
Story Number 34

JOSEPH IN GAOL

[The Ishmaelites took Joseph to Egypt and sold him as a slave to

Potiphar, the Chief Executioner. Potiphar’s wife tried to make Joseph do

something very wicked, and he refused, so she told her husband lies about

him and he put him in prison.]

In the prison Joseph again showed his efficiency, such that the prison

governor put him in charge of all the prisoners, who had to do what he

told them to do. Joseph ran the place while the governor sat back. And

God helped him to succeed in everything he did.

One day Pharaoh felt ill from something he had either eaten or drunk,

and was not too sure who was responsible, so to make sure he told

Potiphar to put both the chief baker (in charge of the food) and the chief

butler (in charge of the drinks) in prison. Potiphar put them in the royal

prison where all the king’s prisoners were, along with Joseph.

Potiphar was no fool. These two were high officials, close to the king,

and one day they might come out. They would then remember how they

were treated in prison, and if treated badly could report to Pharaoh and

cause trouble for Potiphar. So in order to make sure that they were treated

well he told Joseph to serve them and look after them.

One morning about a year later, Joseph saw the baker and the butler

both looking a bit ill and asked what the matter was. They told him that

they had each had a dream that troubled him, and there was nobody to

explain the dreams.

‘God understands dreams’ said Joseph, ‘tell me what they were.’
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First the butler told his dream. ‘There was a vine with three branches,

which budded, blossomed and produced clusters of grapes that ripened. I

had Pharaoh’s cup in my hand, and I squeezed the grapes into the cup and

put it into Pharaoh’s hand.’

‘That’s easy’ said Joseph. ‘The three branches are three days. In three

days’ time Pharaoh will call you out (the Hebrew is literally ‘lift your

head’) and restore you to your position, and you will hand Pharaoh his

cup just as you used to do.’

For a whole year Joseph had looked after him, and now he asked him

a favour in return. ‘When you go out, please remember me and speak to

Pharaoh, to take me out of this hole. I was kidnapped from the country of

the Hebrews, and even here I have done nothing wrong to deserve their

putting me here.’

Seeing that the interpretation was a nice one, the baker told his dream.

‘There were three baskets on my head. The top one was full of all sorts

of baked goods that Pharaoh has, and the bird was eating them out of the

basket.’

Joseph’s reply was harsh. ‘The three baskets are three days. In three

days’ time Pharaoh will lift your head from your body and hang you on

a tree, and the birds will eat your flesh.’

The third day was Pharaoh’s birthday, and he made a party. He then

called out the chief butler and the chief baker, he gave the butler his old

job back, and ordered them to hang the baker, just as Joseph had said.

But the butler was ungrateful and did not remember Joseph, who had

hoped he would help, and after a while Joseph forgot all about him. 1

So for two years more Joseph stayed in gaol and nothing happened.

1. Note the meaning of the last word in the Hebrew. Who forgot who?
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