will later rise to great 
power, in this story he is a slave of prisoners. How low can you get! God 
makes no direct appearance in these chapters, but the writer assures us that 
Providence is at work. The Joseph story is not history as we use that term, 
but the story could be set as early as 1700-1650 BC or it could be later 
during the 18th dynasty of Egypt, 1552-1306 BC. 
 

b) One cannot escape the importance of dreams in the ancient world and that is 
especially true in Egypt. The interpretation of dreams was a science in 
ancient Egypt. There was considerable literature and many skilled 
practitioners concerning dream interpretation. However, inside a prison cell 
the resources of dream analysis were not available. 
 

2) Genesis 40:1-4 – The Cupbearer and the Baker 
 
a) “Sometime after this,” means sometime after his imprisonment by Potiphar. 

Joseph would be in his late twenties by now, 10 years after he was sold into 
Egyptian slavery. 

 
b) In the Egyptian bureaucracy these titles denoted positions of importance. 

The cupbearer, in addition to providing wine for Pharaoh, would also offer 
information and advice. Egyptian documents referred to this as a significant 
position. The role of the chief baker was not as important. To be a titled 
courtier was greatly prized but also terribly dangerous. Both men served at 
the pleasure of Pharaoh and had been delinquent in their duties for some 
reason. 
 

3) Genesis 40:5-19 – The Dreams of the 2 Prisoners 
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a) Joseph, the ever-observant slave, recognized one morning that both prisoners 
were very troubled. Joseph asked them, “Why are your faces downcast 
today?” They responded by saying they both had dreams which they felt 
were important, but there is no one available to interpret the meaning. 
Joseph insisted that “interpretations belong to God.” Joseph said that the 
interpretation of dreams is not a human ability, but a gift granted by God. 
Particularly dreams concerning future events were in the hands of God and 
only God could reveal to any interpreter what the dreams meant. As a godly 
person Joseph felt empowered to offer his understanding of the dreams’ 
meaning. 
 

b) The dream of the cupbearer revealed a vine with three branches which 
rapidly budded, blossomed and bore fruit. The grapes were pressed, made 
into wine, and poured into Pharaoh’s cup. Joseph interpreted the numbers in 
the dream to refer to the passing of 3 days’ time. He said to the cupbearer 
that in 3 days you will be restored to your position and “Pharaoh will lift up 
your head.” Von Rad explains, “This expression goes back ultimately to an 
actual custom and an audience: the petitioner stands or kneels with bowed 
head when the one on the throne takes him under the chin and raises his 
head.” To the cupbearer Joseph foretells a complete restoration of his 
position. 
 

c) The dream of the Baker was a less fortunate interpretation. He had dreamed 
of carrying three baskets filled with cakes, but birds came and ate out of the 
basket intended for the Pharaoh. As with the cupbearer Joseph interpreted 
the numbers refer to the passing of 3 days. At that time the Pharaoh will also 
lift up your head but in your case, you will lose your life by hanging and the 
birds will eat your flesh when you die.  
 

4) Genesis 40:20-23 – Joseph Remains in Prison 
 
a) In verse 14 Joseph asked the cupbearer to remember him and to “make 

mention of me to Pharaoh.” 3 days after Joseph revealed the meaning of the 
dreams, events occurred exactly as foretold. However, the cupbearer did not 
mention the name of Joseph to Pharaoh. The story raised our hopes for poor 
Joseph, but once again Joseph languishes in prison. 
 



3 
 

 

b) Years will now pass before the forgotten Joseph comes to the attention of 
Pharaoh. Imagine how this story was heard by the exiles in Babylon who 
remained in bondage for years. In the slow working of Providence, the time 
is not yet right for the emergence of Joseph as a powerful leader. 
 

5) Genesis 41:1-8 – Pharaoh’s Dreams 
 
a) After the elapse of two years the Joseph story becomes focused on two 

dreams of Pharaoh. The dreams occurred in the Nile Valley, the breadbasket 
of Egypt. In the first dream seven fat cows emerged from the Nile grazing on 
the plentiful grass. Then seven other cows, ugly and thin, emerged from the 
Nile and ate up the seven healthy cows. In a second dream seven ears of 
grain, “plump and good,” were growing on one stalk. Then seven ears, “thin 
and blighted,” sprouted. The withered grain proceeded to swallow up the 
seven ears of healthy grain. 
 

b) When Pharaoh awakened he was troubled by his dreams and summoned all 
the magicians and wise men of the realm to tell him the meaning of his 
dreams, “but there was no one who could interpret them to Pharaoh.” 
 

6) Genesis 41:9-13 – The Cupbearer Remembers 
 
a) Having forgotten for two years the request of Joseph to have his name 

mentioned to Pharaoh, the cupbearer with a guilty conscience finally 
remembers the young Hebrew who interpreted dreams for him in prison. The 
cupbearer tells Pharaoh of Joseph’s accurate interpretation of dreams for the 
two men Pharaoh had sent to prison. 
 

b) The cupbearer refers to “the Hebrew” in prison. As used in the Joseph story 
the term “Hebrew” is the Egyptian term describing immigrants from Canaan. 
 

7) Genesis 41:14-24 – Joseph Is Summoned to By Pharaoh 
 
a) Joseph was freed from prison and he prepared for meeting Pharaoh by 

shaving and changing clothes. In the land of Egypt, as seen in paintings and 
carvings, a clean-shaven look was the norm, which makes sense in such a 
hot country. It is interesting that the clothes of Joseph played a significant 
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role in his story beginning with the coat of many colors, then the garment 
that ended up in the hand of Potiphar’s wife. Now he dresses for a royal 
encounter. 
 

b) When Pharaoh addresses Joseph he says, “I have heard it said of you that 
when you hear a dream you can interpret it.” Instead of accepting the words 
of praise Joseph insisted, “It is not I; God will give Pharaoh a favorable 
answer.” Even before hearing the dreams Joseph predicts a positive 
outcome. 
 

c) Then Pharaoh repeated the dreams to Joseph in precise detail and added the 
observation in verse 21 that after the lean cows ate the fat cows they “were 
still as ugly as before.” Other than that, the account of the dreams is identical 
to what we had read before. 
 

8) Genesis 41:25-36 – Joseph Interprets the Dreams 
 
a) In interpreting the dreams Joseph followed the same pattern used in prison: 

numbers equal a passage of time. In this case it is years not days. Joseph 
conflated the two dreams saying they are really saying the same thing. He 
stated in verse 32 that the doubling of the message means that it was sent by 
God and is sure to happen. In short, Joseph foresees seven years of bounty 
with favorable harvests to be followed by seven years of famine. Stories of a 
seven-year famine are common in the Near Eastern literature of 
Mesopotamia and Canaan. They also occur in the Israelite tradition as 
punishment for King David in II Samuel 24:13. 
 

b) Transitioning from dream interpreter to royal advisor, Joseph recommended 
a food storage program which would reserve 20% of the harvest during the 
fat years to be disbursed during the 7 years of famine. To carry out such a 
program Joseph called upon Pharaoh to “select a man who is discerning and 
wise and set him over the land of Egypt.” In making his recommendation 
Joseph is careful not to impugn the authority of Pharaoh. It does seem, 
however, that the job description is one that fits Joseph better than anyone 
else. If in fact the story is set during the 18th dynasty of Egypt, they were 
ideally equipped to implement such a well-organized program. During this 
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time the Egyptians were very much attuned to river levels, flooding, and 
drought. 
 

9) Genesis 41:37-45 – Joseph’s Rise to Power 
 
a) In these verses we see the dramatic turning point in the life of Joseph. Sibley 

Towner summarized the situation with these words, “The young son who 
went ‘off to college’ in Egypt has proved to be a fast learner and a man of 
good judgment. The kidnapped Hebrew now rises to a position of 
preeminence in his adopted land.” Pharaoh selects Joseph to administer this 
important feeding program saying, “since God has shown you all this, there 
is no one so discerning and wise as you. You shall be over my house, and all 
my people shall order themselves as you command.” The lowly Hebrew 
prisoner was elevated to the second highest office in Egypt. 
 

b) Pharaoh presented Joseph with his signet ring so that he could issue 
documents in Pharaoh’s name. He also received new clothes, a gold chain, 
and a royal chariot. Each of these items was included in Egyptian 
descriptions of the investiture of a Pharaoh. As another sign of 
empowerment Pharaoh gives Joseph a new name, which luckily never 
caught on and the writers seem to ignore. More importantly, Pharaoh 
provided a woman, Asenath, for him to marry. 
 

10) Genesis 41:46-57 – The Implementation of Joseph’s Plan 
 
a) In verse 46 we are told how Joseph supervised the food program by traveling 

throughout the land for seven years assuring that there would be plenty to eat 
during this time of bounteous harvest. At the same time, he carefully stored 
the food supplies, establishing warehouses in every city. The storage 
facilities were so filled that “it was beyond measure.” 
 

b) These were fruitful years for Joseph as well. In verses 50 and 51 we read 
where Joseph had two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim. In the eighth century 
BC Ephraim became the alternative term for Israel’s northern kingdom. 
Joseph’s two sons displace him in the usual lists of the twelve tribes. There 
is no tribe of Joseph, but there are Manasseh and Ephraim. As happens with 
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Moses, Joseph marries into the family of a priest of an alien religion. And 
like Moses, the Hebrew tradition treats him as blameless for doing so. 
 
 

c) The story concludes in verses 53-57 with the expected recognition that 
everything turned out just as Joseph predicted. The seven fat years were as 
fruitful as anyone could imagine. The seven years of famine were 
devastating for Egypt and for the other nations of the world. Because Joseph 
had planned well, the storehouses of Egypt were opened providing food for 
the citizens of Egypt. “Moreover, all the world came to Joseph in Egypt to 
buy grain, because the famine became severe throughout the world.” The 
faithful members of the Hebrew community reading this text already knew 
“the rest of the story.” Jacob’s family will travel to Egypt searching for food 
to eat and in that trip they will find their son and brother. That story is yet to 
come. 
 

 
Questions for Reflection 
 

1. God does not appear as a primary actor in these stories of Joseph. Is that part 
of the storytelling genius in these chapters? Could that be a part of the 
theological lesson being taught in this passage? 
 

2. These stories of Joseph have fascinated Jewish and Christian believers for 
centuries. Why do these tales of Joseph retain such hold on us? 
 

3. What do you see as the major theological truths being taught in these 
chapters? 
 

4. How would you characterize the religious faith of Joseph? 
 

5. Dreams are of central importance in telling the Joseph story. Do you find 
your dreams to have any religious significance? 
 

6. Do you see any connection between the Joseph story and the Christmas 
story? 


