
“The Lord Prepares to Exalt Joseph” 
(Genesis 40) 

 
 
 

Now the last time we were in the book of Genesis, Joseph had just been thrown 
into jail because Potiphar’s wife had falsely accused him.  But the Lord was with him and 
blessed his time there so that he was put in charge of all the prisoners.  But as we will see 
this evening, this was just another part of God’s plan to exalt Joseph over all of Egypt, so 
that He might take care of His people until the time when He was ready to bring them 
into the Promised Land.  And this shows us something very interesting about the way 
God works.  God doesn’t always, or even usually, execute His eternal plan supernaturally 
and all at once, but does so in steps, usually according to His ordinary Providence.  
Remember, God’s Providence is just another way of talking about how He works out His 
plan – His plan that includes absolutely everything.  Now the way God is going to take 
care of His people is not by simply opening the windows of heaven over Egypt and 
pouring out huge amounts of grain, and then by picking His people up and setting them 
down in Egypt with a command to Pharaoh to take care of them.  What He does is send 
Joseph ahead of them – again not as we might expect, such as by commanding him to go 
and then by commanding Pharaoh to make him an official in Egypt.  But He does it by 
giving Joseph two dreams that make his brothers angry, and then by having them turn 
against him and sell him as a slave into Egypt.  Then, as we saw last time, God brought 
Joseph into the prison by allowing the sin in Potiphar’s wife to express itself in lust and 
then in false accusations.  Tonight, we’ll see him interpret the dreams that the Lord gives 
to the chief cupbearer and baker, bringing his ability to do so to the attention of the chief 
cupbearer.  And then in the weeks ahead, we’ll see how he is brought to Pharaoh to 
interpret his dream, how he is made second only to Pharaoh in all of Egypt, how he stores 
up large amounts of food during the seven plentiful years, and how the Lord then brings 
his family down to Egypt during the seven years of famine.  This is how the Lord in His 
plan decided to bring these things about.  He did it by using the decisions of men – even 
their sinful decisions – to bring about His will.  And remember that all of this the Lord 
did so that He might eventually bring His Son into the world to be the Savior of mankind.  
God works His plans out in history, usually according to what we call His ordinary 
Providence, intervening and giving revelation at certain points to keep things moving 
forward as He prepares to bring His Son into the world and then as He continues to 
gather and preserve His church until His plan is completed.  This evening, we’re going to 
look at one more piece of the picture as the Lord prepares to distinguish Joseph so that he 
can eventually appear before Pharaoh.  And again it will show us how God works all 
things together for His glory and for the good of His church.   

First, we see the Lord orchestrating His plan as He has the chief cupbearer and the 
chief baker thrown into the same jail Joseph was in.  Moses tells us that on one day – for 
reasons that he doesn’t explain – Pharaoh became angry with these two officials and had 
them confined in the house of the captain of the bodyguard, who then entrusted them to 
Joseph.  Now this is interesting for two reasons.  First, this, as I said, is where Joseph was 
being held, and this brought these two men into contact with him.  But second, we need 
to remember that the captain of the bodyguard was none other than Potiphar himself.  
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Some have suggested that this means that Potiphar too was beginning to recognize that 
Joseph was really innocent of what his wife had charged him with, and that might very 
well have been the case.  It seems as though the Lord was vindicating Joseph no matter 
which way he turned.  Solomon writes, “When a man’s ways are pleasing to the Lord, He 
makes even his enemies to be at peace with him” (Prov. 16:7).  Now Solomon doesn’t 
say that the godly man wouldn’t have any enemies, but only that they would be at peace 
with him.  In Joseph’s case, the Lord went even further and actually vindicated Joseph in 
the eyes of his enemies.  Eventually, even his brothers who hated him, by God’s grace, 
will be reconciled to him.  But the important thing to see here is that these two men are 
now in the place the Lord wants them to be, so that He can reveal to them what is in His 
will to reveal.   

Now the Lord didn’t do this right away.  It must not have been His timing yet.  
We read in verse 4 that “they were in confinement for some time,” how long, we really 
don’t know.  But He eventually did.  And this is the second thing we see:  the Lord gives 
a dream to these two officials.  They both had a dream on the very same night, and each 
dream had to do with what was going to happen to them in a very short time.  Now I want 
you to notice two things about these dreams.  First of all, they represent the way the Lord 
often spoke to men during the time He was giving revelation.  In Numbers 12, when the 
Lord was angry with Aaron and Miriam, because they were both jealous of Moses, He 
said to them, “Hear now My words:  If there is a prophet among you, I, the Lord, shall 
make Myself known to him in a vision.  I shall speak with him in a dream.  Not so, with 
My servant Moses, He is faithful in all My household; with him I speak mouth to mouth, 
even openly, and not in dark sayings, and he beholds the form of the Lord.  Why then 
were you not afraid to speak against My servant, against Moses?”  This passage tells us 
what we should usually expect to see when we read prophetic or visionary language – 
that usually we should not understand it in its literal sense, but in a symbolic sense.  In 
this case, the cupbearer’s three branches were three days.  And the fact that he was going 
to squeeze the grapes into the cup and give the cup to Pharaoh meant that in three days 
Pharaoh was going to restore him to his former position.  The three baskets of the baker 
also represented three days.  But the fact the birds were eating the bread out of the 
baskets indicated that the baker would not be restored to his position but that Pharaoh 
was going to hang him and the birds would eat away his flesh.  I say this only to point out 
that when you read the prophesies of Scripture, you need to realize that you generally 
can’t understand them in a literal sense, but you must understand them symbolically.  
Usually, it’s fairly easy to tell when symbols are being used and when they’re not, but in 
some cases it’s not.  The second thing I want you to notice is that the Lord really didn’t 
give these two men these dreams for their benefit, but for His church’s benefit.  It’s true 
that the Lord is good to all men and that He takes care of His whole creation (Psalm 
145:9), but He generally doesn’t give anyone but His own people special revelation.  And 
when He does give it to those who don’t know Him – such as in the case of Balaam or 
these two men or Pharaoh – it has something to do with the welfare of the church.  In 
other words, He didn’t necessarily give them these dreams for their own good, but for 
Joseph’s and eventually for Jacob’s household.  These dreams, and Joseph’s 
interpretation of them, is going to be the reason why Pharaoh eventually calls for Joseph 
to interpret his dreams.  All this is to say that God does what He does in His plan for the 
good of His church, and not ultimately for the good of anyone else.  God is good to all 
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men, in a benevolent kind of way, but He loves His church and orders all things together 
for their good (Rom. 8:28).   

Now Joseph, as the man in charge of the jail, noticed that these two men were 
troubled.  And so he came to them and asked them why they were so sad (v. 7).  They 
told him it was because they had both had a dream and there was no one to interpret it.  
Now again, I want you to notice two things here.  First, Joseph would never have known 
about these dreams, if he had not first taken the time to ask these men why they were so 
sad.  I told you that God uses His ordinary Providence in the working out of His will.  
Here, He uses the godly nature of Joseph to bring it about.  God gave these two men these 
dreams.  Then He made sure that they would be troubled about them, knowing that 
Joseph, because of his concern, would ask them about it.  Humanly speaking, if Joseph 
had been uncaring, or callous, or bitter because he was in jail and unconcerned, he never 
would have become second to Pharaoh.  These prophecies would have been carried out, 
but he would still have been in jail.  Of course, the Lord wouldn’t have allowed that to 
happen.  He knew Joseph’s character, and He knew that His will would be accomplished 
in this way.  But it was Joseph’s godliness and his love for his fellow man, especially 
those who were suffering the same things he was, that gave him this opportunity to do 
good to these men, and that resulted in his being used in an even more powerful way by 
God.  Now we certainly wouldn’t say that his own kindness and mercy resulted in his 
being used by God.  This was a part of God’s plan from eternity.  But we would certainly 
want to say that these are the kind of men that the Lord uses in His plan, those who are 
like Him, those who are like His Son.  In the same way, if we have this compassion, if we 
love our neighbors as ourselves, especially those we can more closely relate to because 
we have gone through the same circumstances, we too will be used by the Lord to carry 
out His will.  Our being that way doesn’t twist His arm to use us, it only means that He 
has prepared us so that we are usable and that He is planning to use us.  When our hearts 
are going His direction, that is when we will be most useful and most used by Him.  But 
the second thing I want you to notice is that before Joseph interprets their dreams, he first 
makes it clear to them that the interpretation belongs to God, since He is the One who 
gave it.  He wants to give God the glory first, and not take it to Himself – the same thing 
the Lord wants us to do today, as our Lord Jesus told us in the Sermon on the Mount, 
“Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and 
glorify your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16).  The Christian life is not all about 
getting glory for ourselves, but in giving glory to God.  It’s really the one who gives Him 
the most glory that will prosper in the end.  One other thing we should notice is that what 
is true about the glory is equally true about the blame.  The glory is not Joseph’s if he 
interprets the dream favorably and that blessing comes to pass, as it did in the case of the 
chief cupbearer, because Joseph is not the one who gave it nor the one who brought it to 
pass.  In the same way, if the interpretation is unfavorable and that curse comes to pass, 
as it did in the case of the chief baker, he is not to blame, because he didn’t give the 
dream or cause it’s fulfillment to come about.  God is the One who gives the message, 
and so He gets the glory or the blame for the message, not the messenger.  In other 
words, if someone has a problem with the message, their problem is with God, and not 
with the messenger.  This is something we should always bear in mind when we hear 
God’s Word expounded and applied.  If we like what we hear, the glory doesn’t go to the 
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messenger, but the Giver of the message, and likewise, if we don’t like what we hear, our 
problem is with God, not with the preacher, and so we should go to Him to talk about it.   

Now the last thing we see is that these two dreams did come to pass, as Joseph 
interpreted them.  On Pharaoh’s birthday – probably because he wanted to show both his 
magnanimous spirit and his justice – he lifted up the heads of both the chief cupbearer 
and the chief baker, which means that he brought them both to judgment.  The cupbearer 
he restored to his former position, as Joseph said, and the chief baker he hung, again, just 
as Joseph said.  But the chief cupbearer forgot his promise to Joseph, that he would 
mention him to Pharaoh and help him get out of the jail (v. 14).  I don’t think he forgot 
what had happened to him and what Joseph had done.  He probably couldn’t have 
forgotten that for the rest of his life, even if he wanted to.  What probably happened was 
that he conveniently forgot what he promised, because his situation with Pharaoh was 
still precarious.  He didn’t want to risk ending up as the chief baker.  This shows us again 
how the Lord uses the circumstances and the decisions of men to carry out His will.  
When the cupbearer did this, he was to blame.  It was his own decision.  But when he did 
this, he was carrying out God’s will, because it wasn’t yet time for Joseph to be released.  
There were still two more years to go (41:1).  Again, why the Lord wanted him to be in 
jail two more years isn’t certain.  Perhaps it was because there were other circumstances 
to get ready, things we can’t know about.  Perhaps it was because there was something 
that needed to take place in Joseph’s heart, something that could only be accomplished by 
another two years in jail.  We don’t know.  But we do know that the Lord’s timing is 
perfect in every situation, and even though things don’t take place when we would like 
them to, they always happen at the best time in the plan of God.   

And so we see the Lord continuing to arrange the circumstances to eventually 
bring Joseph into power in Egypt.  He would work not only this, but also the dreams of 
Pharaoh and the plenty and famine that would follow to bring His people to Egypt to take 
care of them.  And remember these things were not so much for Egypt’s benefit – 
although certainly it would work together for the good of those whom He had chosen 
who were yet to be born in the future, and it would benefit those who needed food at that 
time – but the Lord did this for the benefit of His Son – whom He would bring into the 
world through the seed of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – and for the benefit of His whole 
church throughout the ages.  If the Lord hadn’t done these things, then Jesus wouldn’t 
have come.  And if Jesus hadn’t come, then none of us would have been saved.  And if 
none of us had been saved, then we could have no guarantee that the things that happen to 
us now would ever work out for our good.  But God did fulfill His plan.  He did send 
Jesus.  He did save us through faith in His name.  And because He did, He is also 
working everything together for our good and His glory in His plan, just as He did in the 
life of Joseph so many years ago.  We mustn’t forget that this story of Joseph is part of 
the story of our salvation, because we too are a part of God’s plan.  And so let’s thank the 
Lord that He purposed to take care of Joseph and His people so that He could send His 
Son, because in His care of His people then, He has secured our salvation now through 
Jesus.  Amen.   


