
 

Introduction to Genesis Chapter 39 

The Lord Was With Joseph: Integrity, Temptation, and the Presence That Survives 
the Prison 

 

Genesis chapter 39 is one of the most important chapters in the Joseph narrative, and one of the 
most theologically rich chapters in all of Genesis. It is the chapter that establishes who Joseph is 
when no one who loves him is watching — when his father is not present to protect him, when his 
brothers are not there to resent him, when there are no dreams to share and no coat to wear. This is 
Joseph in a foreign country, in a slave's position, in a household far from the covenant community. 
And what the chapter reveals is the man that Jacob's preferential love and the brothers' jealousy 
could not have predicted: a man of extraordinary integrity, extraordinary competence, and 
extraordinary faithfulness to God under conditions that would excuse almost any moral 
compromise. 

The chapter is organized around one of the most repeated theological statements in the entire 
Joseph narrative: the Lord was with Joseph. It appears four times in these twenty-three verses, and 
each appearance marks a different circumstance in which the divine presence is operating. The Lord 
was with Joseph in Potiphar's house, and Joseph prospered. The Lord was with Joseph when 
Potiphar's wife made her approach, and Joseph refused. The Lord was with Joseph in prison, and 
the prison keeper trusted him. The Lord was with Joseph when everything that looked like success 
had been stripped away, and the chapter ends with Joseph still in prison but with the keeper of the 
prison trusting him completely. The divine presence is not a guarantee of pleasant circumstances. It 
is a guarantee of the divine faithfulness that sustains the person in whatever circumstances arise. 

The encounter with Potiphar's wife is the chapter's central dramatic scene. It is brief, intense, and 
morally significant in a way that the chapter frames carefully. Joseph is described as well-built and 
handsome — the same description used of his mother Rachel in Genesis 29:17. He is physically 
attractive in a way that invites the attention he receives. And Potiphar's wife is persistent. She does 
not approach him once. She asks day after day. Her persistence is not a single temptation that 
Joseph deflects. It is a campaign of sustained pressure to which Joseph responds with sustained 
refusal. This is one of the most realistic portraits of how serious temptation actually operates: not as 
a single dramatic moment of decision but as a sustained assault on character that requires sustained 
resistance. 

Joseph's refusal of Potiphar's wife is grounded in two reasons that he states explicitly: loyalty to 
Potiphar, who has trusted him with everything, and faithfulness to God. How can I do this great 
wickedness and sin against God? The question is rhetorical — it is not asking for a reason to refuse, 
it is stating the reason: sin against Potiphar would be sin against God. Joseph's moral framework is 
not primarily social. It is theological. He is not refusing because he fears being caught. He is 
refusing because he fears God. This distinction — between morality that avoids sin because of 
consequences and morality that avoids sin because of conviction — is one of the most important 
distinctions in the chapter. 

The chapter's ending is the most theologically important part: Joseph is in prison. He did everything 
right and ended up in prison. He refused the sexual advance, maintained his integrity, honored his 
master, honored God — and the result is a false accusation, his master's anger, and the prison. 
There is no immediate rescue. There is no angel appearing at the prison gate. There is no visible 
reward for the righteousness that produced the injustice. What the text says is: the Lord was with 
Joseph and gave him success in everything he did. Not: the Lord rescued Joseph immediately. But: 



the Lord was with him. In the prison. In the injustice. In the circumstances that look like the 
complete failure of righteousness. The Lord was with Joseph. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

As we open Genesis chapter 39, we come before You with the question that this chapter is designed 
to answer: what does it look like when the Lord is with someone? It does not always look like 
prosperity and comfort and vindication. Sometimes it looks like a slave who prospers in a foreign 
household. And sometimes it looks like an innocent man in a prison cell. 

Lord, speak to every person reading these words who is doing everything right and experiencing 
everything wrong. Who has said no to the thing that would have compromised their integrity and 
ended up in prison for it. Who has honored You in a situation where honoring You cost them 
something they could not afford to lose. Remind them that the Lord was with Joseph in the prison 
just as surely as the Lord was with Joseph in Potiphar's house. 

Father, speak also to us about the sustained nature of temptation. Potiphar's wife does not give up 
after the first no. She presses day after day. Teach us that resisting serious temptation is not a 
single act of will but a sustained orientation of the heart toward the God who is more important 
than anything the temptation is offering. Give us the character to say the same no on the tenth day 
as on the first. 

In Jesus' name — who was Himself falsely accused, imprisoned, and vindicated — we pray, Amen. 

 

Genesis 39:1–6 — Joseph in Potiphar's House: The Lord Makes 
Everything Prosper 

(1) Now Joseph had been taken down to Egypt. Potiphar, an Egyptian who was one of 
Pharaoh's officials, the captain of the guard, bought him from the Ishmaelites who had 
taken him there. (2) The Lord was with Joseph so that he prospered, and he lived in the 
house of his Egyptian master. (3) When his master saw that the Lord was with him and 
that the Lord gave him success in everything he did, (4) Joseph found favor in his eyes and 
became his attendant. Potiphar put him in charge of his household, and he entrusted to his 
care everything he owned. (5) From the time he put him in charge of his household and of 
all that he owned, the Lord blessed the Egyptian's household because of Joseph. The 
blessing of the Lord was on everything Potiphar had, both in the house and in the field. (6) 
So Potiphar left everything he had in Joseph's care; with Joseph in charge, he did not 
concern himself with anything except the food he ate. Now Joseph was well-built and 
handsome. 

The Context: 

The chapter opens with a deliberate narrative echo of chapter 37's final verse: Joseph had been 
taken down to Egypt. The same language used to describe the sale — he was taken down — is used 
here to begin his story in Egypt. He arrives as a slave purchased from Ishmaelite traders. The lowest 
possible social position in a foreign country. No family, no rights, no covenant community, no 
visible divine presence. And then, in the very next verse, the theological statement that will define 
the entire chapter: the Lord was with Joseph so that he prospered. 

Potiphar's recognition of the divine presence in Joseph is one of the most remarkable details in the 
passage. Potiphar is an Egyptian official. He does not worship the God of Abraham. He has no 
access to the covenant community's understanding of the Lord. And yet he sees that the Lord was 
with Joseph and that the Lord gave him success in everything he did. The blessing of God on Joseph 



is visible even to the pagan employer who does not share Joseph's theology. This is common grace 
operating in the most direct possible way: the divine presence on Joseph's life is so tangible, so 
evident in the results of his work, that a man with no theological framework for interpreting it can 
still observe it and respond to it. 

The progressive expansion of Potiphar's trust in Joseph — from attendant to manager of the 
household to having everything entrusted to his care — mirrors the progressive expansion of 
authority that will define Joseph's career at every stage. Joseph in Potiphar's house, Joseph in the 
prison, Joseph before Pharaoh — at each stage, the pattern is the same: he arrives with nothing, 
demonstrates extraordinary competence and trustworthiness, and is progressively given authority 
over more and more until he is effectively running the entire operation. The pattern at Potiphar's 
house is the template for the pattern at the palace. 

Plain American English: 

"Joseph had been brought down to Egypt. An Egyptian named Potiphar — one of Pharaoh's officials 
and the captain of the palace guard — bought him from the Ishmaelite traders who had brought him 
there. God was with Joseph, and he became a successful man who lived in the household of his 
Egyptian master. His master could see clearly that God was with Joseph and was making everything 
he touched succeed. Joseph became his personal attendant, and Potiphar put him in charge of his 
entire household and everything he owned. From that point on, God blessed Potiphar's household 
because of Joseph — everything in the house and everything in the fields prospered. Potiphar 
handed over complete management of everything to Joseph, and with Joseph handling everything, 
the only thing Potiphar had to think about was what he was going to eat. Joseph was well built and 
good looking." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"The Lord was with Joseph so that he prospered": This signifies Divine Presence as the 
Explanation for Human Flourishing in Every Circumstance. Joseph has been sold as a slave to 
a foreign household. By every natural measure, his situation is catastrophic. And the first 
theological statement about him in his new situation is not that he survived or that he coped or 
that he made the best of a terrible situation. It is that the Lord was with him and he prospered. 
The divine presence is not absent from the slave's quarters in Potiphar's house. It is 
specifically present and specifically productive. The most important fact about Joseph in 
Egypt is not that he was sold — it is that God went with him. 

"His master saw that the Lord was with him and that the Lord gave him success in 
everything he did": This signifies The Visibility of Divine Blessing as a Witness Even to 
Those Outside the Covenant Community. Potiphar cannot name what he is observing in 
theological terms that match Joseph's own. But he can see it. The Lord's presence on Joseph's 
life is not invisible or private. It is manifestly apparent in the quality, consistency, and scope of 
Joseph's work. The blessing of God that flows through the covenant person into the 
surrounding community is itself a form of witness — a tangible demonstration that something 
different is operating in and through this person. 

"From the time he put him in charge, the Lord blessed the Egyptian's household 
because of Joseph": This signifies The Abrahamic Covenant Blessing Flowing to the Non-
Covenant Household Through the Covenant Person. God told Abraham that all the families of 
the earth would be blessed through his descendants. Potiphar's household is receiving the 
blessing of the Abrahamic covenant without knowing it, because a descendant of Abraham is 
in his house. This is common grace mediated through the covenant person — the non-
covenant person receiving blessing as a byproduct of being in proximity to the one through 
whom God is channeling His purposes. 

"Potiphar left everything he had in Joseph's care": This signifies Complete Institutional 
Trust as the Fruit of Consistent, Visible Faithfulness Over Time. Potiphar does not transfer 



authority to Joseph in a single moment of inspiration. The trust builds progressively — 
attendant, then household manager, then everything. Each stage of trust is earned by the 
consistent demonstration of faithfulness at the previous stage. Joseph does not demand 
authority or recognition. He simply does excellent work with what he has been given, and the 
authority expands in proportion to the demonstrated trustworthiness. This is the pattern of 
every genuine expansion of authority in Joseph's story. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. God Goes With You Into the Circumstances You Did Not Choose and Did Not 
Deserve: Joseph did not choose to be a slave in Egypt. He did not deserve the position he was 
in. And the Lord was with him in it. The divine presence is not contingent on the pleasantness 
or the fairness of the circumstances. It is contingent on the character of the God who promised 
to be with His people — a character that does not change when the circumstances do. The 
slave's quarters in Potiphar's house are as fully within the scope of divine presence as the tent 
of the patriarch. The question is not whether your circumstances are what you chose or 
deserve. The question is whether God is with you in them. 

2. The Blessing of God on Your Life Is Sometimes Most Visible to the People Around 
You Who Cannot Name It: Potiphar saw that the Lord was with Joseph. He could not have 
explained it in theological terms, but he could see it in results. The blessing of God that flows 
through a faithful person into their surrounding community is one of the most powerful forms 
of witness available. It does not require explanation before it can be observed. It requires 
faithfulness before it can be demonstrated. The most persuasive argument for the reality of 
God in the life of the believer is often not the argument they make but the blessing that flows 
through them into the lives of the people around them. 

3. Do Excellent Work With What You Have Been Given and Trust God to Expand the 
Authority: Joseph does not scheme to be promoted from attendant to manager. He simply 
does excellent work at the level he occupies, and Potiphar responds to the demonstrated 
faithfulness by expanding the trust. This is the pattern Jesus describes in the parable of the 
talents: whoever is faithful with little will be given more. The person who manages what they 
have been given with excellence and integrity will be entrusted with more — not because they 
demanded it or maneuvered for it, but because faithfulness at one level creates the conditions 
for trust at the next level. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The formula the Lord was with Joseph appears in Genesis 39 in a way that connects directly to the 
biblical pattern of divine presence as the defining characteristic of the covenant person in foreign 
territory. The same formula is used of Isaac in Genesis 26:3, of Jacob in Genesis 28:15, and of the 
nation of Israel through the wilderness in Deuteronomy 31:8. The divine presence that was 
promised to the patriarchs travels with their descendants into every circumstance — including the 
circumstances that look like complete divine abandonment. Joseph in Potiphar's house is the most 
extreme test of this promise: the man sold by his brothers, in a foreign country, in a slave's position. 
And the Lord was with him. 

The connection between Joseph's presence in Potiphar's house and the Abrahamic covenant 
blessing is one of the most important theological threads in the chapter. God told Abraham in 
Genesis 12:3 that all peoples on earth would be blessed through him. Potiphar's household is an 
early and localized fulfillment of this promise. The Egyptian captain of the guard — with no 
knowledge of the Abrahamic covenant, with no participation in the covenant community — receives 
the overflow of the blessing that God has placed on the covenant person in his household. This is 
how the Abrahamic blessing reaches the nations: not primarily through proclamation alone but 
through the presence of faithful covenant people whose God-given competence and character 
produces blessing wherever they go. 



Key Lesson: The Lord was with Joseph in the slave's quarters in Potiphar's house — not with 
him eventually, not with him if he handled the situation well, but with him from the moment 
he arrived; the divine presence is the most important fact about every circumstance the 
covenant person inhabits, and it is often most visible not to the person experiencing it but to 
the pagan employer watching the results. 

Genesis 39:7–12 — Potiphar's Wife: The Sustained Temptation and the 
Sustained Refusal 

(7) And after a while his master's wife took notice of Joseph and said, 'Come to bed with 
me!' (8) But he refused. 'With me in charge,' he told her, 'my master does not concern 
himself with anything in the house; everything he owns he has entrusted to my care. (9) No 
one is greater in this house than I am. My master has withheld nothing from me except 
you, because you are his wife. How then could I do such a great wickedness and sin against 
God?' (10) And though she spoke to Joseph day after day, he refused to go to bed with her 
or even to be with her. (11) One day he went into the house to attend to his duties, and none 
of the household servants was inside. (12) She caught him by his cloak and said, 'Come to 
bed with me!' But he left his cloak in her hand and ran out of the house. 

The Context: 

The approach of Potiphar's wife is introduced with a directness that mirrors the directness of the 
account itself: she took notice of Joseph and said, come to bed with me. No preamble, no subtlety, 
no attempt at seduction through gradual escalation of ordinary interaction. She sees him and makes 
her request without apology or disguise. Joseph's physical attractiveness — noted in the final verse 
of the previous passage — is the immediate context for her approach. And Joseph's response is 
equally direct: he refused. 

Joseph's reasoning in verses 8 and 9 is carefully structured and deserves close attention. He first 
invokes his responsibility to Potiphar: his master has trusted him completely, has withheld nothing 
except this woman, and to sleep with Potiphar's wife would be a betrayal of the comprehensive trust 
that has been extended to Joseph. He then invokes his responsibility to God: how can I do this great 
wickedness and sin against God? The moral argument runs from the human to the divine. He is not 
just protecting Potiphar's interests — he is protecting his relationship with God. The refusal is 
grounded in both horizontal loyalty and vertical faithfulness. And the vertical is the more 
fundamental of the two. 

The persistence of Potiphar's wife — she spoke to Joseph day after day — is one of the most 
important features of the passage for pastoral application. This is not a single moment of temptation 
that Joseph resists heroically on one occasion and then returns to normal life. This is a sustained 
campaign of pressure, day after day, in a household where Joseph works and Potiphar's wife lives. 
Joseph cannot simply avoid the situation. He has duties. He must be in the house. And day after 
day, the pressure continues. And day after day, he refuses. The integrity is not the integrity of one 
strong moment. It is the integrity of a consistent character that holds the same position on the 
hundredth day as it held on the first. 

The final confrontation — when she catches his cloak and he flees — is the most physically dramatic 
moment in the passage and the one that will produce the false accusation. Joseph's flight is not 
cowardice. It is wisdom. He has refused day after day and the situation has not improved. When the 
final physical confrontation occurs, he does not stay to argue his case or to maintain his dignity. He 
runs. He leaves the cloak. He gets out of the house. This is the biblical wisdom of Joseph 6:18 — 
sometimes the appropriate response to temptation is not to stand your ground but to flee. The cloak 
he leaves behind is the price of his integrity. It will cost him his freedom. It was still worth leaving. 

Plain American English: 



"After a while, Potiphar's wife started paying a lot of attention to Joseph. She said to him directly: 
'Sleep with me.' He refused. He told her: 'Look, my master trusts me completely with everything in 
this house — he does not bother himself with any of it. There is no one in this entire household with 
more authority than I have. The only thing he has kept from me is you, because you are his wife. 
How could I possibly do something so terribly wrong? It would be a sin against God.' Even though 
she approached him day after day, he kept refusing to sleep with her or even to spend time with her. 
One day he went into the house to take care of his work, and none of the other servants happened to 
be inside at the time. She grabbed him by his outer garment and said, 'Sleep with me!' But he left 
the garment in her hand and ran out of the house." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"She spoke to Joseph day after day": This signifies The Sustained Nature of Serious 
Temptation as a Campaign Rather Than a Single Event. Potiphar's wife does not accept the 
first refusal and move on. She persists. Day after day. This is the realistic portrait of how 
serious temptation operates: not as a single dramatic moment of decision but as a sustained 
assault on character that requires sustained resistance. The person who thinks they only need 
to be strong once does not understand the nature of serious temptation. Genuine moral 
integrity is not a single act of heroism — it is the daily maintenance of a position that is under 
constant pressure. 

"How then could I do such a great wickedness and sin against God": This signifies The 
Theological Foundation of Joseph's Moral Refusal as the Most Important Feature of His 
Integrity. Joseph's refusal is grounded in two reasons: loyalty to Potiphar and faithfulness to 
God. But the climax of his argument is the theological one: it would be a sin against God. He is 
not refusing primarily because he might get caught, or because it would damage his career, or 
because he is not attracted to her. He is refusing because he believes the act would be an 
offense against the God he serves. This is morality motivated by theology rather than by 
consequences — and it is the only form of morality that is reliable under sustained pressure. 

"He refused to go to bed with her or even to be with her": This signifies The Wisdom of 
Avoiding Not Only the Sin but the Situations That Enable It. Joseph not only refuses to sleep 
with Potiphar's wife — he refuses to be with her. He is not testing his own willpower by 
spending time with the person who is pressuring him to sin. He maintains distance from the 
tempting situation as well as from the tempting act. This is the practical wisdom of 1 
Corinthians 6:18 — flee sexual immorality — applied before the final confrontation makes 
flight the only option. 

"He left his cloak in her hand and ran out of the house": This signifies The Priority of 
Integrity Over Reputation When Both Cannot Be Maintained Simultaneously. Joseph could 
have stayed. He could have tried to calmly explain his position again. He could have worried 
about what it would look like to leave his cloak. He ran. He left the evidence that would be 
used against him because he understood that the alternative — staying in the situation — was 
more dangerous than the evidence she would have. Sometimes maintaining integrity requires 
running from the situation with something less than dignity, leaving behind what cannot be 
taken with you in the speed of the escape. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Serious Temptation Is a Campaign That Requires a Character, Not Just a Decision: 
Potiphar's wife does not give up. She comes day after day. A single strong decision to refuse on 
day one is not sufficient for the temptation that will return on day two, day ten, day fifty. 
Genuine moral integrity in the face of sustained pressure requires a character that has been 
formed over time, not just a decision made in a moment. The formation of character through 
the daily disciplines of Scripture, prayer, accountability, and community is what makes the 



sustained refusal possible. The decision to say no is the fruit of a character built long before 
the first approach. 

2. Ground Your Moral Refusals in Theology, Not Just in Consequences: Joseph does 
not say: I will not do this because I might get caught. He says: I will not do this because it 
would be a sin against God. The difference is enormous. Consequence-based morality is 
contingent on the calculation of risks. Theology-based morality is contingent on the character 
of God, which does not change when the calculation of consequences changes. The person who 
refuses temptation because they fear God will refuse it even when the risk of getting caught is 
low. The person who refuses only because they fear consequences will eventually find 
circumstances in which the consequences seem manageable. Ground your refusals in the fear 
of God. 

3. Sometimes the Most Faithful Thing You Can Do Is Run: Joseph fled. He did not stay 
and argue, did not try to manage the situation, did not worry about appearances. He ran. 
There are situations in every person's life where the most faithful response is not the graceful, 
controlled, dignified management of temptation — it is the ungraceful, undignified flight from 
it. Paul tells Timothy to flee the evil desires of youth (2 Timothy 2:22). The word flee means to 
run away from. Not to manage. Not to face down. To run. Joseph's flight from Potiphar's 
house is one of the most theologically instructive acts of his entire life. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The encounter with Potiphar's wife has been used throughout church history as one of the primary 
biblical examples of sexual integrity under pressure. Joseph's responses — the theological 
grounding of the refusal, the avoidance of unnecessary proximity to the tempter, and the final flight 
— constitute a complete model for the handling of sexual temptation that is as relevant in the 
twenty-first century as it was in Egypt. The specific elements of Joseph's strategy — know what you 
are protecting (your relationship with God), maintain distance from the temptation (he refused to 
be with her), and run when the situation becomes physically dangerous — are applicable in virtually 
every form of sustained sexual temptation. 

The contrast between Joseph's refusal in Genesis 39 and Judah's capitulation in Genesis 38 is one of 
the deliberate literary contrasts of the Joseph narrative. Judah, in chapter 38, goes to a roadside 
woman he believes is a prostitute without apparent moral struggle. Joseph, in chapter 39, refuses 
sustained pressure from a powerful woman in his master's household through explicit theological 
reasoning. The two brothers are placed side by side to demonstrate two kinds of response to sexual 
temptation — one the response of a man who has no operating theology of sin, the other the 
response of a man whose theology is the active basis for his moral decisions. The contrast is not 
flattering to Judah — and it is not meant to be. 

Key Lesson: Day after day she pressed, and day after day Joseph refused — not because of 
consequences but because of conviction, not because he might get caught but because it would 
be a sin against God; and when the final physical confrontation came, he ran, leaving his cloak 
in her hand rather than his integrity in her control; this is the complete model of integrity 
under sustained sexual pressure: grounded in theology, maintained through distance, and 
finally expressed through flight. 

Genesis 39:13–20 — The False Accusation: The Cloak Used to Build the 
Lie 

(13) When she saw that he had left his cloak in her hand and had run out of the house, (14) 
she called her household servants. 'Look,' she said to them, 'this Hebrew has been brought 
to us to make sport of us! He came in here to sleep with me, but I screamed. (15) When he 
heard me scream for help, he left his cloak beside me and ran out of the house.' (16) She 
kept his cloak beside her until his master came home. (17) Then she told him the same 



story: 'That Hebrew slave you brought us came to me to make sport of me. (18) But as soon 
as I screamed for help, he left his cloak beside me and ran out of the house.' (19) When his 
master heard the story his wife told him, saying, 'This is how your slave treated me,' he 
burned with anger. (20) Joseph's master took him and put him in prison, the place where 
the king's prisoners were confined. 

The Context: 

The reversal is swift and total. The man who has been running the household — who has been 
entrusted with everything — is now being accused of the worst possible offense against his master. 
Potiphar's wife constructs the accusation with the same evidence that Joseph's integrity produced: 
the cloak. The garment left behind in the act of righteous flight is now being presented as the 
evidence of guilty assault. The very thing that demonstrated Joseph's integrity — running away and 
leaving the cloak — is being used to accuse him of the opposite. The tool of the righteous escape has 
become the weapon of the false accusation. 

Potiphar's wife tells the story twice — once to the servants and once to her husband — and the 
stories are identical except for one telling difference. To the servants she says this Hebrew. To her 
husband she says that Hebrew slave you brought us. The variation is deliberate. To the servants, she 
is emphasizing Joseph's foreignness — making the accusation about an outsider threatening the 
household. To her husband, she is emphasizing his responsibility — you brought this man to us. She 
is subtly placing a measure of blame on Potiphar for the situation, which is a psychological strategy 
that protects her from scrutiny by giving her husband a target for his anger that is not her. 

Potiphar's response — he burned with anger — is the expected response of a husband who has just 
heard that his wife has been assaulted by a trusted slave. And yet the punishment he inflicts on 
Joseph is curious. The standard punishment for a slave who assaulted his master's wife in the 
ancient world was death. Potiphar does not execute Joseph. He imprisons him — and specifically, in 
the prison where the king's prisoners were confined. This is a prison that is connected to the royal 
palace, which will turn out to be precisely the location Joseph needs to be in for the next chapter of 
his story. Even in the unjust punishment, the providence of God is positioning Joseph for what 
comes next. 

Plain American English: 

"When she realized that Joseph had run out and left his outer garment in her hands, she called the 
household servants together. She said to them: 'Look at this — the Hebrew man your master 
brought into this house tried to make a fool of us. He came in here to sleep with me, but I screamed. 
The moment I screamed, he dropped his garment and ran out.' She kept the garment with her until 
Potiphar came home. Then she told him the same story: 'That Hebrew slave you brought into this 
household came after me. But the moment I screamed, he left his garment and ran outside.' When 
Potiphar heard his wife's version of events — 'This is what your slave did to me' — he was furious. 
He took Joseph and threw him into the royal prison, the place where the king's own prisoners were 
held." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"She called her household servants. Look, she said to them, this Hebrew has been 
brought to us to make sport of us": This signifies The Architecture of a False Accusation 
Built on the Evidence of Innocence. Potiphar's wife uses the abandoned cloak — the very 
evidence of Joseph's righteous flight — as the instrument of her accusation. This is one of the 
most devastating aspects of the false accusation: the thing that proves innocence is presented 
as proof of guilt. The cloak that demonstrates Joseph ran from the situation is claimed to 
prove he was in the situation for the opposite reason. False accusation often works this way: it 
takes the evidence of integrity and reframes it as evidence of violation. 

"This Hebrew slave you brought us came to me": This signifies The Rhetorical Strategy 
That Places Blame on the Husband for Bringing the Threat Into the Household. To the 



servants she says this Hebrew. To her husband she says that Hebrew slave you brought us. The 
subtle shift places responsibility on Potiphar — you brought this person here. This is the 
psychological strategy of the person who has done wrong and needs to redirect the energy of 
the situation away from examination of themselves. She gives Potiphar a target for his anger — 
Joseph and, implicitly, his own decision to trust Joseph — so that his anger doesn't turn in her 
direction. 

"He burned with anger": This signifies The Justified-Seeming Anger of the Deceived 
Husband as the Final Instrument of the False Accusation's Success. Potiphar's anger is 
understandable. A husband who hears that his wife has been assaulted by his trusted slave 
should be angry. His anger is the appropriate emotional response to the story he has been told. 
The tragedy is that the story is false, and his appropriate emotional response is being 
weaponized by his wife against an innocent man. This is one of the most painful aspects of 
false accusation: it works precisely because it produces appropriate emotional responses in 
people who have been deceived. 

"Joseph's master put him in prison, the place where the king's prisoners were 
confined": This signifies The Providential Precision of the Unjust Punishment — the Wrong 
Prison Is the Right Location. Potiphar does not execute Joseph — which was the standard 
punishment for the crime of which Joseph is accused. Whether Potiphar has doubts about the 
accusation, or whether the divine hand is restraining the punishment, the result is the same: 
Joseph goes to prison instead of to death. And specifically to the prison connected to the royal 
palace — the location where Pharaoh's cupbearer and baker will be held, where the dreams 
that will bring Joseph to Pharaoh's attention will be interpreted. The injustice of the 
imprisonment places Joseph at the exact address required for the next chapter of the story. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. The Evidence of Your Integrity Can Be Used to Accuse You — Trust the God Who 
Sees the Full Picture: Joseph's cloak — the evidence of his righteous flight — is presented 
as evidence of the opposite. The very act of integrity is weaponized against him. This is the 
most disorienting aspect of false accusation: the person who did right is accused through the 
evidence of their righteousness. When this happens, the only reliable witness is God. The court 
of human opinion is working with incomplete and manipulated information. The court of God 
is working with the complete truth. Trust the God who sees the full picture when the human 
evidence has been arranged against you. 

2. The Appropriate Emotional Response of the Deceived Party Is Not the Same as the 
Correct Verdict: Potiphar burns with anger — and he is right to be angry given what he has 
been told. But his anger, however appropriate emotionally, leads him to imprison an innocent 
man. The appropriateness of an emotional response to a story does not guarantee that the 
story is true. This is a crucial pastoral observation for every situation involving accusation: the 
appropriate anger of the person who has received false information is real and 
understandable, but it must be distinguished from the question of whether the information is 
accurate. 

3. The Address Where Injustice Places You May Be the Address Providence Needs 
You to Be At: Potiphar's prison is the royal prison. It connects to Pharaoh's household. It is 
the location where Pharaoh's cupbearer and baker will eventually be held. The unjust 
imprisonment places Joseph at the precise address where the next movement of God's 
providential purpose will require him. This does not make the injustice good. It does make the 
injustice redeemable. Every unjust circumstance in the life of the covenant person may be the 
address at which God's next provision is waiting. The prison is not the end of the story. It may 
be the first door to what comes next. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 



The false accusation of Joseph by Potiphar's wife is one of the earliest and most detailed biblical 
examples of what contemporary sociology calls the DARVO pattern — Deny, Attack, Reverse Victim 
and Offender. Potiphar's wife denies that she is the one who initiated the encounter, attacks Joseph 
with the accusation, and reverses the positions of victim and offender so that she appears to be the 
wronged party and Joseph appears to be the aggressor. This pattern — the genuine aggressor 
presenting themselves as the victim and the actual victim as the aggressor — is one of the most 
common features of false accusation in every era of human experience, and Genesis 39 documents it 
with remarkable precision. 

The Christological connection to Joseph's false accusation is one of the most explicit typological 
connections in the entire Old Testament. Jesus was also falsely accused, also condemned on 
evidence that was at least partly manufactured, also imprisoned and awaiting execution. Peter in 
Acts 2:23 speaks of Jesus being handed over by God's deliberate plan even through the hands of 
wicked men. Joseph's false accusation and unjust imprisonment is one of the clearest Old 
Testament previews of the pattern that the Messiah will experience: the innocent one condemned by 
the guilty one's testimony, sent to the place of prisoners, awaiting the vindication that only God can 
provide. 

Key Lesson: The cloak that proved Joseph's innocence — the evidence of his righteous flight 
from temptation — was presented as the proof of his guilt; the false accusation built on the 
evidence of integrity is one of the most devastating forms of injustice, and the only reliable 
witness when the human evidence has been arranged against you is the God who saw what 
actually happened in Potiphar's house. 

Genesis 39:21–23 — The Lord Was With Joseph in Prison: The Presence 
That Outlasts the Injustice 

(21) But the Lord was with Joseph and showed him kindness and granted him favor in the 
eyes of the prison warden. (22) The warden put Joseph in charge of all those held in the 
prison, and he was made responsible for all that was done there. (23) The warden paid no 
attention to anything under Joseph's care, because the Lord was with Joseph and gave him 
success in whatever he did. 

The Context: 

The chapter ends with the same three verses it began with — in their theological substance if not 
their exact words. The Lord was with Joseph in Potiphar's house, and Joseph prospered. The Lord 
was with Joseph in prison, and Joseph was given charge of everything. The pattern that operated in 
the wealthy Egyptian official's household is now operating in the royal prison. The divine presence 
does not require pleasant circumstances. It does not require that the injustice be corrected before it 
operates. It operates in the prison just as effectively as it operated in the palace, producing the same 
pattern of demonstrated faithfulness, progressive trust, and expanding authority. 

The three verses of the closing passage are brief, and their brevity is itself a theological statement. 
The narrator does not dwell on Joseph's inner emotional state in prison. He does not document 
Joseph's grief, his anger at the injustice, his longing for his father, his despair at the distance 
between the dreams of chapter 37 and the reality of an Egyptian prison cell. What the narrator 
records is simple and unembellished: the Lord was with Joseph and showed him kindness and 
granted him favor in the eyes of the prison warden. The theological statement is given without the 
emotional context that would humanize it. The reader has to supply the emotional context from 
their own experience of injustice and imprisonment. 

The warden's trust in Joseph mirrors Potiphar's trust in Joseph. The same progression — from 
nothing to everything — takes place in the prison that took place in the household. The warden paid 
no attention to anything under Joseph's care, because the Lord was with Joseph and gave him 
success in whatever he did. This closing statement is virtually identical to the description of 



Potiphar's trust in verse 6. The divine presence and its fruits — faithfulness, competence, 
trustworthiness, success — are portable. They go wherever Joseph goes. They operate in whatever 
context he finds himself. The prison cannot lock out the Lord who is with him. 

Plain American English: 

"But God was with Joseph in the prison and showed him His loyal love. God caused the prison 
warden to look on Joseph with favor. The warden put Joseph in charge of all the other prisoners — 
Joseph was responsible for everything that happened in that prison. The warden did not have to pay 
attention to anything under Joseph's care, because God was with Joseph and made everything he 
did go well." 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"But the Lord was with Joseph and showed him kindness": This signifies The 
Persistence of Divine Presence Through the Most Extreme Reversal of Circumstance. Joseph 
has gone from trusted household manager to falsely accused prisoner in a single day. The most 
extreme imaginable reversal of fortune. And the text does not pause for grief or explanation or 
theological qualification. It simply says: but the Lord was with Joseph. The but is the pivot — 
just as but God remembered Noah was the pivot of the flood narrative, but the Lord was with 
Joseph is the pivot of the prison narrative. The circumstances have changed completely. The 
divine presence has not. 

"The Lord was with Joseph and showed him kindness and granted him favor in the 
eyes of the prison warden": This signifies The Divine Kindness — Hesed — as the Specific 
Character of God's Prison Presence. The word translated kindness here is hesed — the 
covenant lovingkindness of God, the loyal love that does not fail. God does not just maintain 
His presence with Joseph in the prison. He actively shows him hesed — the specific quality of 
covenant faithfulness that persists regardless of the covenant person's circumstances. The 
prison is the context in which God demonstrates His hesed most dramatically, because it is the 
context in which no human provision of kindness is available to Joseph. 

"The warden put Joseph in charge of all those held in the prison": This signifies The 
Same Pattern of Progressive Trust Repeating Itself in the New Circumstance. Joseph arrives in 
prison as the accused. He ends the chapter in charge of the prison. The same progression that 
took place in Potiphar's house — from nothing to everything — takes place in the prison. The 
divine presence produces the same results in every circumstance because the divine character 
does not change. Joseph's faithfulness does not change. And the pattern of God honoring 
faithfulness with expanding trust does not change. 

"The warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph's care, because the Lord 
was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did": This signifies The 
Closing of the Chapter With the Same Statement That Opened It — Divine Presence as the 
Explanation for Human Flourishing. The chapter opened: the Lord was with Joseph so that he 
prospered. The chapter closes: the Lord was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he 
did. The framing is deliberate. The beginning and the end of the chapter are the same 
theological statement applied to two radically different circumstances — the prosperous 
household of a senior Egyptian official and the prison where royal prisoners are held. The Lord 
was with Joseph. In both. Without distinction. Without condition. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. The Circumstances Change Completely; the Divine Presence Does Not — This Is 
the Most Important Truth of the Chapter: Joseph goes from managing Potiphar's 
household to being imprisoned in a single day. The Lord was with him in both. The divine 
presence is not a circumstantial phenomenon — it does not appear when things are going well 
and disappear when they are not. It is a character statement about the God who promised to 



be with His people. That promise does not contain an escape clause for prisons. The God who 
was with Joseph at the peak of his vocational success is the same God who is with him at the 
absolute low point of his life in Egypt. The presence is persistent. The circumstance is 
temporary. 

2. Hesed — Covenant Lovingkindness — Is Most Powerfully Demonstrated in the 
Places Where No Human Kindness Is Available: The Lord showed Joseph hesed in 
prison. There is no family member there to be kind to him. No Potiphar whose business 
interests create a positive relationship. No community of covenant people providing support. 
In the prison, the only available kindness is the divine kindness. And it is sufficient. It 
produces favor in the eyes of the warden. It produces expanding trust and authority. It 
sustains the man who should, by every natural measure, be crushed by the injustice of his 
situation. God's covenant lovingkindness is most visible when it is the only kindness 
operating. 

3. The Prison Is Not the End of the Story — It Is the Next Address of the Providence 
That Has Been With You All Along: Joseph ends chapter 39 in prison. He will end 
chapter 40 in prison. He will end chapter 41 in the palace. The prison is a stage, not a 
destination. It is the address at which the next providential development is waiting. Pharaoh's 
cupbearer is in the same prison. The dreams Joseph will interpret in chapter 40 are dreamed 
in the same prison. The path to the palace runs through the prison. Do not interpret the prison 
as the end. It is the penultimate address on a journey that God has been directing since before 
Joseph left his father's tent in Canaan. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The three-verse conclusion of Genesis 39 — the Lord was with Joseph in prison — is one of the most 
pastorally important passages in the entire Joseph narrative precisely because of its brevity. It does 
not explain why the injustice happened. It does not promise that Joseph will be released soon. It 
does not tell Joseph what God is doing. It simply states the theological fact that the divine presence 
is operating in the prison with the same faithfulness and the same productivity as it operated in the 
household. This is the pastoral statement for every person who has experienced unjust 
imprisonment — literal or metaphorical — and is asking where God is: He is in the same place He 
has always been. With you. 

The pattern of the entire chapter — the Lord was with Joseph in prosperity, in temptation, in false 
accusation, in prison — is one of the most complete theological portraits of the divine presence in 
the Old Testament. It demonstrates that the divine presence is not a reward for good circumstances 
or a sign of God's approval of the situation. It is the faithful accompaniment of the covenant God to 
the covenant person through every circumstance. Paul captures the same truth in Romans 8:38-39: 
neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any 
powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from 
the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. Joseph in prison is the Old Testament illustration of 
that New Testament declaration. Nothing separates. Not even Potiphar's prison. 

Key Lesson: The Lord was with Joseph in the prison — the same four words that opened the 
chapter with Joseph in Potiphar's prosperous household now close it with Joseph in a prison 
cell, because the divine presence is not a circumstantial phenomenon that appears in the good 
seasons and disappears in the bad ones; it is the persistent faithfulness of a God who promised 
to be with His covenant people in every address, including and especially the address no one 
would have chosen for themselves. 

 

 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

As we close Genesis chapter 39, we are anchored and encouraged by the four words that appear 
twice in this chapter and twice in this closing passage: the Lord was with Joseph. In Potiphar's 
house and in Potiphar's prison. In success and in suffering. In the season where everything was 
going right and in the season where everything had gone wrong through no fault of his own. The 
Lord was with Joseph. Not eventually. Not conditionally. Persistently. Completely. Faithfully. 

Lord, speak that truth over every person reading these words who is in their prison right now. 
Who said no when they should have said no, who did right when it cost them something, who has 
been falsely accused by the evidence of their own integrity. Who is in a cell they did not deserve 
because of a story they could not control. Remind them: the Lord was with Joseph in prison. The 
Lord is with you in yours. The prison is not the final address. The Lord is not absent because the 
circumstances are unjust. 

Father, give us the theology of Joseph's refusal — not the morality of consequences but the 
morality of conviction. Let us refuse the things that dishonor You because they dishonor You, not 
merely because we might get caught. Build in us the character that says no on the hundredth day 
as clearly as on the first. And when the final confrontation comes, give us the wisdom and the 
courage to run, to leave the cloak, to get out of the house — and to trust You with what the cloak 
will be used to say about us. 

And Lord, thank You that Joseph's prison is connected to the royal palace. That the address of the 
injustice is the address of the next providential development. That the cupbearer who will 
remember Joseph is in the same prison. That the path to the palace runs through this cell. Let us 
trust Your providential addresses even when we did not choose them and do not understand them. 

In Jesus' name — who was also falsely accused, also imprisoned, also buried in a borrowed tomb 
— and who also rose, whose prison could not hold Him, whose story did not end in the cell — we 
pray, 



Amen. 

 

 

 


