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From Incarceration to Grand Steward  
(Genesis 41:1-33) 

 

  Last week we left off with teenage Joseph boasting about a dream in 
which the sun, moon and stars would bow down to him. Though there’s a 
certain naiveté to little Joe at this point, he also comes off as self-righteous. 
Yet, the Andrew Lloyd Webber Musical based on the same story suggests he 
has a bright future, “go, go, go, Joseph you know what they say hang on 
now joseph you'll make it some day … shalala joseph you're doing fine, 
you and your dream coat ahead of your time.” 
 However hopeful the son of Jacob may have been his older brothers 
did not like the idea that one day he would rule them. They wanted rid of 
him, some more than others. So, eventually they threw him in a pit in the 
middle of nowhere. They didn’t kill him but when a group of Ishmaelites 
traveled nearby, they made twenty shekels of silver by turning their 
younger brother into a slave.  
 When they returned home their Father was told a tale… complete 
with a blood-saturated coat of many colors. Jacob did not take this news 
well; he was so upset that none of his sons could comfort him (Gen37:35). 
The Ishmaelites sold him in Egypt, to Potiphar the captain of Pharaoh’s 
guard. Then Genesis turns into a soap opera involving inappropriate 
relations between men, women of the same family.  
 We learn two of Judah’s sons Er and Onan are “put to death” by God. 
The details surrounding their ends are somewhat vague. In any case we’re 
reminded that not all acts are forgivable. It is clear that God was not 
pleased with the kind of men the sons of Judah became. Clearly also, Judah 
had issues with self-control. You’ll recall that Simeon and Levi had equally 
poor restraint as well; it must be a family trait!    
 Genesis 39 details the strides that Joseph was making in his maturity. 
His new master saw that his efforts were blessed so he made him an 
overseer of his house. (Gen39:4) This kind of advancement was unheard of 
for a one-time slave. Yet, even though he was overcoming many obstacles, 
his master’s wife began making inappropriate advances toward him. How 
would Joseph respond?  
 Scripture says, “he was handsome in form and appearance” and that 
“his master’s wife cast her eyes upon him.” (Gen. 39:6) Consider, Joseph has 
more to gain and less to lose by not giving into Potiphar’s wife, yet he does 
not.  The once immature brother is growing up. Joseph treats his would-be 
seductress (Potiphar’s wife) as a person in her own right and his master’s 
wife, placing her off-limits to his manly desires. 
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 Meanwhile, Judah has nothing to gain but temporary fulfillment of 
his carnal desires, and much more to lose. He (Judah) doesn’t think about 
his actions, treating women as a means to an end. And while it’s true that 
Tamar took advantage of Judah, it’s not true that he was free of fault. Judah 
clearly is motivated by immorality.  Men who degrade women are awful; 
women who leverage vulnerable men are no better. 
 Yet, Joseph finds himself in prison thanks to a lie. Potiphar listens to 
his dishonest wife, which lands Joseph in jail for a crime he didn’t commit. 
Yet, “the Lord was with Joseph… showing him steadfast love, giving him 
favor in the sight of the prison guards. (Gen 39:21-22)   

 One wonders… how often people wind up incarcerated because of set-
ups or cover-ups? Sadly, once a person “has a record” the likelihood of 
being employed, living a normal life, adjusting once out; decreases 
significantly. We’d like to think that our justice system is “just” but in 
reality, much inequality exists, especially if you’re not white. (Pause) 
 Time passed but Joseph was still in prison. Interestingly, the captain 
of the guard appoints Joseph to oversee two new inmates. Later, these 
convicts had dreams that they couldn’t explain. Joseph noticed that they 
were troubled and took the time to listen, as well as explain what he 
thought the details meant (in their dreams).  
 We’re not exactly sure how many years had passed by this time but 
what we do know is that Joseph had enough time to gain the favor of the 
prison guard, as he had with his former master, Potiphar. Despite the 
circumstances in which Joseph found himself, he made strides. 
 His interpretation of the cupbearer’s dream gave hope of being 
restored to his former position; the baker wasn’t as fortunate. Joseph 
predicted in the same amount of time, (three days) that the baker would 
lose his life. The only thing Joseph asked for in return (from the cup 
bearer), was to be remembered; but he forgot all about him.  
 In the beginning of today’s passage even more time has passed and 
the Pharaoh is now the one wrestling with a dream. After we learn about 
fat/skinny cows standing by the bank of the Nile River… the cupbearer 
finally recalls the request of the young Hebrew inmate with the gift of 
interpretation, Jacob’s son Joseph would be remembered!  
 The speed with which the inmate was secured and readied to come 
before the Pharaoh-shaved and given clean clothes-is impressive. For all 
the time (years) he seemed to have been forgotten things sure changed in a 
hurry as Joseph was “brought out of the pit”, which seems to have a double 
meaning.  
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 The first is a reinforcement of the filthy conditions that a prisoner 
would have experienced; it wasn’t just a jail it was in a pit! When we think 
of a prison, we picture a concrete space with beds, a toilet, and a door with 
bars. The Egyptian prison was little more than a dirt floor with straw for a 
bed; no outside light in a room lined with stonewalls. 
 The second part of the meaning is how it could have felt for a man 
who was thrown into a pit earlier in his life. I wonder if this moment was 
like déjà vu for Joseph? He had been through a lot since his older brothers 
threw him in a pit yet; one never forgets traumatic events from their 
childhood. As he emerged this time… did it bring back memories? 
 It’s unlikely that Joseph surfaced from the pit as optimistic as he once 
was. The lyrics of the song that Mark played as our Prelude, “Close Every 
Door to me,” indicate the depths of despair that could have been present 
within the dreamer. Yet, his newfound maturity is clearly indicated through 
the way in which he responds to the Pharaoh… Joseph doesn’t take the 
credit for interpreting dreams, he says, “it is not in me, God will give the 
answer.” (Gen 41:16)     
 We all have an opportunity to give God the credit for excelling in 
something that we know is the result of making use of God given gifts. In 
almost every aspect of our lives we are the beneficiaries of someone else’s 
efforts. From the time we’re born and need a Mother’s milk to the day that 
we’re no longer able to take care of ourselves… we receive so much. It’s 
refreshing when people are grateful for all they’ve been given. 
 What Joseph couldn’t know-while he was in prison-is how God would 
use him to help people in their time of need.  But then we’re getting a little 
ahead of ourselves… The first step toward his rise to redemption comes 
through interpreting Pharaoh’s dream.  
 The picture on the bulletin depicts this moment. There would likely 
have been men standing by to hear what the Hebrew prisoner had to say. 
There would also have been an obvious display of the power of the Pharaoh. 
Yet, for as intimidating as this moment may have been, Joseph spoke, in 
plain words saying, “God has revealed what He is about to do: in the years 
after the good years… all the good will be forgotten.” (Gen 41:29-30)           
 It was one thing to interpret dreams for fellow prisoners, now he was 
before the Pharaoh! Have you ever found yourself in a situation that 
seemed overwhelming or “beyond you”? It could very well be that it is 
precisely into these moments in which God has called you. Yet, one does 
well to remember that such moments are not to be taken for granted.   
 Joseph did not make the assumption that he would guide Egypt 
through the future. He said, “let (the) Pharaoh select the man (discerning 
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and wise) to be one who oversees this project.” (Gen 41:33) Sometimes it is 
exactly when we expect the least in which our greatest accomplishments are 
realized. 
  

 An unspoken expectation of many is that life will provide us with 
more than enough opportunities to become our best self (whatever that 
means). Yet, in truth many of us will be ill equipped to rise from the blows 
we take in life…if we think it will all be handed to us. For instance just 
because we have running water doesn’t mean others in this world do as 
well. Today’s minute for mission was a good reminder to us all. 
 Christians are called to care for the needs of others; to that end, our 
church has long supported overseas mission. During the month of 
November, we will hear about the many opportunities in which we can give 
back, the only limit to our generosity is self-imposed. Consider then, how 
much you can give? Then give a little more. Remember, our call is not 
limited to caring for our own; it’s a worldwide calling. 
   

 Back to our Bible story… In the Genesis account Jacob (Israel) may 
not have intended to create favoritism but when he made the colorful coat 
and didn’t hide his preference for Rachel’s son, that’s what occurred. His 
brothers acted out of jealousy and hate and hurt their little brother in many 
ways.  
 Yet, despite the twists and turns that caused Joseph to become lower 
than low, he still had an opportunity to use the gift(s) that God gave him.  
We too must realize that given a few unexpected events that like Joseph’s 
brothers we could come face to face in a time of need. The question is, will 
our needs be met? Will the mistakes we’ve made in the past get in the way 
of what we need? Next week we find out more…   
  

 In the name of the father, the son and the Holy Spirit 
          Amen! 
 
             
    
 
      


