
ECF 24th August 2014 The Forgotten Prisoner Genesis 40 
Mr Smith climbed to the top of Mt. Sinai to get close enough to talk to God.   Looking up, he asked the Lord. “God, what 
does a million years mean to you?” 
The Lord replied, “A million years is like a minute to me.”  
“And what does a million euro mean to you?” Mr Smith asked. 
“A million euro is like a cent to me,” replied God. 
“Then, can I have a cent?” Mr Smith asked. 
And God’s reply was, “In a minute.” 
 
Sorry, I know that it’s an old joke.  And yet it highlights one of the age-old struggles of faith.  In our lives we want instant 
answers to our prayers, speedy justice, urgent help, immediate restoration or healing.  But often, we don’t experience this.  
In the beginning of Psalm 13, David expresses the frustration that many of us face:  
“How long, O Lord? Will you forget me for ever? 
How long will you hide your face from me? 
How long must I wrestle with my thoughts and every day have sorrow in my heart?  
How long will my enemy triumph over me?” Psalm 13:1–2  
 
I think Joseph must’ve struggled with this.  Surely at times he must’ve felt that he’d been forgotten by God.   He’d been 
betrayed by brothers – sold for a meager 20 shekels of silver.  He’d been bought by Potiphar – as a slave in his household.  
But just as things started to pick up for him, he’d been betrayed by Potiphar’s wife.  Falsely accused.  Judged guilty without 
a trial.  Joseph had been left to rot in a prison cell. 
 
Genesis 40:1-7: “Some time later, the cupbearer and the baker of the king of Egypt offended their master, the king of Egypt. 
2 Pharaoh was angry with his two officials, the chief cupbearer and the chief baker, 3 and put them in custody in the house of 
the captain of the guard, in the same prison where Joseph was confined. 4 The captain of the guard assigned them to 
Joseph, and he attended them. 
After they had been in custody for some time, 5 each of the two men—the cupbearer and the baker of the king of Egypt, 
who were being held in prison—had a dream the same night, and each dream had a meaning of its own. 
6 When Joseph came to them the next morning, he saw that they were dejected. 7 So he asked Pharaoh’s officials who were 
in custody with him in his master’s house, “Why are your faces so sad today?” 
 
1. When God Delays! 
This passage starts with: “Some time later…” Genesis 40:1.  The Bible doesn’t saw how long this was.  We don’t know how 
long Joseph was in prison for.  All we know is that there were 13 difficult years for Joseph in Egypt between Potiphar’s 
house and the prison, before he got to the palace.   
But what we can be sure of is this: that Joseph’s suffering was not a short-term or quickly resolved problem.  It was 
measured in years rather than days.  He must’ve wondered if he would ever see his dreams fulfilled.   
 
It is at these times that we need to remember that God’s timing is different from ours.  2 Peter 3:8 states: “With the Lord a 
day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day.  The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some 
understand slowness.  He is patient with you…”  God is more patient than us.  When we are in a hurry, God is patient.  
When we are desperate, he is long-suffering.  When we are in a rush, God is willing to wait for the perfect time.   
 
a) Wait on the Lord 
But if we have trusted in Jesus, we can be sure that just like with Joseph, the Lord is with us, and that he will fulfil his 
promises to us.  “For no matter how many promises God has made, they are “Yes” in Christ.” 2 Corinthians 1:20 
 
And so even if it takes days, weeks or even years to see the evidence of God at work in our lives, we can wait in faith for the 
Lord: “Wait for the Lord; be strong and take heart and wait for the Lord.” Psalm 27:14  
 
2. Caring for Others 
But waiting is hard.  The years can wear us down.  Years of suffering or frustration can weaken our resolve, shorten our 
temper, harden our hearts and even embitter our soul.  I think that’s why Joseph’s response here is so amazing.  Joseph 
managed to resist the hardening impact of suffering and showed concern for others in a quite extra-ordinary way. 
 
When Pharaoh’s chief cupbearer and chief baker were imprisoned, “The captain of the guard assigned them to Joseph, and 
he attended them.” Genesis 40:4. Presumably this was Potiphar, who had to some extent started to trust Joseph again. 
 
And Joseph showed amazing care for these men.  One day, “he saw that they were dejected.” Genesis 40:6.  He saw that 



they were more sad and miserable than usual, and he cared enough to ask them: “Why are your faces so sad today?” 
Genesis 40:7 
 
I think this shows a dramatic change in Joseph from when he was his dad’s favourite son.  As a teenager he had been so 
wrapped up in himself that he had failed to recognise or care about the jealousy of his brothers.  He had naively shared his 
two dreams about his brothers bowing down to him without realising or caring about how it would impact them. 
 
But suffering had humbled Joseph.  His pride had been broken and his heart had softened.  God was moulding him for 
leading not just in a prison, but in a palace! 
 
a) With God’s Love 
God wants his people also to be characterised by this care for others – even when we’re struggling or we’re suffering.   
 
The greatest example of this is surely Jesus on the cross.  In the middle of unimaginable suffering and excruciating pain, 
Jesus demonstrated care to his mum when he placed her into the care of his trusted disciple, with the words: “Dear woman, 
here is your son,” John 19:26 and “Here is your mother.” John 19:27 
 
And this love was also extended to those that were not innocent bystanders. His response to the repentant criminal who 
was crucified beside him, was filled with compassion.  When he pleaded with Jesus to remember him when he came into his 
kingdom, Jesus responded with these amazing words of comfort: “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in 
paradise.” Luke 23:43   
 
And we’re called to follow in Jesus’ footsteps with words and actions of comfort and care.  We’re called to express God’s 
love to those who are suffering and in need.  And if we do this, even in our difficult times, then God can redeem our own 
suffering.  Paul tells us of “The Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, 4 who comforts us in all our troubles, so 
that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.”  2 Corinthians 1:3-4 
 
Let’s not miss those God-given opportunities to point suffering people to same God who is helping us in our suffering.  
 
3. Witnessing to Others 
And that is what Joseph did.  He didn’t just care about others, he also witnessed to them:  Genesis 40:8: “We both had 
dreams,” they answered, “but there is no-one to interpret them.” 
Then Joseph said to them, “Do not interpretations belong to God? Tell me your dreams.” 

 
a) In Difficulties 
Have you ever thought that you couldn’t be an effective witness for God, because you were struggling or suffering too 
much?  Have you heard people give the impression that only those with stories of miraculous healing, rescue or success can 
impact the hearts and minds of others?  Well, of course, this is not the case. 
 
Here is Joseph having been failed by his foolish dad, rejected by his brothers, sold as a slave, wrongly accused by his 
master’s unfaithful wife, rotting in prison.  We might have described Joseph as being in a God-forsaken place!  
 
And yet Joseph didn’t believe that God had forgotten him!  Amazingly he still believed that God was with him.  But more 
than that.  He believed that God could speak to him and through him to these two dejected prisoners.   And he was willing 
to speak about his faith and trust in God to others. 
 
Our message is not one of present health, wealth and happiness and cloud-free sunny skies.  Rather it is the knowledge of 
God’s presence in the middle of all the ups and downs of our lives, and the assurance that he is always at work for our good.  
And so whatever we are going through, whether we are soaring or struggling, we can still have the privilege to point others 
to God.  Peter calls us to “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope 
that you have.” 1 Peter 3:15   
 
b) In Disappointment 
But I think Joseph’s witnessing is all the more amazing considering that Joseph was still living with unfulfilled dreams.  He 
believed that God had given him dreams of future greatness and glory.  But since that time, things had gone from bad to 
worse.  He was rock bottom.  But still he believed that God could be trusted.  He still believed that God would fulfill his 
promises.  His hope was still in the Lord. 
 
This is the same undefeatable faith in God that David expressed in Psalm 13.  As we saw earlier, this psalm begins with 



David’s heart-felt cry to God: “How long, O Lord? Will you forget me for ever? How long will you hide your face from me?” 
Psalm 13:1 
 
This is how David felt as he suffered and struggled as God apparently refused to answer.  But David concluded this psalm 
with an amazing declaration of faith.  “But I trust in your unfailing love; my heart rejoices in your salvation. 6 I will sing to the 
Lord, for he has been good to me.” Psalm 13:5–6  Even although his circumstances hadn’t changed, even although his 
enemies were still against him, even although his outlook seemed bleak, David refused to give in to his circumstances.  
Instead he stood in his knowledge of God’s faithfulness and love and choose to rejoice in the salvation that he knew was 
his! 
 
And we can do the same.  Faith in God when we’re seeing God answer our prayers regularly can of course impact the hearts 
and minds of those around us.  But faith in God, when times are hard, when everything seems bleak, when heaven seems 
silent – that is especially powerful! 
 
4. Sharing God’s Truth 
So Joseph invited them to tell him their dreams and the chief cupbearer went first.  Genesis 40:9-11: “So the chief 
cupbearer told Joseph his dream. He said to him, “In my dream I saw a vine in front of me, 10 and on the vine were three 
branches. As soon as it budded, it blossomed, and its clusters ripened into grapes. 11 Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand, and I 
took the grapes, squeezed them into Pharaoh’s cup and put the cup in his hand.” 
 
a) Good news 
God then gave Joseph the understanding of this dream and Joseph passed this on to the cupbearer: Genesis 40:12-13: “This 
is what it means,” Joseph said to him. “The three branches are three days. 13 Within three days Pharaoh will lift up your 
head and restore you to your position, and you will put Pharaoh’s cup in his hand, just as you used to do when you were his 
cupbearer. 
 
This was good news.  He would be released from prison and restored to his previous position.  It would’ve been relatively 
easy to give this message to a dejected prisoner.  We all like to share encouraging news! 
 
b) Bad news 
But then the chief baker went next.  Genesis 40:16-17: “When the chief baker saw that Joseph had given a favourable 
interpretation, he said to Joseph, “I too had a dream: On my head were three baskets of bread. 17 In the top basket were all 
kinds of baked goods for Pharaoh, but the birds were eating them out of the basket on my head.” 
 
This man’s dream was similar to the first, but with differences that made all the difference.  It wasn’t good news, but Joseph 
still passed on God’s message faithfully.  Genesis 40:18-19: “This is what it means,” Joseph said. “The three baskets are 
three days. 19 Within three days Pharaoh will lift off your head and hang you on a tree. And the birds will eat away your 
flesh.”  That was a tough message to share.  But Joseph was willing to share all of God’s truth, the good news and the bad.   
 
We need the same willingness to share all of God’s truth.  These days some biblical truths are unpalatable and unpopular.  
They don’t fit into people’s ideas of a tolerant and sophisticated world-view.  Some people want an all-inclusive message of 
Christ without the cross, salvation without the lost, heaven without hell, spiritual experiences without challenging service.  
Paul warned Timothy about this: “For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit 
their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.” 2 
Timothy 4:3 
 
But we need to resist this temptation.  We need to refuse to redesign the Bible, to the edit out the challenging bits or cover 
up the unpopular parts.  When Paul revisited the leaders of the church of Ephesus he could say this: “You know that I have 
not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house.” Acts 
20:20  We need that same commitment to share all of God’s truth, without compromise. 
 
5. Forgotten by Others 
Joseph faithfully explained the dreams.  And they turned out exactly as Joseph had said.  The chief baker was executed and 
the chief cupbearer was released and restored.  It should have been Joseph’s chance of release because he had asked the 
cupbearer: Genesis 40:14-15: “But when all goes well with you, remember me and show me kindness; mention me to 
Pharaoh and get me out of this prison. 15 For I was forcibly carried off from the land of the Hebrews, and even here I have 
done nothing to deserve being put in a dungeon.” 
 
Joseph asked to be remembered.  He simply asked that the cupbearer respond in the same way that Joseph had cared for 



him.  Surely it was a small thing to ask!  But the cupbearer forgot all about the one who’d helped him.  Genesis 40:23  “The 
chief cupbearer, however, did not remember Joseph; he forgot him.” 
 
Probably most of us have experienced this kind of disappointment.  People have let us down.  They’ve forgotten us after 
promising to stay in touch, or to help, or just to be there for us.  It’s especially tough if we’ve helped them and have 
expected a bit of gratitude in return.   
 
a) But Remembered by God 
But Joseph was not forgotten by everyone.  Yes it must have been so disheartening to see the chief cupbearer walk out of 
that prison and wait day after day for signs of his help.  But it must have also been a great encouragement.   
 
God had revealed the cupbearer and the baker’s future to Joseph through their dreams and it had come about just as he 
said.  It was a powerful reminder that God was still with Joseph, even in that prison.  And Joseph could also have renewed 
confidence that just as their dreams had been fulfilled just as he had said, so one day God would fulfill Joseph’s dreams, just 
as he had promised!  
 
He would have to wait another two long years to see that fulfillment.  But he would see it.  Others had failed him, falsely 
accused him and forgotten him.  But God was faithful – and he would remember his promises. 
 
And no matter what happens in our lives, God will not forget us.  The Lord states:  “I will not forget you! See, I have 
engraved you on the palms of my hands.”  Isaiah 49:15-16 
 
Even in times of disappointment and discouragement, in times of waiting and wondering, of shattered hopes and unfulfilled 
dreams we can rejoice that God will not forget us.  We can wait on the Lord.  We can witness to his unfailing love.  That’s 
because we know that although other people may forget us, God will not!  He has hidden us in his heart, he has us engraved 
on the palm of his hands.   
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