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 Before we engage Genesis 40 I have an additional comment from 

Genesis 39. Joseph started out as a household slave in Potiphar’s house. But he 

walked with God and he was eventually put in charge of Potiphar’s estate. But 

then he was wrongly accused of attempted rape and thrown into prison, where 

by God’s grace he was made an inmate warden or supervisor.  

 

 Here’s my point—serving God in the context of slavery or prison does not 

negate the fact that you are serving God. As believers our goal is to serve God 

and the Lord Jesus Christ in whatever area in which we are. We serve at school, 

at work, in our families, planning a staff meeting, sweeping the floor, whatever 

our hands find to do. God is not just the God of big religious events. He is the 

God of all things, big and small, all of life.  

 

 Now, on to Genesis 40. In I John 5:19 we are told that the whole world lies 

under the influence of the wicked one. Ephesians 2:2, 3 informs us that without 

an understanding of God’s Word people live their lives according to worldly 

values and wisdom manipulated by Satan. And what is true today was also true 

in the ancient world. If there is corruption in business, academics and 

government today, there certainly was wrong doing in these institutions in the 

past. 

 

 Joseph was unjustly serving time in prison. It must have pained him to be 

there. How he must have hoped and prayed to be released. All of us know what 

it is like to want something good and then see it move further and further away. 

Joseph was in prison and he was not aware of this, but in two more years from 

this chapter, he will ascend to the vice-regency of Egypt.  

 

 Egypt was one of the most powerful countries at this time. And the royal 

court would be full of the worldly wisdom of pagan gods, selfish political 

ambitions and all manner of evil intrigue. Think of all the evil and back stabbing 

and scandals in government today. It was no different ion Joseph’s time. 

Ecclesiastes tells us that in ancient royal courts there was perversion of justice 

and not to be astonished by political corruption. Joseph will have to rule in that 

environment one day. 

 



 As we begin chapter 40 many years have passed since we first met 

Joseph at the age of 17.  Eleven years have passed and Joseph is now 28. I am 

not sure how those 11 years are divided up between Potiphar’s house and 

prison. But after these events  in Genesis 40 two more years pass before Pharaoh 

exalts Joseph and he will be 30 years old at that time. 

 

 During all these years and through all of the experiences God was honing 

and shaping Joseph to be the man He needed him to be. At 17 Joseph was 

brash, gullible and insensitive. He now has been humbled, mellowed and made 

wise. He has learned to walk with God and to trust him in all things. Now, during 

his time in prison two of Pharaoh’s officials join him.  

 

It came to pass after these things  

that the butler and the baker of  

the king of Egypt offended their  

lord, the king of Egypt. 2 And  

Pharaoh was angry with  

his two officers, the chief butler  

and the chief baker. 3 So he put  

them in custody in the house of  

the captain of the guard, in the  

prison, the place where Joseph  

was confined. 4 And the captain  

of the guard charged Joseph  

with them, and he served them;  

so they were in custody for a while. 

(Genesis 40:1-4) 

 

 As the royal butler or cupbearer and baker, these two men held 

Pharaoh’s life in their hands. For some reason they were suspected of 

wrongdoing and were thrown into prison. And since Joseph had become the 

inmate warden they were put into his care. As we read how Joseph related to 

these prisoners we will see how his character has developed before God.  

 

Then the butler and the baker  

of the king of Egypt, who were  

confined in the prison, had a  

dream, both of them, each man’s  

dream in one night and each man’s  

dream with its own interpretation.  
 

6 And Joseph came in to them in  

the morning and looked at them,  

and saw that they were sad. 7 So  



he asked Pharaoh’s officers who  

were with him in the custody of his  

lord’s house, saying, “Why do you  

look so sad today?”8 And they said  

to him, “We each have had a dream,  

and there is no interpreter of it.” So  

Joseph said to them, “Do not  

interpretations belong to God? Tell  

them to me, please.” 

(Genesis 40:5-8) 

 

 For the ancient Egyptians dreams were very important. They believed that 

dreaming put them in contact with the spirit world.1 Being in prison these men 

did not have access to the professional dream interpreters. Both the Egyptians 

and the Babylonians had dream books with sample dreams that would aid 

those who interpreted dreams.2 

 

 Joseph’s question of concern for these two men show the work of God in 

his heart. He had become aware of the needs of others. At 17 his interaction 

with his brothers showed him to be insensitive to their feelings. He was self-

centered. But his roller coaster ride through life has made him aware of how 

people feel and compassionate toward them.  

 

 Life works that way. We learn to feel for the lonely when we have 

experienced loneliness. We learn compassion when we have suffered. Joseph 

had learned to care about others and good leaders care for the people they 

serve. He was also God oriented. Let’s re-read verse 8. 

 

And they said to him, “We each have  

had a dream, and there is no interpreter  

of it.” So Joseph said to them, “Do not 

 interpretations belong to God? Tell them  

to me, please.” 

 

 How we immediately respond to some situation shows how we are 

focused. Joseph’s answer about God being the interpreter of dreams shows us 

that he was dependent upon God. His years of ups and downs taught him that 

God was his only hope. He had learned to have great faith in God and to trust 

Him fully.  
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 When he said to the baker and butler tell me your dreams, we have 

evidence that he still believed that the dream God had given him years before 

would still be fulfilled. If he had lost hope in his own dreams he would never think 

about going to God to interpret theirs. He could have said, “Dreams, huh! Let 

me tell you about dreams. Your dreams came from the bad pizza you ate last 

night and  nothing more.” 

 

 But after eleven years of living in pagan Egypt, dressing like them, 

speaking their language, learning their customs, seeing the worship of their 

gods, Joseph still believes his dream of exaltation will be fulfilled by God who 

gave him the dreams. The interpretation of dreams was not the work of 

magicians and their dream books, it was the work of God. Only God knows the 

future. 

 

 The preparation for leadership in Pharaoh’s court is under way. Joseph is 

caring, aware of the needs of others. He trusts inn God and believes the 

revelation God gave to him. And that hope was the anchor of his soul.3 There 

was no written Word at this time. The Word and will of God came to Joseph in a 

dream. Today we have the written Word of God. We need to learn it, believe it, 

obey it and not allow the world to rip it out of our hearts. In 1 Thessalonians 2:13 

the apostle Paul wrote, 

 

when you received the word of God  

which you heard from us, you welcomed  

it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth,  

the word of God, which also effectively works  

in you who believe. 

 

That is the key to living a godly, blessed life—holding firm to the Word of God. So 

Joseph listens to their dreams and then gives the interpretation. 

 

Then the chief butler told his dream  

to Joseph, and said to him, “Behold,  

in my dream a vine was before me,  
10 and in the vine were three branches;  

it was as though it budded, its blossoms  

shot forth, and its clusters brought forth  

ripe grapes. 11 Then Pharaoh’s cup was  

in my hand; and I took the grapes and  

pressed them into Pharaoh’s cup, and  

placed the cup in Pharaoh’s hand.” 
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12 And Joseph said to him, “This is the  

interpretation of it: The three branches  

are three days. 13 Now within three days  

Pharaoh will lift up your head and restore  

you to your place, and you will put  

Pharaoh’s cup in his hand according to  

the former manner, when you were his  

butler.  
 

14 But remember me when it is well with  

you, and please show kindness to me;  

make mention of me to Pharaoh, and  

get me out of this house. 15 For indeed  

I was stolen away from the land of the  

Hebrews; and also I have done nothing  

here that they should put me into the  

dungeon.” 

(Genesis 40:9-15) 

 

 Joseph explained that after three days the butler would be restored to his 

place of honor. To lift up someone’s head was an idiom of ancient royal courts. 

When the king entered the room everyone would prostrate themselves or bow 

their heads deeply. But then the king might call on someone and invite that 

person to  lift up his or her head and approach. This was good news for the 

butler. The baker wanted good news too and he told his dream to Joseph. We 

will come back to verses 14 and 15, but let’s move on to verse 16.  

 

When the chief baker saw that the  

interpretation was good, he said to  

Joseph, “I also was in my dream,  

and there were three white baskets  

on my head. 17 In the uppermost  

basket were all kinds of baked goods  

for Pharaoh, and the birds ate them  

out of the basket on my head.” 

 
18 So Joseph answered and said,  

“This is the interpretation of it: The  

three baskets are three days.  
19 Within three days Pharaoh will lift  

off your head from you and hang  

you on a tree; and the birds will eat  

your flesh from you.” 

(Genesis 40:16-19) 



 Like Alfred Hitchcock’s famous movie, The Birds,  this dream will be a 

nightmare for the baker. He would be executed by hanging and birds would 

eat his exposed body. This was a terrible disgrace for an Egyptian whose culture 

was devoted to the honorable and proper care of the dead. Now, let’s return to 

verses 14 and 15 to read Joseph’s request of the butler. 

 

But remember me when it is well with  

you, and please show kindness to me;  

make mention of me to Pharaoh, and  

get me out of this house. 15 For indeed  

I was stolen away from the land of the  

Hebrews; and also I have done nothing  

here that they should put me into the  

dungeon. 
 

Joseph asks to be remembered by the butler and to be shown kindness, 

hoping to be set free. The word “kindness” is translated from the Hebrew word 

hesed. This is a word rich in meaning from which flow the ideals of steadfast, 

loyal love, goodness, kindness, compassion and mercy. So Joseph pleads for 

mercy from the butler knowing that God will fulfill the butler’s dream. But as we 

will see the butler will forget Joseph.  

 

True hesed comes only from God and God’s people. In Psalm 23 David 

sang, “The LORD is my shepherd…Surely goodness and mercy [hesed] will follow 

me [or more literally, pursue me] all of the days of my life.” Joseph pleads for 

hesed. But he was forgotten and hope fades. 

 

Now it came to pass on the third day,  

which was Pharaoh’s birthday, that he  

made a feast for all his servants; and he  

lifted up the head of the chief butler and  

of the chief baker among his servants.  
21 Then he restored the chief butler to his  

butlership again, and he placed the cup  

in Pharaoh’s hand. 22 But he hanged the  

chief baker, as Joseph had interpreted to  

them. 23 Yet the chief butler did not 

 remember Joseph, but forgot him. 

(Genesis 40:20-23) 

 

 There was no mercy or kindness from the butler. It seems as if God failed to 

show him mercy too. He could have easily reminded the cupbearer of Joseph. 

Joseph will remain in prison for two more years. But God’s timing is perfect and 



the butler will remember Joseph at the right time. There are no accidents with 

God.  

 

 But at times we wonder why God seems to delay answering our prayers. 

Or we wonder why we are enduring this trial or that trouble. Where is God’s 

hesed, His loyal love and kindness? We have God’s answer in Romans 5. 

 

Therefore, having been justified by faith,  

we have peace with God through our  

Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom also  

we have access by faith into this grace  

in which we stand, and rejoice in hope  

of the glory of God. 3 And not only that,  

but we also glory in tribulations, knowing  

that tribulation produces perseverance;  
4 and perseverance, character; and  

character, hope. 5 Now hope does not  

disappoint, because the love of God has 

been poured out in our hearts by the Holy  

Spirit [which] was given to us. 

(Romans 5:1-5) 

 

 In times of trouble, in our trials, as we trust God and rely on His grace to us 

in Christ, the trial produces endurance. And endurance produces the strength 

of soul that develops our character. God’s steadfast, loyal love is poured out 

into our hearts through the Spirit. And our character development becomes 

more godly, more Christ-like. And we will show mercy and kindness to those in 

need. And ultimately Romans 8:18 tells us that all we suffer and endure will pale 

in the light of our everlasting glory.  

 

 Suffering and trials and tribulations don’t automatically produce 

perseverance, character and hope. There are plenty of people who have a life 

full of troubles who become bitter and cynical. It is only when we rely upon the 

Word of God and the Spirit of God that we become more like Christ. And in the 

end we become the man or woman God intends for us to be. May we humbly 

accept and respond in faith, hope and love to the work of God in our lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  


