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Introduction

Genesis 41

1  After two whole years, Pharaoh dreamed that he was standing by the Nile, 2 and behold, there came up out 

of the Nile seven cows sleek and fat, and they fed in the reed grass. 3 And behold, seven other cows, gaunt and 

thin, came up out of the Nile after them, and stood by the other cows on the bank of the Nile. 4 And the gaunt 

and thin cows ate up the seven sleek and fat cows. And Pharaoh awoke. 5 And he fell asleep and dreamed a 

second time; and behold, seven ears of grain, plump and good, were growing on one stalk. 6 And behold, after 

them sprouted seven ears, thin and blighted by the east wind. 7 And the thin ears swallowed up the seven 

plump and full ears. And Pharaoh awoke, and behold, it was a dream. 8 So in the morning his spirit was 

troubled; and he sent and called for all the magicians of Egypt and all its wise men; and Pharaoh told them his 

dream, but there was none who could interpret it to Pharaoh. 9  Then the chief butler said to Pharaoh, "I 

remember my faults today. 10 When Pharaoh was angry with his servants, and put me and the chief baker in 

custody in the house of the captain of the guard, 11 we dreamed on the same night, he and I, each having a 

dream with its own meaning. 12 A young Hebrew was there with us, a servant of the captain of the guard; and 

when we told him, he interpreted our dreams to us, giving an interpretation to each man according to his 

dream. 13 And as he interpreted to us, so it came to pass; I was restored to my office, and the baker was 

hanged." 14  Then Pharaoh sent and called Joseph, and they brought him hastily out of the dungeon; and when 

he had shaved himself and changed his clothes, he came in before Pharaoh. 15  And Pharaoh said to Joseph, "I 

have had a dream, and there is no one who can interpret it; and I have heard it said of you that when you hear a 

dream you can interpret it." 16 Joseph answered Pharaoh, "It is not in me; God will give Pharaoh a favorable 

answer." 17 Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, "Behold, in my dream I was standing on the banks of the Nile; 18 

and seven cows, fat and sleek, came up out of the Nile and fed in the reed grass; 19 and seven other cows came 

up after them, poor and very gaunt and thin, such as I had never seen in all the land of Egypt. 20 And the thin 

and gaunt cows ate up the first seven fat cows, 21 but when they had eaten them no one would have known 

that they had eaten them, for they were still as gaunt as at the beginning. Then I awoke. 22 I also saw in my 

Sold by his brothers at age 17, Joseph spent 13 years as an Egyptian slave.  The terms of his imprisonment speak 

louder about the boy’s character than anything else:  Joseph impressed his captors so favorably that he was 

entrusted with the care and responsibility of first a household and then a prison.  He is honest, uncomplaining, 

hardworking, faithful, attentive and--thanks to God’s help--effective in all that he does.  

In the previous lesson, Joseph correctly interpreted a pair of dreams for two officials in his care.  In Ch. 41, a final 

pair of dreams will vault him to power.  Watch carefully to see how God takes up the threads of seemingly random 

incidents in Joseph’s life and pulls them together to bring about the next step in His plan:  raising Joseph to a place 

where he can offer salvation from famine to his family and indeed to the world.

Read Genesis 41 all the way through at least once, then answer the questions that follow.
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Genesis 41 (cont.)

dream seven ears growing on one stalk, full and good; 23 and seven ears, withered, thin, and blighted by the 

east wind, sprouted after them, 24 and the thin ears swallowed up the seven good ears. And I told it to the 

magicians, but there was no one who could explain it to me." 25   Then Joseph said to Pharaoh, "The dream of 

Pharaoh is one; God has revealed to Pharaoh what he is about to do. 26 The seven good cows are seven years, 

and the seven good ears are seven years; the dream is one. 27 The seven lean and gaunt cows that came up 

after them are seven years, and the seven empty ears blighted by the east wind are also seven years of famine. 

28 It is as I told Pharaoh, God has shown to Pharaoh what he is about to do. 29 There will come seven years of 

great plenty throughout all the land of Egypt, 30 but after them there will arise seven years of famine, and all 

the plenty will be forgotten in the land of Egypt; the famine will consume the land, 31 and the plenty will be 

unknown in the land by reason of that famine which will follow, for it will be very grievous. 32 And the 

doubling of Pharaoh's dream means that the thing is fixed by God, and God will shortly bring it to pass. 33   

Now therefore let Pharaoh select a man discreet and wise, and set him over the land of Egypt. 34 Let Pharaoh 

proceed to appoint overseers over the land, and take the fifth part of the produce of the land of Egypt during 

the seven plenteous years. 35 And let them gather all the food of these good years that are coming, and lay up 

grain under the authority of Pharaoh for food in the cities, and let them keep it. 36 That food shall be a reserve 

for the land against the seven years of famine which are to befall the land of Egypt, so that the land may not 

perish through the famine." 37   This proposal seemed good to Pharaoh and to all his servants. 38  And 

Pharaoh said to his servants, "Can we find such a man as this, in whom is the Spirit of God?" 39 So Pharaoh 

said to Joseph, "Since God has shown you all this, there is none so discreet and wise as you are; 40 you shall 

be over my house, and all my people shall order themselves as you command; only as regards the throne will I 

be greater than you." 41 And Pharaoh said to Joseph, "Behold, I have set you over all the land of Egypt." 42 

Then Pharaoh took his signet ring from his hand and put it on Joseph's hand, and arrayed him in garments of 

fine linen, and put a gold chain about his neck; 43 and he made him to ride in his second chariot; and they 

cried before him, "Bow the knee!"  Thus he set him over all the land of Egypt. 44 Moreover Pharaoh said to 

Joseph, "I am Pharaoh, and without your consent no man shall lift up hand or foot in all the land of Egypt." 45 

And Pharaoh called Joseph's name Zaphenath-paneah; and he gave him in marriage Asenath, the daughter of 

Potiphera priest of On. So Joseph went out over the land of Egypt. 46   Joseph was thirty years old when he 

entered the service of Pharaoh king of Egypt. And Joseph went out from the presence of Pharaoh, and went 

through all the land of Egypt. 47 During the seven plenteous years the earth brought forth abundantly, 48 and 

he gathered up all the food of the seven years when there was plenty in the land of Egypt, and stored up food 

in the cities; he stored up in every city the food from the fields around it. 49 And Joseph stored up grain in 

great abundance, like the sand of the sea, until he ceased to measure it, for it could not be measured. 50   

Before the year of famine came, Joseph had two sons, whom Asenath, the daughter of Potiphera priest of On, 

bore to him. 51 Joseph called the name of the first-born Manasseh, "For," he said, "God has made me forget 

all my hardship and all my father's house." 52 The name of the second he called Ephraim,  "For God has made 

me fruitful in the land of my affliction." 53   The seven years of plenty that prevailed in the land of Egypt 

came to an end; 54 and the seven years of famine began to come, as Joseph had said. There was famine in all 

lands; but in all the land of Egypt there was bread. 55 When all the land of Egypt was famished, the people 

cried to Pharaoh for bread; and Pharaoh said to all the Egyptians, "Go to Joseph; what he says to you, do." 56 

So when the famine had spread over all the land, Joseph opened all the storehouses, and sold to the Egyptians, 

for the famine was severe in the land of Egypt. 57 Moreover, all the earth came to Egypt to Joseph to buy 

grain, because the famine was severe over all the earth.
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Questions on the Text

1.  Two full years had passed since Joseph asked the chief butler to remember him to Pharaoh.  Undoubtedly this 

seemed a long time to Joseph; yet how did the butler’s forgetfulness turn out to be a boon for Joseph?

2.  What does Joseph’s response when Pharaoh asks him to interpret his dreams (vs. 16) reveal about Joseph?

3.  Why was Joseph able to interpret something that escaped the understanding of “all the magicians and wise men 

of Egypt” (presumably the best minds of the country)? 

Pharaoh Dreams

Read Genesis Genesis 41:1-36

4.  What reason does Pharaoh give for putting Joseph in charge of everything?

5.  Joseph was 30 years old when he started to work for Pharaoh.  What prepared this man, introduced to us in 

Gen. 37 as a young shepherd boy, to be second-in-command of Egypt?

6.  Record the names of Joseph’s two sons with their meanings.  What can you learn from the names?

7.  Does good fortune seem to have changed Joseph’s nature or character?  Explain your answer.

8.  When Pharaoh appointed Joseph second-in-command, he undoubtedly was thinking of the good Joseph would 

do Egypt.  Do you see any evidence that God had bigger plans in mind?

Joseph is now second-in-command to Pharaoh, in a position of responsibility and authority over all of Egypt.  The 

stage is set for Joseph’s family to leave Canaan.  It would seem that the only thing needed is for Jacob’s sons to be 

drawn down to Egypt to escape the famine.  But God is interested not only in the collective goal of establishing 

His people; He is in the business of changing hearts and men and drawing them to Himself.  The next few chapters 

give a beautiful account of the kind of testing, forgiveness and “tough love” that leads to reconciliation and 

redemption.  As you read Chapters 42 and 43, watch for signs of change in Jacob and his sons, and notice the way 

that circumstances and testing help to bring it about.

Read the following text all the way through at least once before answering the questions that follow.

Joseph Promoted

Read Genesis Genesis 41:37-57

Genesis 42

1 When Jacob learned that there was grain in Egypt, he said to his sons, "Why do you look at one another?" 2  

And he said, "Behold, I have heard that there is grain in Egypt; go down and buy grain for us there, that we 

may live, and not die." 3 So ten of Joseph's brothers went down to buy grain in Egypt. 4 But Jacob did not 

send Benjamin, Joseph's brother, with his brothers, for he feared that harm might befall him. 5  Thus the sons 

of Israel came to buy among the others who came, for the famine was in the land of Canaan. 6  Now Joseph 

was governor over the land; he it was who sold to all the people of the land. And Joseph's brothers came, and 

bowed themselves before him with their faces to the ground. 7 Joseph saw his brothers, and knew them, but he 

treated them like strangers and spoke roughly to them. "Where do you come from?" he said. They said, "From 

the land of Canaan, to buy food." 8 Thus Joseph knew his brothers, but they did not know him. 
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Genesis 43:1-14

1 Now the famine was severe in the land. 2 And when they had eaten the grain which they had brought from 

Egypt, their father said to them, "Go again, buy us a little food." 3 But Judah said to him, "The man solemnly 

warned us, saying, 'You shall not see my face, unless your brother is with you.' 4 If you will send our brother 

with us, we will go down and buy you food; 5 but if you will not send him, we will not go down, for the man 

said to us, 'You shall not see my face, unless your brother is with you.'" 6 Israel said, "Why did you treat me 

so ill as to tell the man that you had another brother?" 7 They replied, "The man questioned us carefully about 

ourselves and our kindred, saying, 'Is your father still alive? Have you another brother?' What we told him was 

in answer to these questions; could we in any way know that he would say, 'Bring your brother down'?" 8 And 

Judah said to Israel his father, "Send the lad with me, and we will arise and go, that we may live and not die, 

both we and you and also our little ones. 9 I will be surety for him; of my hand you shall require him. If I do 

not bring him back to you and set him before you, then let me bear the blame for ever; 10 for if we had not 

delayed, we would now have returned twice." 11 Then their father Israel said to them, "If it must be so, then 

do this: take some of the choice fruits of the land in your bags, and carry down to the man a present, a little 

balm and a little honey, gum, myrrh, pistachio nuts, and almonds. 12 Take double the money with you; carry 

back with you the money that was returned in the mouth of your sacks; perhaps it was an oversight. 13 Take 

also your brother, and arise, go again to the man; 14 may God Almighty grant you mercy before the man, that 

he may send back your other brother and Benjamin. If I am bereaved of my children, I am bereaved.”

Questions on the Text

Jacob's Sons Go Down To Egypt

Read Genesis 42:1-17

[At least 20 years have passed since Joseph has seen his brothers, yet he recognizes them.  The change has been 

greater in Joseph, who was just 17 when they last met, than in the others, who had been men already.  Even had 

they expected to see Joseph, it would not have been as the Governor of the land, looking like an Egyptian and 

speaking through an interpreter.]

9.  Why is the author careful to record that when the brothers arrived, “they bowed down to him with their faces to 

the ground”?

10.  Why do you suppose Joseph pretended to be a stranger and questioned them so harshly?  How do you explain 

his reaction to the brothers he hadn’t seen for so long?

The First Test: Joseph Sends Them Back

Read Genesis 42:18-36

11.  Joseph tested his brothers by demanding they return with their youngest brother, but before sending them back 

for him (and without Simeon, whom he held against their return), he put them all in prison for three days.  What 

do you think Joseph hoped to accomplish with this test?

12.  Although Joseph spoke roughly to his brothers, what shows his true feelings for them?  Does he seem to have 

harbored thoughts of revenge?

13.  How does the brothers’ report to their father in vss. 27-34 compare to their report after selling Joseph (Gen. 

37:31-35)?  Does anything give you hope that they may have changed in the intervening years?
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Questions on the Text (cont.)

The First Test: Joseph Sends Them Back (cont.)

14.  a.  In vs. 36, Jacob cries, “all this has come upon me!”  List the things he sees as being against him.

b.  Is what he says true?  What is the unseen reality of the situation?

The Brothers Return With Benjamin

Read Genesis 42:37-43:14

15.  Over 20 years before, Reuben and Judah stepped forward to save Joseph from death.  Who steps forward this 

time to ensure Benjamin’s safety, and how?

16.  In Gen. 42:36-38, Jacob was unable to see past his own grief and fear to send his sons back to Egypt.  Re-read 

those verses along with Gen. 43:11-14 and compare the two incidents.  What has changed? 

Questions for Reflection

One of the best ways to meditate on God’s Word is to take it deeply into your life through memorization.  The 

suggested memory verse is always highlighted in the text in the lesson (see Genesis 41 in this lesson).  You may 

also choose one of your own.  For further reflection, consider these:

1.  Do you need wisdom?  Where are you looking for it?  True wisdom is a gift of the Holy Spirit.  Often it is born 

in the cradle of humility and correction, and it may look like foolishness from a human standpoint.   Resist the 

temptation to look to the world for advice, and seek it from God, who will give it to you (James 1:5).

2.  Have you, like Joseph, lived “in the land of affliction?” Meditate on the qualities of God that enabled Joseph to 

name his children because “God has made me forget all my hardship” and “God has made me fruitful in the land 

of my affliction” (vss. 51-52). God is the same yesterday, today and forever.  Ask Him to let you see His hand in 

your circumstances, and trust Him to work them for good.

3.  Jacob finally shows acceptance of God’s will in Gen. 43:14 as he says, “If I am bereaved of my children, I am 

bereaved.”  When he relinquished them into God’s hands, he was able to move forward and those steps started the 

process by which his children would be returned to him.  What do you need to let go of, to allow God to work in 

your life?  Pray for the grace you need to trust God Almighty.
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Pharaoh’s dreams are given in great detail and repeated several times in chapter 41.  The net effect of the 

repetition is to focus our attention on them.  “Notice the details!” it fairly shouts.  

But why?  What is there to notice, other than the fact that the dreams warned Pharaoh of an economic downturn 

that would wipe out all memory of prosperity and potentially wipe out the population?  Wasn’t it just a setup, so 

Joseph could be brought into power?

This is a good time to remember that there are layers of meaning in Scripture, and that understanding the literal 

meaning can be a springboard to illuminating a deeper spiritual sense.  In this case, Pharaoh’s dreams and the state 

of Egypt they represent gain significance when we realize that they are in microcosm a picture of the condition of 

mankind after the fall.  We gain profound insight into the way Joseph saves Egypt by seeing it as sign of the way 

Christ will come to change that condition.

Man has always been tempted to see his condition through the eyes of the Serpent.  “Thou shalt not die!” he 

hissed—and we would like to believe that.  But in writing history, God wove in pictures and events that prove 

otherwise:  choosing to go our own way was like eating a poisoned apple that causes death.  Lest we doubt that 

one man’s sin affects everyone, He showed us that the entire world is as if drowned in a great flood due to sin.  

Now in Egypt we see that after an initial period of bounty, sin has sucked the life out of the world until the plenty 

is forgotten and the whole world is in danger of starving to death.

Each story carries its own hint of the way help will come.  In the Garden is a Tree whose fruit will give 

everlasting life, if we could only gain access to it.  God’s curse on the Serpent carries with it a further hint, that 

one day a woman and her seed will bring about a reversal.  The New Testament reveals that Jesus is both that Tree 

of Life and the son of the Woman.  Out of the flood, God brought one man to establish a new family on earth, just 

as later one man, Jesus, would conquer the floods of death and establish a new family.  To save the world from 

famine, God sent Joseph, the beloved son of the father of God’s people, to offer “grain in great abundance, like 

the sand of the sea…[that] could not be measured.”  The people cried out for bread and he fed the earth out of his 

unlimited supply that they might live, and not die.  Joseph is a type of Christ, the beloved Son of God, who offers 

abundant life to all who come to him to be fed.

Returning to Pharaoh’s dreams, it is significant that other than the account of the flood, which signifies baptism, 

all the major pictures of man’s condition and the solution to come  (the fruit in the Garden; the famine and grain; 

and later manna in the wilderness, bread from heaven, the feeding of the 5,000; etc.) are couched in terms of food.  

For what is it that gives us life but the food that Jesus provides, His Body and Blood?  As we read in St. John’s 

gospel: “ I am the living bread which came down from heaven; if any one eats of this bread, he will live for ever; 

and the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh." (John 6:51).  As Catholics we take in this 

new life every time we eat the host at Mass.  As the Catechism so aptly says, 

“ ‘…when the faithful receive the Body of the Son, they proclaim to one another the Good News that the 

first fruits of life have been given… Now too are life and resurrection conferred on whoever receives 

Christ.’  What material food produces in our bodily life, Holy Communion wonderfully achieves in our 

spiritual life.  Communion with the flesh of the risen Christ, a flesh ‘given life and giving life through the 

Holy Spirit,’ preserves, increases, and renews the life of grace received at Baptism.” (1391-2)
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Rome To Home
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The Second Vatican Council said this about the cooperation between man and God in carrying out God’s plans:
 

“Individual and collective activity, that monumental effort of man through the centuries to improve the 

circumstances of the world, presents no problem to believers:  considered in itself, it corresponds to the plan of 

God.  Man was created in God’s image and was commanded to conquer the earth with all it contains and to rule 

the world in justice and holiness (cf. Gen. 1:26-27; Wis. 9:2-3): he was to acknowledge God as maker of all things 

and relate himself and the totality of creation to him, so that through the dominion of all things by man the name 

of God would be majestic in all the earth (cf. Ps. 8:7,10).” (Gaudium et spes, 34)



SummarySummarySummary

8

© copyright 2001 Gayle Somers and Sarah Christmyer  •  Distributed by www.catholicexchange.com

ummary

In this lesson, we observed that:
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1.  God used Joseph’s misfortune to train him for the work He had for him.  In Potiphar’s house and in prison he 

learned and demonstrated skill and competence.  He thus was prepared for the day when he would be called to 

administer Pharaoh’s affairs.

2.  Joseph’s strength of character shines in these chapters.  He is humble, faithful and diligent, whatever his 

circumstances.  He never tries to turn a situation to his own advantage or pleads his own case or takes matters 

into his own hands; he simply waits on God.  God’s grace and presence, together with Joseph’s unyielding focus 

on God, gave Joseph balance so that neither humility nor exaltation turned his head.

3.  God’s presence with Joseph is evident even to Pharaoh, who says “can we find such a man as this, in whom 

is the spirit of God?” and puts him in charge of all Egypt.

4.  The wisdom of the wisest man or magician is nothing before the wisdom of God.

5.  Years of humble obedience paid off and Joseph was lifted to a position from which he could save Egypt (and 

the known world) from famine.  Thus God continues in His plan to bless the world through a son of Abraham.

6.  When Joseph’s brothers go to Egypt for food they end up bowing before Joseph, however unwittingly, 

bringing his early dreams to pass.  Ironically, the very thing they thought would put an end to his dreams, selling 

him into slavery, God used to fulfill them.

7.  Joseph does not take advantage of his position over his brothers to get back at them; rather he uses it to bless 

them, returning their money and giving them provisions for their journey.  Concealing his identity, Joseph uses 

the situation and his position to test his brothers.  As a result they are forced to examine their consciences 

regarding their treatment of Joseph, taking the first step on the road to reconciliation.

8.  In the process of carrying out Joseph’s demands, Jacob’s sons show a new respect and honesty toward their 

father.  A transformation is seen in Judah, who has returned to his father and who takes the full responsibility for 

his father’s loss and grief to the point of offering himself in place of Simeon and Benjamin should they return 

without them.

9.  By the close of the lesson a transformation is evident in Jacob as well, who comes from the depths of despair 

to take his eyes off his problems and set them back on El Shaddai.  Focus restored, he at last is able to let go of 

Benjamin and leave things up to God, giving proof to his new name “Israel”. 

A Message from the Authors

Are you enjoying our study? Would you like this important service to continue? If so, please be aware that 

Catholic Exchange is a non-profit charitable organization totally dependent on your financial support to maintain 

both our website and our groundbreaking Catholic Scripture Study.  So please make an on-line donation with your 

credit card at www.catholicexchange.com, call 1-888-477-1982, or mail as generous a donation as possible to: 

Catholic Exchange 

P.O. Box 231820 

Encinitas, CA 92023 

Thank you for making the Word of God available to anyone who wants it anywhere in the world. 


