
Chapter Six 

 

Genesis 41 

 

Joseph Exalted 

 

 

 

 Ecclesiastes 3:11 informs us that God makes everything beautiful in its time. 

And only He knows the right time. In our last study of Joseph he had been put 

into prison on the false accusation of attempted rape. But God was with him 

and showed him mercy. And the keeper of the prison made Joseph the inmate 

warden. He supervised all of the affairs of the prison.  

 

 The two of Pharaoh’s servants, his butler and baker were put into prison for 

some wrong doing. And they had dreams which Joseph interpreted. The butler 

would be released and restored to his place of service. And the baker would be 

executed. Joseph pleaded with the butler to remember him and to mention him 

to Pharaoh, hoping to be set free. 

 

 But the butler forgot Joseph and Joseph spent two more years in prison. 

During this time Joseph’s faith in God was tempered and deepened. And as we 

will see, he became a radically God oriented man. God’s time to make Joseph 

beautiful was in his 30th year. And the catalyst was a pair of grotesque dreams 

that came to Pharaoh one night. 

 

Then it came to pass, at the end  

of two full years, that Pharaoh had  

a dream; and behold, he stood by  

the river. 2 Suddenly there came up  

out of the river seven cows, fine  

looking and fat; and they fed in the  

meadow. 3 Then behold, seven other  

cows came up after them out of the  

river, ugly and gaunt, and stood by  

the other cows on the bank of the  

river. 4 And the ugly and gaunt cows  

ate up the seven fine looking and fat  

cows. So Pharaoh awoke.  

(Genesis 41:1-4) 

 

Deep in his nightmare Pharaoh saw himself by the sacred Nile River. Cattle 

were often there to escape the heat and the flies. Pharaoh saw seven beautiful 

cows emerge from the water followed by seven ugly and skeletal cows. And 



these seven cows dismembered and ate the seven fat cows. The dream so 

shocked Pharaoh that he woke up, perhaps in a cold sweat. The he went back 

to sleep and had a similar dream. 

 

He slept and dreamed a second  

time; and suddenly seven heads  

of grain came up on one stalk,  

plump and good. 6 Then behold,  

seven thin heads, blighted by the  

east wind, sprang up after them.  
7 And the seven thin heads  

devoured the seven plump and  

full heads. So Pharaoh awoke,  

and indeed, it was a dream.  
8 Now 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 its wise  

men. And Pharaoh told them his  

dreams, but there was no one who  

could interpret them for Pharaoh. 

(Genesis 41:5-8) 

 

 The second dream was about cannibal ears of corn. And all of this 

unnerved Pharaoh. The Pharaoh was thought to be a god who supposedly lived 

on the edge of the physical and divine worlds. So these dreams were important. 

So important that the Pharaohs had a company of magicians and wise men to 

interpret the dreams. 

 

 But no one could or would accurately interpret these dreams. And it was 

not good for Pharaoh to be in such a troubled state of mind, nor for those who 

waited on him. Then suddenly the butler remembered Joseph. 

 

Then the chief butler spoke to Pharaoh,  

saying: “I remember my faults this day.  
10 When Pharaoh was angry with his  

servants, and put me in custody in the  

house of the captain of the guard, both  

me and the chief baker, 11 we each had  

a dream in one night, he and I. Each of  

us dreamed according to the interpretation  

of his own dream.  
 

12 Now there was a young Hebrew man  



with us there, a servant of the captain  

of the guard. And we told him, and he  

interpreted our dreams for us; to each  

man he interpreted according to his  

own dream. 13 And it came to pass, just 

 as he interpreted for us, so it happened.  

He restored me to my office, and he  

hanged him.” 

(genesis 41:9-13) 

 

 The butler gives an accurate accounting of what happened to he and 

the baker, except the part where he promised to remember Joseph. 

Nevertheless the Pharaoh’s servants ran to get Joseph. 

 

Then Pharaoh sent and called Joseph,  

and they brought him quickly out of the  

dungeon; and he shaved, changed his  

clothing, and came to Pharaoh. 

(Genesis 41:14) 

 

 Hebrew men in contrast to Egyptians wore beards. So in a whirlwind of 

activity Joseph was shaved, sanitized, Egyptianized and brought to Pharaoh. He 

had been taken from the pit to stand before the personification of all of Egypt. 

There is a subtle point being made here as well. In all of Joseph’s troubles he was 

stripped of his clothing. His brothers tore off his magnificent coat. And Potiphar’s 

wife clutched at his outer garment. And now, here, as his status begins to 

reverse it begins with a  change of clothing.  

 

And Pharaoh said to Joseph,  

“I have had a dream, and  

there is no one who can interpret  

it. But I have heard it said of you  

that you can understand a dream,  

to interpret it.” 

 
16 So Joseph answered Pharaoh,  

saying, “It is not in me; God will  

give Pharaoh an answer of peace.” 

 
17 Then Pharaoh said to Joseph:  

“Behold, in my dream I stood on  

the bank of the river. 18 Suddenly  

seven cows came up out of the  

river, fine looking and fat; and  



they fed in the meadow. 19 Then  

behold, seven other cows came  

up after them, poor and very ugly  

and gaunt, such ugliness as I have  

never seen in all the land of Egypt.  
20 And the gaunt and ugly cows ate  

up the first seven, the fat cows.  
 

21 When they had eaten them up,  

no one would have known that they  

had eaten them, for they were just as  

ugly as at the beginning. So I awoke.  
22 Also I saw in my dream, and suddenly  

seven heads came up on one stalk,  

full and good. 23 Then behold, seven  

heads, withered, thin, and blighted by  

the east wind, sprang up after them.  
24 And the thin heads devoured the  

seven good heads. So I told this to  

the magicians, but there was no one  

who could explain it to me.” 

(Genesis 41:15-24) 

 

 Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I hear that you have the power to interpret 

dreams.” And Joseph doesn’t respond, “Well, thank you. I am honored that you 

have noticed.” The words of verse 16, “It is not in me” in Hebrew are a single 

word—“No!” Joseph boldly declared, “No! God will give Pharaoh an answer of 

peace.” 

 

 Pharaoh, who was considered  to be god incarnate is told that only the 

real God could and would explain his dreams. And the Hebrew for God is ha 

Elohim, meaning the God, the one and only God. And so standing before the 

most powerful man in Egypt Joseph declared that his God, the God of 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob was superior to and far more powerful than all the 

gods of Egypt, including Pharaoh himself. 

 

 God had been preparing Joseph for thirteen years. And here he was 

proclaiming the glory of the one and only God. No matter all the fanfare and 

royal emblems, Pharaoh, like Joseph was a mere mortal man. There is only one 

who is God and He will give Pharaoh peace. 

 

Then Joseph said to Pharaoh,  

“The dreams of Pharaoh are one;  

God has shown Pharaoh what He  



is about to do: 26 The seven good  

cows are seven years, and the  

seven good heads are seven years;  

the dreams are one. 27 And the seven  

thin and ugly cows which came up  

after them are seven years, and the  

seven empty heads blighted by the  

east wind are seven years of famine.  
 

28 This is the thing which I have spoken  

to Pharaoh. God has shown Pharaoh  

what He is about to do. 29 Indeed  

seven years of great plenty will come  

throughout all the land of Egypt; 30 but  

after them seven years of famine will  

arise, and all the plenty will be forgotten  

in the land of Egypt; and the famine will  

deplete the land. 31 So the plenty will not  

be known in the land because of the  

famine following, for it will be very severe.  
32 And the dream was repeated to Pharaoh  

twice because the thing is established by  

God, and God will shortly bring it to pass. 

(Genesis 41:25-32) 

 

 Joseph displayed great faith when he said this, because his own dream 

thirteen years earlier were also doubled. And as a slave and then in prison his 

dreams had no proof that they would ever be fulfilled. But God’s timing is not 

like ours. And He promised in Isaiah 55:11 that His Word and His promises will 

never return to Him without bearing fruit. He will always accomplish His will. 

 

 After all that Joseph had endured it is stunning to see him steadfast in 

faith. Joseph’s interpretation of Pharaoh’s dreams mention God at the 

beginning, in the middle and at the end. Joseph had been made a man of 

God. And he has brought the true God glory in pagan Egypt.  

 

“Now therefore, let Pharaoh select a  

discerning and wise man, and set him  

over the land of Egypt. 34 Let Pharaoh  

do this, and let him appoint officers  

over the land, to collect one-fifth of  

the produce of the land of Egypt in  

the seven plentiful years. 35 And let  

them gather all the food of those  



good years that are coming, and store  

up grain under the authority of Pharaoh,  

and let them keep food in the cities.  
36 Then that food shall be as a reserve  

for the land for the seven years of famine  

which shall be in the land of Egypt, that  

the land may not perish during the famine.” 

 
37 So the advice was good in the eyes of  

Pharaoh and in the eyes of all his servants.  
38 And Pharaoh said to his servants, “Can  

we find such a one as this, a man in whom  

is the Spirit of God?” 

(Genesis 41:33-38) 

 

 Pharaoh could have rebuked Joseph and replied that the gods of Egypt 

were better than Joseph’s. And he would wait for better answers. Instead he 

was impressed and convinced and realized that the Spirit of God was at work in 

Joseph. 

 

 Sometimes we are people of little faith and confidence that God can 

really work in us. We find it hard to believe that people will believe what we say 

or be impressed by what we do as believers in Christ. But Jesus said that we are 

the light of the world and the salt of the earth. People will notice a light turned 

on in the dark. Pharaoh responded to the truth God revealed through Joseph. 

And so, might God not also be at work when we share His Word and truth and 

love with people? Too often we stay silent about our faith when we ought to 

speak, not only to teach but in reproof and correction. The same Spirit of God 

that was in Joseph is in you and me.  

 

Then Pharaoh said to Joseph,  

“Inasmuch as God has shown you  

all this, there is no one as discerning  

and wise as you. 40 You shall be over  

my house, and all my people shall be  

ruled according to your word; only in  

regard to the throne will I be greater  

than you.”  
 

41 And Pharaoh said to Joseph, “See,  

I have set you over all the land of Egypt.” 
42 Then Pharaoh took his signet ring off his  

hand and put it on Joseph’s hand; and  

he clothed him in garments of fine linen  



and put a gold chain around his neck.  
43 And he had him ride in the second  

chariot which he had; and they cried  

out before him, “Bow the knee!” So he  

set him over all the land of Egypt.  
 

44 Pharaoh also said to Joseph, “I am  

Pharaoh, and without your consent no  

man may lift his hand or foot in all the  

land of Egypt.” 45 And Pharaoh called  

Joseph’s name Zaphnath-Paaneah1.  

And he gave him as a wife Asenath,  

the daughter of Poti-Pherah priest of  

On. So Joseph went out over all the  

land of Egypt. 

(Genesis 41:39-45) 

 

 I don’t think there is a person in the Bible who faced such a sudden and 

radical reversal of destiny as Joseph. He was thrust from prison to absolute 

power under Pharaoh. Sudden changes in life are difficult for us, because we 

are not always conscious of God. When trouble comes suddenly we become 

despondent. We perhaps think that we have done something wrong and God 

has abandoned us. Sometimes we despair, sometimes we get bitter.  

 

 When sudden blessings come our way we swagger and are happy and 

perhaps haughty thinking we deserve the blessing. And sometimes we forget 

God. It takes someone really faithful to handle the ups and downs of life like 

Joseph. Or like the apostle Paul who said he knew how to abound and to suffer 

need—he could do all things through Christ who strengthened him.2 

 

Joseph was thirty years old when  

he stood before Pharaoh king of  

Egypt. And Joseph went out from  

the presence of Pharaoh, and went  

throughout all the land of Egypt.  
 

47 Now in the seven plentiful years  

the ground brought forth [abundantly.  
48 So he gathered up all the food of the  

seven years which were in the land of  

Egypt, and laid up the food in the cities;  

                                                           
1 Egyptian for “God lives and He speaks.” 
2 Philippians 4:13 



he laid up in every city the food of  

the fields which surrounded them.  
49 Joseph gathered very much grain,  

as the sand of the sea, until he stopped  

counting, for it was immeasurable. 

(Genesis 41:46-49) 

 

 God had made Joseph beautiful in time. And He was at work in Joseph to 

save Egypt, Israel and many other nations.  

 

And to Joseph were born two sons  

before the years of famine came,  

whom Asenath, the daughter of  

Poti-Pherah priest of On, bore to  

him. 51 Joseph called the name of  

the firstborn Manasseh: “For God  

has made me forget all my toil and  

all my father’s house.” 52 And the  

name of the second he called  

Ephraim: “For God has caused me  

to be fruitful in the land of my affliction.” 

(Genesis 41:50-52) 

 

 

 What went on in Joseph’s heart with this new phase of his life? Did he ever 

wonder about his former life back home and his father and brothers? The names 

that Joseph gave his two sons reveal deep truths about Joseph’s heart. Their 

names reveal that God was healing a very broken and pained heart. Manasseh 

means God has made me forget all of my toil. But that’s not really the full truth.  

 

Every time Joseph would call out to Manasseh, he would remember what 

he was to forget. He remembered the troubling events, but the pain was gone. 

Just like a scar reminds you of a wound that no longer hurts. The name Ephraim 

pointed to God’s power to redeem the past and to bless the present. To borrow 

from the prophet Joel, God was restoring to Joseph the years that the swarming 

locusts had eaten.3 

 

Then the seven years of plenty  

which were in the land of Egypt  

ended, 54 and the seven years of  

famine began to come, as Joseph  

had said. The famine was in all lands,  

                                                           
3 Joel 2:25 



but in all the land of Egypt there was  

bread. 55 So when all the land of Egypt  

was famished, the people cried to  

Pharaoh for bread. Then Pharaoh said  

to all the Egyptians, “Go to Joseph;  

whatever he says to you, do.”  
 

56 The famine was over all the face of  

the earth, and Joseph opened all the  

storehouses and sold to the Egyptians.  

And the famine became severe in the  

land of Egypt. 57 So all countries came  

to Joseph in Egypt to buy grain, because  

the famine was severe in all lands. 

(Genesis 41:53-57) 

 

 These closing words about Joseph and his work are the outworking of the 

promise God made to Abraham. Through Abraham and his descendants all the 

families of the earth shall be blessed.4 And they are prophetic of Abraham’s 

greatest descendant, Jesus Christ, who by his shed blood is redeeming people 

to God from all the families of the earth. 

 

 When the time of severe famine finally came and people needed food, 

Pharaoh commanded the people “Go to Joseph, whatever he commands you, 

do.” We live in a world of famine too. Perhaps not a famine of food, but 

certainly many people are in need of purpose and meaning in life. They are lost 

in sin and perishing. The answer to this famine is Jesus Christ—go to Christ! If we 

are hungry and thirsty for spiritual nourishment Christ says to us, “I am the bread 

of life” and “If anyone is thirsty let him come to Me and drink.”5 God’s power to 

save in Christ is as powerful today as it was with Joseph. 
 
 

 

 

  

 

                                                           
4 Genesis 12:3 
5 John 6:35; 7:37 


