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FROM OVERSEER TO PRISON KEEPER 
Genesis 39: 1-23 – Pastor Richard P. Carlson 

 
Everything had changed for Joseph. After being the favourite teenage son of his 
father, Jacob, Joseph found himself now in Egypt, not as a new immigrant, but 
being sold as a slave—like cattle are sold at an auction. We aren’t told if Joseph 
was sold outright in a special deal to Potiphar, or if Potiphar found him, while 
routinely visiting the slave market in Egypt. It is hard to picture the humiliation of 
being treated like an animal in a slave market. No matter how it happened, it had to 
have been totally degrading to Joseph to have a buyer or buyers looking him over. 
Genesis 39: 6 tells us Joseph was handsome in form and appearance, but which of 
us would like ruthless slave owners to be looking us over at a slave auction? What 
would slave owners want with us? It is enough to fill our hearts with panic. What 
was Joseph thinking as he knew the Ishmaelites were selling him to an Egyptian?  
 
God was in charge, and not as luck would have it, but as God ordered His plan for 
mistreated Joseph, Potiphar purchased him for an undisclosed amount. Potiphar 
was an Egyptian officer of Pharaoh, the captain of his bodyguard. Potiphar means 
dedicated to Ra, the sun-god. Potiphar was "captain of the guard, Chief of  
Pharoah’s state police, Chief of the executioners—the Head of Pharoah’s KGB, if 
you will. The striking Hebrew word for officer or bodyguard is caric. This word 
has a clear meaning. Caric means a castrated male, a valet, a eunuch, the captain of 
Pharoah’s eunuch’s. This man Potiphar was a top minister of state for Pharoah, a 
chamberlain, and a top officer. It was the custom in Egypt and in other countries 
for men who rose to the top of the heap in a nation to be given high positions, and 
thus to become eunuchs, right-hand men working for the king or prince. Such 
trusted men, like Potiphar was to Pharoah, were highly trusted because as eunuchs, 
they did not usually have the same temptation to try to steal the king’s position by 
means of a military coup. Nevertheless, in the Book of Esther, you may remember 
that Mordecai, the uncle of Esther, who became the Queen, uncovered a plot of 
two of King Ahasuerus’s trusted eunuchs, Bigthan and Teresh. These two eunuchs 
were out to kill the king. When the plot was uncovered by Mordecai, Bigthan and 
Teresh were both hung on the gallows—Esther 2: 22-23.  
 
Quite possibly Potiphar was married before he became a eunuch with high 
position, or sometimes women married eunuchs because they liked living in luxury 
and with authority. What was interesting to me as I studied caric in the Bible, is 
that caric is translated eunuch 17 out of 19 times, and only in Genesis 37: 36 and 
39: 1, concerning Potiphar is the word translated officer or bodyguard by most 
translations. Nevertheless, the New English Bible translates caric as eunuch twice 
in these two verses. In Genesis 37: 36, we read, “Meanwhile, the Midianites had 
sold Joseph in Egypt to Potiphar, one of Pharoah’s eunuchs, the captain of the 
guard. And in Genesis 39: 1, the translation is “When Joseph was taken down to 
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Egypt, he was bought by Potiphar, one of Pharoah’s eunuchs, the captain of the 
guard, an Egyptian. Potiphar bought him from the Ishmaelites who had brought 
him there.” So, whatever you may want to say or think about Potiphar, he was a 
caric, a trusted right-hand man to Pharoah, and many a woman would have wanted 
to marry such a man and live in such a household as his wife, if she wanted 
position, money, or authority. Does this lend light on the wife of Potiphar trying to 
seduce Joseph? It is possible, but whatever her reasons were, Potiphar’s wife was 
in a high position, and married to a man of integrity, that Pharoah trusted. 
 
Joseph, though he was in Potiphar’s household as a foreigner, quickly gained 
Potiphar’s confidence. Cream rises to the top. Joseph was very soon, the overseer 
over all Potiphar’s possessions. It was no coincidence Joseph ended up in this 
man’s home. Unbeknown to Joseph, the Lord had Potiphar purchase him and make 
him the overseer of his house, to prepare Joseph for the most important task which 
lay ahead, that of finally serving as the second highest official in the land of Egypt. 
That task would be colossal. Teenagers seem to learn foreign languages faster than 
other ages. Joseph had to learn the Egyptian language, culture, business, and 
politics. What a place to rise to the top. No doubt, it wasn’t all handed immediately 
over to Joseph on a silver platter. He obviously had to work hard to gain the 
confidence of his master, Potiphar. Learning Egyptian ways was no easy curve to 
learn. Nevertheless, we read in Genesis 39: 4-5, “So Joseph found favor in 
Potiphar’s sight and attended him, and he made him overseer of his house and put 
him in charge of all that he had. From the time that he made him overseer in his 
house and over all that he had, the Lord blessed the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s 
sake; the blessing of the Lord was on all that he had, in house and in field.” 
 
Now as we examine Joseph’s amazing rise to power as second to Potipher in Egypt 
and Joseph’s fall from power to prison and then his rise to power in prison, to 
second in command under the Keeper of the prison, what does God want us to 
learn in this rise and fall and rise again? To learn these lessons, I feel directed to 
teach these lessons by asking three questions. What are they? 
 
IS GOD WITH YOU, IN YOUR PERSISTENT FAITH, AS HE WAS WITH 
JOSEPH? (I.) Notice Genesis 39: 1-6, but first of all, verse 2-3. “The Lord was 
with Joseph, and he became a successful man, and he was in the house of his 
Egyptian master. His master saw that the Lord was with him, and that the Lord 
caused all that he did to succeed in his hands.” Joseph somehow was found by 
Potiphar to be a perfect gentleman, so he put him over everything in his house 
except the cooking. Notice also verse 6, “So Potiphar left all that he had in 
Joseph’s charge, and because of him, he had no concern about anything but the 
food he ate.” What kind of a gentleman must Joseph have been? He reminds me of 
a middle-aged business executive who approached the front entrance of the office 
building in which he worked. A young woman came up behind him at the same 
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moment. Immediately, he stepped back and held the door open for her to pass on 
through. She looked at him, cynically, and said with annoyance, “Don’t hold the 
door for me just because I’m a lady.” To her surprise, he looked right back at her 
and replied, “I’m not. I’m holding it open, because I’m a gentleman.” Beloved, we 
as Christians must always act toward others, on the basis of who we are in Christ 
Jesus, not on the basis of what others may or may not be, or what they may or may 
not want us to be. Now why was the Lord with Joseph? We can try to imagine a 
sequence of events that culminated in Joseph’s promotion to the second highest 
position of power in Potiphar’s household. What one thing did Joseph know how 
to do? He was born into a shepherd’s home, into the family of a man with a huge 
flock of sheep—Jacob. Do you think Potiphar would have asked Joseph what he 
did best? It’s likely, but we don’t know for sure. It would have been a safe bet that 
Potiphar would have put Joseph to work in his fields, but we don’t know for sure. 
Observing Joseph’s success in the fields, Potiphar could have followed up the good 
reports about Joseph, by bringing him to work inside his house. This could have 
happened, but we don’t know for sure.  
 
What do we know for sure? We know for sure, v. 2-3 that the Lord was with 
Joseph, so that he became a successful man. What a theme this is! The Jews taught 
this truth to their own young men and women. Stephen, the first martyr of the 
church, just before he was stoned to death, testified of the Lord, and told the story 
of how of the Gospel in the Old Testament. Speaking of Joseph in Acts 7: 9, we 
read, “And the patriarchs, jealous of Joseph, sold him into Egypt, but God was 
with him.” Notice in Genesis 39 that the covenant name of God, the Lord is used 
eight times, whereas, the covenant name, the Lord, the great “I AM” is only used 
one more time in the next 11 chapters. Notice with me-v.2, 3 (2X), 5 (2X) 21, and 
23 (2X) as we find in two cases how Joseph rose to power first in Potiphar’s house 
and then in the prison house. We must understand this about Joseph. He could do 
nothing that wasn’t of God or of His grace--this covenant God who gave Joseph 
his two dreams was-always by his side, always at work to affect His covenant 
promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Beloved, though circumstances of our life 
may not seem to go our way, God is still sovereignly, in control. He orchestrates 
His purposes behind the scenes. We can lean on Him. He will be faithful to us. The 
covenant great “I AM” is with us, and his blessings on our lives overflow to others. 
 
Notice now in verse 3. This is a profound miracle—far beyond ordinary prosperity. 
This was unexpected blessing and this pagan, Potiphar got the message. The Lord, 
this Hebrew slave’s God was with him. It was a phenomenal thing. No doubt 
Potiphar bought many slaves, but none like Joseph. Imagine the strength of 
Joseph’s testimony to his God of Jacob, so strong that Potipar recognized and 
admired Joseph’s character, and Potiphar gave the credit to where the credit was 
due—to God, and not to Joseph. This very busy businessman, Potiphar, was freed 
up to enjoy life, because Joseph was running his home for him. The whole 
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household of Potiphar had to sit up and take notice. Beloved, here is our first 
lesson today. What was God’s will for Joseph is God’s will for your life too. God 
wants you and me to live supernatural lives that the world notices. God longs for 
our boss, our coworkers, our neighbors, and our spouse and family members to see 
the presence of God in us. When the favor and blessing of God rests on us, as it did 
on Joseph, the world will see it, and they will take notice that we have been with 
Jesus. Is that happening in your life? 
 
Notice what that meant for Joseph? He became, v. 4 Potiphar’s personal servant—
he attended him. He wasn’t first an overseer, Joseph was, first of all, Potiphar’s 
personal servant, an attendant. Joseph not only found favor with Potiphar, but the 
blessing of the Lord was upon Potiphar’s house. If we work for someone else, as 
an employee, as a truck driver, a coal miner, a teacher, a nurse, a clerk, a motel 
maid, and so many other jobs, or if we are employers and have others working for 
us, we can privately walk into that motel room and sing over the motel manager 
and owner, or we can pull ourselves up into that semi-tractor trailer and sing, or we 
can ask our employees to begin work with prayer and sing to them.  You say, what 
shall we sing. I believe the Joseph song would be, “The blessing of the Lord be 
upon you, we bless you in the name of the Lord. The blessing of the Lord be upon 
you, we bless you in the name of the Lord.” As I prepared this message, I thought 
about one of my brothers who has had so many ups and downs in employment, but 
whoever he has worked for, God has blessed them. I surprised my brother David 
by singing that song to him. He was touched. People talk about the Midas touch. 
There is no touch like the blessing of the Lord being on you. Is He with you as He 
was with Joseph? 
 
One of the greatest lessons, we all have to learn, is that before we can become 
leaders for God, we first must be servants. God tests us as servants before He 
promotes us to being leaders. Remember Jesus’ words in Matthew 25: 21, “Well 
done, good and faithful servant. You have been faithful over a little. I will set you 
over much. Enter into the joy of your Master.” Before God allows us to exercise 
authority, we have to be under authority and learn to submit and obey. We have to 
endure some situations of being sold from the pit we are thrown into, on into 
slavery. Many Christians try to bypass this process of leadership. Yet, the essential 
elements of leadership and growth include patience. One of the primary lessons 
God is always teaching me is the discipline of patience. Is He teaching you the 
very same lesson? Will you submit to His instruction and His discipline or will you 
jump the gun, tell others what you think of them, and get to learn the hard way? Is 
God with you, in your persistent faith, as He was with Joseph? Secondly,  
 
IS GOD HELPING YOU BE UNMOVED BY TEMPTATION, SO THAT 
YOU DO NOT FALTER EVEN UNDER FALSE ACCUSATIONS? (II.) 
Notice Genesis 39: 6b-20. Let me read this one more time to you. What a set-up, a 
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Job-like test this was for this red-blooded handsome man in form and appearance. 
Some blessings of God put us in extreme danger—and believe it or not, being an 
extremely beautiful woman or a strikingly handsome man, blessings from God as 
they are, they come with extra temptations. Do you remember the rain and snow 
and hail and lightning and thunder on Friday night? In that electrical storm, we got 
2-3 inches of hominy hail and snow. In our lives, one of the tests are sudden lustful 
squalls—virtually emotionally charged electrical storms. One pastor Keith Krell, 
Pastor of Fourth Memorial Church in Spokane, Washington, speaking of Joseph, 
said, “The Bible rarely gives physical descriptions. Joseph really stood out! He’s a 
combination of Brad Pitt and Arnold Schwarzenneger. He’s a stud! Many men 
would love to look like Joseph. However, this is one blessing too many, for many a 
man. In fact, this blessing can be an outright curse.” Was Joseph seeking to be 
noticed by Potiphar’s wife? Not at all. He was a humble man of God. Temptation 
comes when we least expect it. Don’t forget. Joseph was doing his job, exactly 
where God wanted him to be and he was simply minding his own business. God’s 
blessing was on his life. So why was he tempted?  
 
There is no contradiction between God’s blessing and our temptations. So often we 
think that if we do what is right, we will never be tempted. It’s not true! We are 
much more likely to be tempted when things are going well for us and when we are 
putting God first. Why? Temptation keeps us humble and dependent upon the 
Lord. Satan tempts the strongest of believers over and over, in order to destroy our 
testimony. Serious believers threaten Satan and his plans to steal, kill, and destroy. 
Temptation blindsides us often when we are living strongly for Jesus, and 
foolishly, we least expect it then. This plot of Potiphar’s wife became an every-day 
affair. She tried one-liners, you can be sure. “Potiphar is gone for the day.” “No 
one will ever know.” “Just this once!” “Potiphar hasn’t really been a husband to 
me…I deserve some happiness too, don’t I, and don’t you?” “Just hold me…it 
won’t go any further.” “We won’t be hurting anyone.” Temptation is like tele-
marketer repeaters. They call when it is least convenient, then again and again. 
They keep pushing even after you say no. Potiphar’s wife used all her feminine 
wiles. When Joseph didn’t say yes to being stormed, she coaxed and prodded and 
begged and pleaded with him—Just once, Joseph, you’ll be glad you said yes.” 
Then one day, she finally grabbed Joseph by his coat, and Joseph wisely fled. 
Potiphar’s wife was livid with anger. It’s been said, “There is no fury like a woman 
who is scorned,” and she felt she was. Her pride was wounded. So, for the second 
time, Joseph’s coat was stripped from him. It’s much better to lose your coat than 
to lose your honor or your conscience. And then for Joseph, who was innocent, to 
stand before Potiphar in his fury, and hear him say, “Boy, we’ll lock you up for a 
long time, putting you into cement shoes. One last question before communion is: 
 
IS GOD STILL ON THE THRONE IN YOUR LIFE WHEN THE STORMS 
OF LIFE LEAVE YOU LOCKED UP IN A PRISONER’S DUNGEON? (III.) 
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Notice Genesis 39: 21-23. Adversity can be the time when we give up on God, and 
cash in our chips with God saying, “I’m taking my marbles and I’m going home.” 
Which times are hardest, times of success or times of adversity? Honestly, our faith 
is just as likely to suffer a relapse in times of prosperity as in times of adversity! 
When everything is going well, that is also a dangerous time for every child of 
God. All Joseph’s successes with Potiphar did not take away his sense of 
dependence upon God. He always gave God the credit for his success. Beloved, 
most of our lives are filled with temptations—and temptations are not only to be 
found in prosperity or adversity. What are we going to do with too much change 
returned by that cashier? When we’re trying to be disciplined in our eating, why is 
our favorite pecan pie being offered to us now? Why is that x-rated magazine 
looking at us so intently? Why is that beautiful woman becoming an object of our 
lust, rather than being seen, as our mother or our sister, with all purity?   
 
If you are mistreated and thrown in prison or thrown under the bus in divorce, or 
had your spouse throwing utensils at you, at that very moment, why live for Jesus? 
It didn’t work for Joseph at Potiphar’s house, did it? Why bother now? Do you 
remember the awesome reasons Joseph gave Potiphar’s wife for not being intimate 
with her? Joseph said, (1) “It would be an abuse of the trust given to me by my 
master, a great sin, after all my master has delegated to be under my power.” v. 8-
9) (2) It would be an offense against, not only my master, but also against you. v.9. 
(3) Most of all, it would be a great wickedness against God-v. 9. 
 
Now in prison, Joseph must have rethought all that happened, remembering when 
Potiphar’s wife said, “This is the way your Hebrew servant treated me, Potiphar’s 
anger was kindled.” But was it against him, Joseph, that Potiphar was angry? Did 
Potiphar know Joseph was clean? Maybe he did. Maybe Potiphar’s anger was 
kindled against his wife for her lies, and by her entrapment, where his own honor 
was in jeopardy, if he failed to defend his wife who was lying to him. This was 
Pharoah’s Chief of the Executioners. Why not just hang Joseph and be done with 
him? Why, after being falsely accused of sexual assault and rape towards his wife, 
why was he still alive in prison? Again, the Word tells us three times in v. 21 and 
23 that the Lord was with him. Why did the Keeper of the prison put him in charge 
of the prisoners? Was it cream rising to the top? Perhaps. Was it Potiphar saying to 
the Keeper of the Prison—This man is remarkable. He can be trusted. It’s possible. 
All I know for sure, is that v. 21 says the Lord was with Joseph—the great I AM 
was--with him and He showed Joseph His steadfast love and gave him favor in the 
sight of the keeper of the prison. Why did the keeper not even look behind Joseph 
to try to catch him in a fault? Why did he pay no attention to anything in Joseph’s 
charge? Only for one reason. God was still in charge of Joseph while he was in 
prison. He was a gifted overseer wherever he was employed. If God be for us… 


