Genesis 41:1-40 Sermon: Blessing of Wisdom

As we get back to the story of Joseph, we see, again, an event being duplicated in Joseph’s
life. Here, just like the story in the chapter before, Joseph is called upon to interpret a
dream when nobody else can. While those around him can recognize his ability, he knows it
is because of his relationship with the one true God, as a member of his blessed people.
We know, that these duplicated stories show us a pattern of God’s providential ordering of
history, eventually leading to a coming salvation for the world.

Again, we see Joseph, though removed from his people, being a presence of blessing to the
nations as he is exiled there. In this story, God is blessing Joseph with wisdom, as he
blessed him with his chastity in the chapters previous, so that he spread God’s blessing to
the nations.

Let’s read, Genesis 41:1-40:

When two full years had passed, Pharaoh had a dream: He was standing by the Nile, >when
out of the river there came up seven cows, sleek and fat, and they grazed among the reeds.
3 After them, seven other cows, ugly and gaunt, came up out of the Nile and stood beside
those on the riverbank. *And the cows that were ugly and gaunt ate up the seven sleek, fat
cows. Then Pharaoh woke up.

SHe fell asleep again and had a second dream: Seven heads of grain, healthy and good,
were growing on a single stalk. ¢ After them, seven other heads of grain sprouted—thin and
scorched by the east wind. ’ The thin heads of grain swallowed up the seven healthy, full
heads. Then Pharaoh woke up; it had been a dream.

81n the morning his mind was troubled, so he sent for all the magicians and wise men of
Egypt. Pharaoh told them his dreams, but no one could interpret them for him.

°Then the chief cupbearer said to Pharaoh, “Today | am reminded of my shortcomings.
“Pharaoh was once angry with his servants, and he imprisoned me and the chief baker in
the house of the captain of the guard. " Each of us had a dream the same night, and each
dream had a meaning of its own. '>?Now 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. ¥ And things turned out exactly as he interpreted them
to us: | was restored to my position, and the other man was impaled.”

“So Pharaoh sent for Joseph, and he was quickly brought from the dungeon. When he had
shaved and changed his clothes, he came before Pharaoh.

'SPharaoh said to Joseph, “l had a dream, and no one can interpret it. But | have heard it
said of you that when you hear a dream you can interpret it.”



6« cannot do it,” Joseph replied to Pharaoh, “but God will give Pharaoh the answer he
desires.”

7Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “In my dream | was standing on the bank of the Nile, "®*when
out of the river there came up seven cows, fat and sleek, and they grazed among the reeds.
9 After them, seven other cows came up—scrawny and very ugly and lean. | had never seen
such ugly cows in all the land of Egypt. **The lean, ugly cows ate up the seven fat cows that
came up first. ' But even after they ate them, no one could tell that they had done so; they
looked just as ugly as before. Then | woke up.

2“In my dream | saw seven heads of grain, full and good, growing on a single stalk. 22 After
them, seven other heads sprouted—withered and thin and scorched by the east wind.
24The thin heads of grain swallowed up the seven good heads. | told this to the magicians,
but none of them could explain it to me.”

%Then Joseph said to Pharaoh, “The dreams of Pharaoh are one and the same. God has
revealed to Pharaoh what he is about to do. 2 The seven good cows are seven years, and
the seven good heads of grain are seven years; it is one and the same dream. ? The seven
lean, ugly cows that came up afterward are seven years, and so are the seven worthless
heads of grain scorched by the east wind: They are seven years of famine.

24|t is just as | said to Pharaoh: God has shown Pharaoh what he is about to do. 2 Seven
years of great abundance are coming throughout the land of Egypt, *° but seven years of
famine will follow them. Then all the abundance in Egypt will be forgotten, and the famine
will ravage the land. ¥ The abundance in the land will not be remembered, because the
famine that follows it will be so severe. *2The reason the dream was given to Pharaoh in two
forms is that the matter has been firmly decided by God, and God will do it soon.

33“And now let Pharaoh look for a discerning and wise man and put him in charge of the
land of Egypt. *Let Pharaoh appoint commissioners over the land to take a fifth of the
harvest of Egypt during the seven years of abundance. *They should collect all the food of
these good years that are coming and store up the grain under the authority of Pharaoh, to
be kept in the cities for food. * This food should be held in reserve for the country, to be
used during the seven years of famine that will come upon Egypt, so that the country may
not be ruined by the famine.”

%"The plan seemed good to Pharaoh and to all his officials. *® So Pharaoh asked them, “Can
we find anyone like this man, one in whom is the spirit of God?”

%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 | be greater than you.”



This is the Word of the Lord.

This story of Joseph’s being taken out of prison to be given an audience with Pharaoh is a
nice conclusion in the life of Joseph up to this point. The rest of the chapter tells of how he
governed Egypt well, doing as he recommended to Pharaoh in setting aside grain in the
good years. He married into the elite society, was given pomp and prestige, but all the
while, he remained faithful to God, as seen in the way he names his sons with Hebrew
names, and how he distributes the grain he had stored, being the blessing he was called to.

His story has come a long way from his start in Palestine with his brothers jealous of him
and his dreams of rising to prominence, which are now clear to see. Joseph is said to be
thirty years old when he becomes the second most powerful person in Egypt, and he was
seventeen when he was left in the pit by his brothers. He had spent thirteen tumultuous
years in Egypt. When the sons of Israel throw Joseph into the pit, they would have no idea
that this was God’s means of bringing Joseph’s dreams to fruition.

As we mentioned before, the story of Joseph gives a glimpse into how God will one day save
the world, and not simply Israel. Part of that salvation is being a blessing to the nations, as
God told Abraham, “I will bless those who bless you...”
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In this chapter, we see the particular blessing of Joseph’s wisdom. As a man who fears God
above all else, Joseph stands out of the crowd of so-called wise men. It seems that as
Joseph had faith in God through all the trouble he endured, this has made him into a man of
character. What Paul says in Romans 5 is seen in Joseph’s life, “suffering produces
perseverance, perseverance, character; and character, hope.” When we met him, he was
an impetuous teenager, bragging about his future glory. But now, when we see him raised
up to the second highest position in Egypt, he recognizes all his ability comes from God.
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Have you ever known someone who you would define as ‘wise’? Someone who you trust for
advice, knowing them to be patient and measured, who will always seek God’s will above
all the distractions. Wisdom isn’t the same thing as being simply smart, as there are many
people who can contain much knowledge but do not know how to properly order it.
Wisdom also takes into consideration how to morally order things, knowing what is good to
do for a specific situation.
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In the Bible, whether in Proverbs or in the book of James, wisdom is most often associated
with persevering (keeping your mind fixed on the goal you’re working towards as you face



adversity on the way), in avoiding temptation, and in controlling their tongue, whether that
be gossiping, boasting, lying, or teaching out of ignorance.

It seems like our world, with its near limitless amounts of knowledge, has a severe lack of
wisdom. All of us have the world’s knowledge at our fingertips, simply search whatever we
want, and we can find some kind of answer. And yet, must of us simply use this power to
waste time as efficiently as possible. Any adversity we face is avoided and pacified with
scrolling and binge-watching. Far from avoiding temptation, it is paraded as a good thing.
Tongues are not only not controlled, but they are given a free reign with anonymous twitter
accounts spreading all kinds of nhonsensical conspiracy theory. So much power, so little
wisdom.
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This story can be taken as an extended parable of the proverb, “the fear of the Lord is the
beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding” (Prov.9:10).
Joseph, in his rising and falling, has learned to fear God above all else. God is in control,
and he will bring about what he will in his time. When testing comes, whether in falling into
temptation with Potiphar’s wife, or in our story, where he might be tempted to not
acknowledge the true God before a man like Pharaoh, Joseph fears God above all else.
Because Joesph has ordered his life in this way, he is able to do something like feed the
world with his coming surplus.
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The chapter begins with Pharaoh having some troubling dreams. The dreams are of seven
fattened cows being gobbled up by seven gaunt cows, and then seven hearty heads of grain
being swallowed up by seven windblown heads of grain. The dreams seem to have really
effected Pharaoh as he goes into a frenzy trying to find someone to interpret them.
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It must be remembered that Pharaoh would have considered himself to be divine. In
Egyptian mythology, the Pharaoh was both a son of Re, the god of the Sun, and a
manifestation of the god Horus, the god of the sky." In the ancient world, the dream-state
was seen as bridge to the spiritual realm. For Pharaoh, as a manifestation of the gods, his
dreams would have been especially important.
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T Andrew Collins, “The Divinity of the Pharaoh in Greek Sources.” In, The Classical Quarterly. 64.2, 2014.




As an Egyptian mediator of the gods, the images of the gaunt cows and windswept grain
that Pharaoh sees in his dreams would have been an especially shocking image to him. The
cow was the symbol of Isis, the goddess of the earth, agriculture, and food; and the Nile.?
The Egyptian mastering of the flooding of the Nile to create irrigation, was the reason for
their empire, and thus the source of Pharaoh’s strength.
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This then becomes all the more troublesome when Pharaoh is unable to interpret his
dreams with his own wise men and magicians. We might imagine that they tried, but
nothing they offered quite connected the dots. We might also imagine that they simply
flattered him with praise, as would be typical in this situation. These are the kind of people
who were wise in the eyes of the world, but incapable of true wisdom because they did not
fear the true God. Jeremiah says, “The wise will be put to shame; they will be dismayed and
trapped. Since they have rejected the word of the Lord, what kind of wisdom do they have?”

When Pharaoh is told by the cupbearer that he knew of a Hebrew slave in prison who
correctly interpreted his dream in the past, who he had inconveniently forgotten to help,
Pharaoh, out of desperation sends for him.
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When Joseph meets Pharaoh, he is no sycophant; he does not engage in any of the typical
royal flattery. Joseph responds to Pharaoh with what is easily the climax of this story saying,
“l cannot do it... but God will give Pharaoh the answer he desires.” In responding like this,
Joseph tells Pharaoh that the only true God is showing Pharaoh that his power is in God’s
hands alone. God is going to show all Egypt that his power over the world, things falsely
attributed to Egyptian idols, or to Pharoh himself, are in God’s hands.
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Think about how bold it was for Joseph, just taken out of prison, to say, as a foreigner, in
front of the most powerful person in the world, someone who thought himself a god
walking on earth, that the only entity capable of even interpreting his dreams is the one and
only true God. Not his magicians. Not his wise men. Pharaoh is right to be troubled, as he
had just encountered a revelation of the only true God, and the very fact that he exists
upsets his whole understanding of the universe where he is at the centre.

2 Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 1 (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1996), 225.
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Joseph is able to interpret the dreams because God’s revelation belongs to his people,
Israel. All the dreams in Genesis are interpreted by Israelites because that is who God has
chosen to reveal himself to. Gentiles can benefit from them, as they do in this story, but
God has chosen Israel for the purpose of revealing himself.

In revealing Pharaoh’s dreams, Joseph shows wisdom in his measured recommendations.
He not only considering the needs of Pharaoh, but the whole area. Joseph is also not
presumptuous, but simply says, “And now let Pharaoh look for a discerning and wise man
and put him in charge of the land of Egypt.”
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Pharaoh, it must be said, shows remarkable humility before Joseph and his boldness.
Pharaoh must have sensed the same presence in the one interpreting the dreams, as in the
dreams themselves. This Pharaoh’s humility is especially evident when we compare it with
the arrogance of the Pharaoh that Moses deals with, who is not given a measly dream, but
ten plagues.

It seems that the very wise step that Joseph makes is to maintain that God is sole giver of
revelation, and that it is his duty to place God at the pinnacle, and not bow to Pharaoh as a
god but only as a king put in his place by God himself. Remember, “the fear of the Lord is
the beginning of wisdom,” not the fear of Pharaoh.

We might also compare Pharaoh’s response to Joseph’s interpretation of his dreams to his
own brother’s interpretation of his own dreams. We remember Joseph’s story begins with
him recounting his dreams to first his brothers and then his father, both are shocked in
what they hear, and rather than responding to God’s revelation in humility, they try to keep
the dream from coming true.

Imagine if Pharaoh had done something foolish like this, and executed Joseph because of
his denial of his divinity. Had he simply seen the seven good years and acted how people
typically do in these times, wasting their wealth on luxuries, often even going into debt with
the anticipation that the good times will never end. | don’t know how many times | would
see guys on the construction site get one big cheque only go and buy the biggest truck they
could find, with boats, and trailers, and everything, only to find that they couldn’t maintain
that pace, or get the same kind of contracts later on. | learned there are many ways to lose
your shirt in business, and many of them come from your own arrogance and greed.
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Unlike Joseph’s brothers, who seek to halt God’s plan, Pharaoh surprisingly responds with
accepting Joseph’s word and asking, “Can we find anyone like this man, one in whom is the



Spirit of God?” The answer Pharaoh gives is very surprising and must be considered a work
of God in his heart. Pharaoh’s humility before Joseph is also a great faith in the God of
Joseph. Imagine the impact of heavy taxation of goods during the seven profitable years.
Imagine the incredulity that Pharaoh would have met when he said the reason was a couple
bad dreams, interpreted by not only a prisoner, but a slave, not only a slave, but a foreigner.
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Being empowered by the Spirit of God is mentioned in scripture as a key element of a wise
man. Itis seen equipping Bezalel in constructing the tabernacle (Ex.31:3; 35:31); with
empowering warriors to defeat their enemies in Judges (Jdg.6:34; 14:6); and especially with
giving wisdom to the good kings of Israel (1Sam.10:6; 16:13). Most importantly, Isaiah says
that this is what will mark the Messiah. Isaiah prophesies,

“A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse;
from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.
2The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—
the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding,
the Spirit of counsel and of might,
the Spirit of the knowledge and fear of the Lord—
3and he will delight in the fear of the Lord.

Once again, we see how Jesus fulfills the work of Joseph. Jesus’ Spirit-led wisdom is so
great the Apostle John calls him the “Logos”, the word, the wisdom of God incarnate. All
Jesus’ ways show the wisdom of God, even if that is foolishness to those around him.

The story of Joseph teaches us that regardless of where we find ourselves, we are in God’s
hands, and if it is his will to lift us up to a place of prominence, then he will do it. Our place
is not to question all that he does with us, but to remain faithful to his call while we wait.

Being faithful in this time is not always easy. Even if we do not fall into some sin of those
around us, it isn’t always clear as to what is the right path forward. Oftentimes, life in this
world means choosing the least-bad option, or sacrificing some good in favour of
something better. That doesn’t mean the good sacrificed is any less good, just that one
cannot have it all. A wise person is one who knows what to sacrifice in order to pursue the
greatest good, and recognizes what kinds of sacrifices need to be made, and what kind of
discipline one needs to have, in order to move towards that good rather than being
distracted by something less.
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We too can look to the marks of Biblical wisdom that are evident in Joseph’s life. He feared
God above all others, even himself. This faith caused him to show wisdom, in persevering in
times of trouble. He doesn’t curse God even when he finds himself in the pit of prison for
years on end, and this builds a character in him. Many of us might be in our own prisons,
whether decaying bodies, or situations where the actions of others have trapped us, know
that hope in God will help you push through this time, and will also build something
beautiful in you as you struggle.
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Joseph also showed wisdom in how he avoided the temptation in bowing to Pharaoh’s
claim to divinity. He had shown the same in not succumbing to Potiphar’s wife. As bad as it
was for Joseph, it would have been much worse had he not shown that wisdom and feared
God above the easy way out. Temptation comes in many forms, unique to each person, but
if we search our heart we all know where we are putting things in God’s place. Wisdom is in
knowing how to order all things under God.
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Last, Joseph showed wisdom in taming his tongue, he did not grab power when he saw the
opportunity, but simply advised Pharaoh that someone capable would need to order the
Empire in such a way to prepare for the coming famine. Maybe Joseph had a hunch that
Pharaoh would put him in this place, but he could have just as easily executed him on
grounds of subordination. For us, we too need to watch how we use our tongue in flattery.
Flattery can be a powerful tool of persuasion, but we can easily build up idols in all the
wrong places in doing so.

And yet, as we see in the case of Joseph, God saves. Despite present circumstance. The
path of Joseph is then followed by all of Israel in the Exodus. They come to Egypt under
duress, they fall into slavery, and God rescues them. This is the same path we are all on, as
we are all under the slavery of our sin, only to be freed by God, in his plan.

And of course, this part of the life of Joseph is fulfilled in the life of the true and better
Joseph, who was raised from the pit of death, and placed at the right hand of the Father.
From there not only will every knee in Egypt bow, but every knee that has ever lived, and
ever will live. Some to eternal life, and some to eternal death.

As we share the resurrection life of this new Joseph, we too will be changed from slaves to
heirs, as we gain adoption into God’s family in Christ. This is the pattern of salvation that we
see throughout all scripture. And while we might be waiting in prison, or standing before a
watching world, we are called to be faithful to God’s word while we wait for his salvation.



We are called to show the same wisdom that Joseph did, knowing how to properly order his
desires.

The story should cause us to pray for the Spirit of wisdom to come to us. Wisdom to help us
to be patient in times of trouble, persevering by fearing God above all else. To help us avoid

temptation in this life, especially the temptation to honor men above God. And the wisdom

to control our tongues, that what we say will honour God as he deserves.



