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Part II: God Gave Joseph Success
Genesis 40:1-41:57 (key verse 41:39,40) 
Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, "Since God has made all this known to you, there is no one so discerning and wise as you. You shall be in charge of my palace, and all my people are to submit to your orders. Only with respect to the throne will I be greater than you."

Last week, we learned that true success is given by God. Today, as we continue looking at the life of Joseph, we want to consider what that God-given success looks like in both hardship and responsibility. This passage raises some important questions for us: What does it mean to be successful before God? Is success determined by our circumstances and position, or by our faithfulness to God? When life seems to be moving in the wrong direction, can we still trust that God is with us and continue serving Him faithfully? And when God gives us success, influence and responsibility, will we remember that everything comes from Him, or will we begin to take the glory for ourselves? These are the questions we want to keep in mind as we continue studying the life of Joseph.

In Genesis 39, Joseph’s life seemed to move in the wrong direction. He was sold as a slave, falsely accused and imprisoned. Yet Scripture repeatedly says that the LORD was with Joseph (Gen. 39:2, 21, 23). His circumstances were painful, but God had not abandoned him. Genesis 40–41 now shows us what the presence of God produced in Joseph: faithful service in hardship, humble dependence upon God, wisdom in responsibility, and a life that remembered God even in prosperity.

Based on verses Genesis 41:39–40, Pharaoh, the most powerful man in Egypt, looked at a Hebrew prisoner and said, in effect, “God has made these things known to you; therefore there is no one so discerning and wise as you.” The way Joseph’s rose was unbelievable, but the center of the passage is not Joseph’s greatness. The center is God’s sovereign providence. God gave the revelation, God gave the wisdom, God arranged the timing, and God placed Joseph where he could preserve many lives. This is one of the great lessons of Joseph’s life: biblical success is not merely reaching a palace. It is being faithful to God in the prison and in the palace. Success is to live under God’s hand, to use what He gives us for His glory, and to fulfil the responsibility He entrusts to us.

Through this passage, therefore, we want to learn how Joseph remained faithful while his hardship continued, how God prepared and raised him according to His perfect timing, and, most importantly, how Joseph remembered God when his days of hardship became days of honour and responsibility. May we be convicted by God’s word, Amen!

Genesis 40 begins with Joseph still in prison. Pharaoh’s chief cupbearer and chief baker were confined in the same prison, and the captain of the guard assigned them to Joseph. We are told simply that Joseph “attended them” (40:4). This is important. Joseph had done nothing deserving imprisonment, yet he did not allow injustice to excuse unfaithfulness. He continued to serve.

When Joseph came to the officers one morning, he noticed that they were troubled and asked, “Why do you look so sad today?” (40:7). His own suffering had not made him blind to the suffering of others. He was not so absorbed in his own pain that he could no longer see another person’s distress. The officers explained that they had dreamed and had no interpreter. Joseph answered, “Do not interpretations belong to God? Tell me your dreams” (40:8). This sentence reveals the heart of Joseph’s faith. He did not claim spiritual power for himself. He confessed that interpretation belongs to God. Even while God had not yet explained Joseph’s own suffering to him, Joseph still trusted God enough to tell others that the answer belonged to Him.

Based on verses 9 to 22, Joseph interpreted both dreams faithfully. The cupbearer would be restored in three days, the baker would be executed. Three days later, both words were fulfilled exactly as recorded in verses 20 to 22. Joseph was faithful to deliver both messages truthfully he did not alter anything even when one of the messages was unpleasant and painful. 

Joseph then asked the cupbearer to remember him before Pharaoh [40:14–15]. However, verse 23 says, “The chief cupbearer, however, did not remember Joseph; he forgot him.” Chapter 41 opens by revealing that Joseph remained in prison for two more full years [41:1] as a result. Humanly speaking, Joseph was forgotten. Providentially, he was being kept for the exact moment God had appointed. It was also to make clear that God’s providence was behind all things, Joseph’s elevation would finally be seen not as the product of human influence, but of God’s hand. For example let us look at verse 1-7 of chapter 41.

After two full years Pharaoh dreamed two disturbing dreams [41:1-7]. In the first, seven healthy cows were swallowed by seven ugly and thin cows. In the second, seven healthy heads of grain were swallowed by seven thin heads scorched by the east wind. Pharaoh was troubled and summoned Egypt’s magicians and wise men, but none could interpret the dreams [41:8].

The failure of Egypt’s wisdom was itself part of God’s providence. Pharaoh had authority, advisers and resources, but he could not understand what God had revealed. God exposed the insufficiency of Egypt’s wisdom so that the wisdom He gave Joseph would be elevated. The problem had been designed in such a way that the answer could only come from God.
Only then did the cupbearer remember Joseph, look at verses 9-13, “9Then the chief cupbearer said to Pharaoh, “Today I am reminded of my shortcomings. 10Pharaoh was once angry with his servants, and he imprisoned me and the chief baker in the house of the captain of the guard. 11Each of us had a dream the same night, and each dream had a meaning of its own. 12Now a young Hebrew was there with us, a servant of the captain of the guard. We told him our dreams, and he interpreted them for us, giving each man the interpretation of his dream. 13And things turned out exactly as he interpreted them to us: I was restored to my position, and the other man was impaled.” Pharaoh sent for Joseph, and Joseph was quickly brought from the dungeon, shaved, changed his clothes and stood before Pharaoh [41:14]. In a single day his outward condition changed.

The two years were not wasted. The cupbearer remembered Joseph at precisely the right time. If Joseph had been released earlier, he might never have stood before Pharaoh. What looked like delay was part of the divine arrangement. This also reveals something we should take to heart, because of God’s providence, events that appear accidental or hostile remain under God’s sovereign government and are directed towards His purposes. God’s delays should therefore not be confused with God’s absence. We do not know the secret counsel of God, and we should not assume that every hardship will lead to earthly promotion. However, Joseph’s story teaches us that no season of faithful obedience is wasted under the providence of God. Yersterday I was a tombstone unveiling and one older man said to me, we always complain, and complaining is as though saying God is not competent. 

Let us now look at the interaction between Joseph and Pharoah. Look at verse 15, Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I had a dream, and no one can interpret it. But I have heard it said of you that when you hear a dream you can interpret it”. This was the perfect opportunity for a forgotten prisoner to promote himself. Joseph did the opposite. His first words were, look at verse 16, “I cannot do it, but God will give Pharaoh the answer he desires”.

Joseph’s humility is not false modesty. He really believed that the ability was not ultimately in himself. Joseph intentionally refuses to take the credit that belongs to God. His competence was real, but it was received competence. His wisdom was real, but it was God-given wisdom. Joseph then interpreted the dreams. The seven good cows and seven good heads of grain represented seven years of great abundance [41:25–26]. The seven thin cows and scorched heads represented seven years of famine [41:27]. The famine would be so severe that the abundance would be forgotten [41:30–31]. The repetition of the dream meant that “the matter has been firmly decided by God, and God will do it soon” [41:32].

Notice Joseph’s repeated testimony in verse 16, “God will give Pharaoh the answer” in verse 25, “God has revealed to Pharaoh what he is about to do”,  in verse 28, “God has shown Pharaoh what he is about to do” and in verse 32, “the matter has been firmly decided by God”. Joseph stood in the court of an earthly king and declared the sovereignty of the heavenly King. Egypt’s harvests, economy and future were not ruled finally by Pharaoh, the Nile or chance. They were under God. There may be things in our lives we have accepted as though they not under God. Some chronic illness, Wits, children and so on. However, through this passage we can see that all is under God, to God be the glory. Amen!

Joseph also proposed a practical response inverses 33 to 36, Pharaoh should appoint a discerning and wise administrator, establish overseers, collect a fifth of the harvest during the seven good years, and store the grain for the famine. Here divine sovereignty and human responsibility stand together. Because God had determined what would happen, Egypt had every reason to prepare wisely. Faith in providence does not produce carelessness, it produces obedient action.

Joseph had been trained for this moment. In Potiphar’s house he had learned stewardship, in prison he had learned service under restriction, through suffering he had learned humility and by revelation God gave him understanding. This is where we must examine ourselves. We often think we will serve God properly when our circumstances improve. Joseph served before they improved. He did not wait for freedom before becoming useful. The prison was not outside God’s plan, it was one of the places where God prepared the servant who would later govern Egypt. Life is happening now, not tomorrow as though we waiting for something. In 1 John we learned that, Jesus has given us life and life in full. 

God’s preparation of Joseph included both spiritual formation and practical competence. Pharaoh and his officials recognised the wisdom of Joseph’s proposal [41:37]. Pharaoh asked, “Can we find anyone like this man, one in whom is the spirit of God?” [41:38]. Let us all read verses 39 and 40, “39Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has made all this known to you, there is no one so discerning and wise as you. 40You shall be in charge of my palace, and all my people are to submit to your orders. Only with respect to the throne will I be greater than you”, “Since God has made all this known to you, there is no one so discerning and wise as you. You shall be in charge of my palace.”

Pharaoh did not merely say, “Joseph is clever.” He recognised that Joseph knew what he knew because God had made it known to him. Joseph’s wisdom bore witness to its divine source. The man who said, “I cannot do it” [41:16], was now entrusted with Egypt because God had enabled him to do what Egypt’s wise men could not do. Pharaoh placed Joseph over the whole land of Egypt, second only to himself [41:40–44]. He gave Joseph his signet ring, fine linen, a gold chain and the second chariot. Joseph was thirty years old when he entered Pharaoh’s service [41:46]. He had been seventeen when the story of his suffering began [37:2]. Roughly thirteen years of slavery and imprisonment stood behind this day of elevation. 
But we must be careful not to turn Joseph’s story into a formula that says, “If you suffer faithfully, God will make you rich or powerful.” That is not the gospel. Though I know that there are some fly by night churches that tend to teach this falsehood. A sad reality of this world. Many faithful believers suffer throughout this life. Joseph’s earthly elevation served a particular redemptive purpose: through him God would preserve Jacob’s family, the covenant line through which His promises would continue. The greater success is not Joseph’s title, it is God’s purpose being accomplished through Joseph’s faithfulness.

This also guards us from defining success by position. Joseph was successful in Genesis 39 before he entered the palace, because the LORD was with him and he faithfully carried what God placed in his hands. Genesis 41 does not suddenly make Joseph successful, it makes his God-given faithfulness publicly visible. The same character that served in prison now governs a nation.

Joseph did not receive authority merely to enjoy honour. He immediately went throughout Egypt and began the work (41:46). During the seven years of abundance, “the land produced plentifully” [41:47], and Joseph stored huge quantities of grain in the cities [41:48–49]. When the seven years of famine began, events unfolded exactly as God had said [41:53–54]. Joseph opened the storehouses and sold grain to the Egyptians [41:56], and people from other countries came to Egypt because the famine was severe throughout the world [41:57].

Joseph’s wisdom therefore became service. His promotion enlarged his responsibility. Biblical authority is stewardship under God. The higher Joseph was raised, the more people depended upon his faithful administration. This is a necessary correction to worldly ideas of success. God-given opportunity is not mainly permission to enjoy ourselves, it is an entrusted field of service. Whatever God places in our hands, family, ministry, employment, knowledge, money, influence or leadership. It must be managed as stewardship. The question is not simply, “What have I achieved?” but, “For whose glory and for whose good am I using what God has entrusted to me?”

Before the famine came, Joseph had two sons. He named the first Manasseh, saying, “It is because God has made me forget all my trouble and all my father’s household” [41:51]. He named the second Ephraim, saying, “It is because God has made me fruitful in the land of my suffering” [41:52]. These names are a profound testimony. Joseph did not say, “My intelligence has made me successful,” or, “Pharaoh has made me great.” He said, “God has made me forget,” and, “God has made me fruitful.” The Hebrew names of Joseph’s sons show that he retained his covenant identity even while living at the center of Egyptian power. His prosperity did not erase his memory of God.

Notice also that Joseph in verse 52, still called Egypt “the land of my suffering”. He did not rewrite his past as though the pain had never happened. However suffering no longer had the final word. God had made him fruitful in that very land. Joseph was confessing that God is greater than affliction.

In conclusion, Genesis 40–41 teaches us to see Joseph’s life through the providence of God. The cupbearer forgot Joseph, but God did not. Pharaoh was troubled, but God was working. Egypt’s wise men failed, but God had prepared His servant. Joseph was brought from prison, but he refused to take God’s glory. He received authority, but he used it to preserve life. And when prosperity came, he still said, “God has made me fruitful.”

The key verses says, “Since God has made all this known to you, there is no one so discerning and wise as you” (41:39). Joseph’s wisdom was recognised, but God was its source. Joseph’s position was great, but God was the One who placed him there. Joseph’s work was effective, but God’s covenant purpose was greater than Joseph’s personal advancement. Ultimately, Joseph’s story belongs to the larger redemptive story. God preserved the family of Jacob through whom the promised seed would come. What then is success for us? It is not that every prison will become a palace. It is that, wherever God places us, we remain faithful to Him. In hardship, serve. When forgotten, trust His providence. When opportunity comes, give God the glory. When responsibility increases, steward it wisely. When success comes, remember the God who gave it. May God make us discerning and wise, not for our own name, but so that our lives may serve His purposes and display His glory. May we be used to spread the gospel of Jesus to others, Amen!
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