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CHAPTF.R I 

ABRAVANEL: A SHORT BIOG&.i->HY 



Isaac ben Judah Abravanel was born in tu Portugv.e•• 

capital of Li s bon in the year 1437. Abravanel reoeiTecl tile 

broadest and moat enlightened edu_oation of llia da,J. He -

tered Jewisll law, tradition, and a range of secular disci

plinea. Abravanel. was amon,; the first Jewiah acholare to 

be familiar with Christian achol.asti oism and &Loll er t~• 

Chriatian Renaissance. 

Abravanel was an exegete, pkiloaopaer, and 111atic aa 

well a Renaissance historian and political analyat.1 

Abravanel began Ilia political career in Lisbon, •uo

ceeding his f a t her as the Treasurer of Kin« Alfonso V ot 

PortU&al• After an Wl.B\1COesatul. attempt by the nobles to 
.., 

overthrow Jeae II, the aucoeaaor ot ili'onao V, Abr avanel 

•as toroed to flee Lisbon a e a au_apected conspirator. He 

was sentenced to death in absentia in 1.485. 2 

Abravanel believed t hat hie m.iefortu_nea were the rea\1lt 

of his having s quandered his talents in the service of an 

earthly ruler. He t herefore decided tha t only in t he s t udy 

of religious l itera ture and t he pura\lit of the divine wo\1l.d 

his life really be f'l.Ll.filJ.ed. 3 He began to write 00J11Dentaries 

en the Bible. His f irst worka included co1111I1entariea en the 

earlier prophets, who had been l argely ignored b~ t he ear

l ier exegetes. 4 

In 1484 Abruvanel began hie career in the s ervice of the 

Spanish Kin& Ferdinand. He devoted eight yeara to Ferdinand 

and Isabell a, a ctin& as the royal f inancier. As a s pokeaaan 

for the Spa.niah Jewish com. .. unity, Abravanel tri ed unsuooess-

2 



fu.ll,y to revers e the Expu.lsion Edict of 1492 . 5 

Am-avanel journeyed from ~pain to Vl:l.lencia ad 1llu ie 

Naples. In 1494 h e a ssumed a high ~osition 1n the Neopolitan 

government of Ferra.nLe 1.6 

Durll'.16 the time t hat he l ived in Na ples, Abravanel wrote 

co11A.entariea on the aaJor prophets, the Passover Haggadah, 

and Ethics _5?! 1!!! Fathers. In addition, he ref~ted the ideas 

of rt ailaonidea :in a trilogy entitled Shamyi.11 Had.a.Bhen, ~ 

Amaneh and Mifalot Elohia.7 

Abravanel'• philosophy ia not expounded in any single 

book. In order t o bain an insigh t to Abravanel •s philoaoph_y 

one mu.st piece together his concepts from his various writ

ings. In his refuta tions of ~aiaonidea, .1'.bravanel propound

ed the tuory t ha t prophec.v is superior to n a tural knowledge 

and is the reeu.it of God's miraculous cr eations. He aucat 
t h~t God controls history and i ntervenes in it re~eatedl.y 

anu thut the purpos e of history is t he ultim:..i.te salv~tion 

of the righteeu.s and the vindica t i on of Juda ism. 8 

bravanel wrote a s eries of books aimed a.t demonst r a

tin,.; the imminent arrival of t he ,,e 3ti ah. These books are 

,:nown by the title Mifdal Yeshuot (Tower of ci &.lv4 tion). T~e 

.:i1·c t of t he s erie s is en titled 1~ayenei ha- 'ieshuah ( .•'ountains 

of .;-.Ll v~tion) , a COllll;,e n t a r y on Daniel . The second book is 

c· 1 ed Yeshu' ot rte shiho ( The Salvation of i'. i l'l 1J10in t ed ) wh ich 

i s an inte r ;. ce t ~tion of r a b bi nic dictt! ::iealin;., w1 t i the c oming 

of t~e lf,eas i wi. The t hird book, known as 11ashmi • a "teshu • ah 

(. ,.nnour.cing ~alva t1on), is a commentur y on t !1::: mes oi:inic 
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prophecies in the ~rophetical books.9 

Abravanel W1Qerstood tha t the state and its ■ll>arollioa.l 

leaders were onl.r a tem~orary neces sity. Ilia uiopia or ideal 

society would come a bout only with the advent of the llesaiah. 

He felt t hat the best possible state had to s erve the spir

itual and politica l needs of its people. Until t he ~eseiah's 

advent the secule.r governments would h~ve to surfice.10 

One of Abravanel•s greatest achievements is his brilliant 

defense of Judaism against Christian c Llias that Jesus is the 

Mess i ah . Abruvanel'• exegesis gave strong support to the Jew

ish view.11 

Abravanel will lon ,. be remembered as sta teaman, philoa

eper, and biblical exe«ete. But t,ierhaps he will be remember

ed beet for his loyalty to the Jewish people. Confronted with 

the temptation to remain a wealthy and honored aristocrat in 

Spa1n by accepting Catholicism, he chos e to leave with his 

people in exile as a Jew. 
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CHAPTER II 

MJ..LBI M: A SliORT oIOGriAPHY 



.Malbia (Meir Loeb ban Jehiel Michael), one of the great

est of modern Jewish exegetes, was born in Volochisk (Volllyna) 

in 1809.1 

Ma1bim s~udied with some of t he outstanding rabbis of hie 

time. Both Rabbi Moses Leib Horowitz and Rabbi Hayim Auerback 

served as Malbim's mentors and teachers. 2 

In 1839 , Malbim became rabbi of Wreschen (a district of 

Posen) where he stayed for seTen years. By this ti.me he had 

bean accorded the appellation illui, genius, a title acquired 

during his sojourn in 'Narsaw. 3 In 1846, Malbim arrived in 

Kempen where he had difficulties with the non-traditional 

element of the cOIIDIWlity. After his short stay in Kempen, 

he was summoned by the Bucharest community to fill the posi

tion o~ chie~ rabbi of Rumania , which he accepted in 1858.4 

Kalbim, who was a staunch upholder of Jewish l aw, abhor

r ed the Reformers• poei~111D in hie community. Becaus e of 

Ma l bim's inflexibility and uncompromising stand against Re

f orm Judaism, he was f aced with bitter opposition by the com

munal leadership which final.ly resulted in his imprisonment. 5 

Intervention by Sir Moses Montefiore was necessary to effect 

hie release. The RGwnanian Government forced Malbim to leave 

Roumania permanently. 6 

Documents publ ished by Moshe Rosen in his Ha.gut Ivrit 

_£!-BirDpa indicate that Malbim was accused by ass imilated 

Jews wi thin the comrr.unity. 7 At a time when Jews sought to 

be part of the dominant secular culture, Malbim dared to de

nounce those Jews who did not adher e to the dietary l aws. 

6 



Malbill's enemies coneidered his denuncia tions a public..,_ 

barrasament which interfered with thei r acceptance into non

Jewiaa ■ociety. The controversy continued to escalate. The 

Rou:manian Priae :Minister denounced Malbim as ignorant and in

aolent because hie position impeded social progreas. 8 Ae a 

reeult, the f rime Minister ref"J.Sed to gr ant rights tQ the Jews 

of Buchnr est. Malbim, dismayed by t hese aocuaationa, appealed 

to t he Turkish government to intervene on hie behalf with the 

Rownanian authorities. 9 His eff orts were futile. 

After his expulsion, ~albim served the COllllDunities of 

Leczyca, Klleraon, and Mogilev as rabbi for a short period of 

time. 10 Once again he met fierce opposition from ass illila

tioniste, and the Haaidia.ll 

148.lbia is best known f or his commentaries on 'Ule Bibl e. 
12 His first work, a co1111Dentar7 on tae Book of Esther appeared 

in 1845.12 ldoet of r.Ialbim•a work was compl et ed durinP, 1867-

1876. Part■ of Malbim'• biblical ooament~y were deai~ed 

expreaely to attack the Reform poei tion.13 In hie introduc

tion to the commentary !f!-Torah Vehaaitzvah ( 1860 ) cm t he 

Book of LeYiticua and the Sitra, Malbim refers to the Retorm 

Synod at Brunswick in 1844, calling it a ga ther ing of"ra bbia 

and preachers aa well a s readers who butcher their ooamv.ni ties.'' 

Mal.bill unders tood t ha t hi s commentaries had to atrengthen 

thn Nao-Orthodox position. He had to demonstra te the Reformers • 

igno~anoe of Hebrew and biolical exposition. 

Malbim• s co& entary ia a Jllixture of Halacha and Aggada, 

wi th Kabb~l i s t ic ncy-aticiBlD, philoso~hic thought and moral.iat 

7 



sermonizing. 14 Malbim believed that he was expounding the 

Scri ptures ~ccordinG t o the pl a in a.nd simple Peshat.15 Ao

oordincly, ws find a collllllent in his introduction to Joshua 

that most of the earli er commentators, except for AbraYanel, 

used t he method of homily {Derasn) , but .he stresses the siJD

ple meaning : 

"I turned to the coamentator■ but none of t hea 

bestir s himself to breathe the breath of life 

into the text according to t he Peshat, except 

t he Prince Isaac Abravanel and hie land • • •• 

Por t his tAeir co111Uentatore turn only to Derash 

with wla.ich we have h1-i.d nothillt; to do." 

Nevertheless, Malbim•e expl ana tions are often far removed 

from t he simple, etraightforwaru aena e of the text. The 

same holds true with Isaac Abravanel wnoll MalbiJI admired 

so grea tly. 

Another important part of Malbim' e commentary can be 

discerned in his distinguis.hill.6 bet we en a pparent synonyms. 

Like Abravanel, he finds no redundancies in the Bibl e. Every 

Hord , evory synonym has a aµecific, distinct meani nJ; . Malbim 

i s best lmowr. f or his pilpulisi.ic a ppro:ich. 16 lie often puts 

na.luchi c d i ocussions into t he mouths of Biblical yer sonalitiea . 

?or e x3Jil ;..ile , in Genesis 37, Hauben br i n,\s back Joseµh ' s coat or 

lll/.1.1ly colours as evi ,lenoe of Joae pr1 • a dea t h. Malbim interprets 

vers e 34 as .t all ows: "And J acob tore hi u ..;ar ment s "- ~idin !:!,!! 

"t ha t was becau9e of the law or the mourner ," "and he put 

sackcl oth u pon his loins"-" tnat was a sl,:n of his repentance, 

8 



a a it is wri tten in the responsi ve collection of Rabbenu Nieaia 

ben rleuben Gerondi tha t i f one s ends a messenger to a pl a ce of 

danger and he is har:ned , t he sender has to do repentance." 

Another ex dJ.llple of t he" ~ilpul" style in Malbim' s coamen

tary i s seen in the nt,.r-·a tive of Jephtha and his daughter.17 

Jepht ha vowed to sacrifice t he firs t t .. ing that came into his 

sight, after his mili t ary victory. Hi s daughter was the first 

person to gr eet him. Malbim or eeents the situation as if both 

Jephtha smd hie daught er h&d u l egal discussion as to the va

lidity of Jephtha'a vow, 

"Jephtha held t ho.t th.ere was a poecibility of g oing 

back on his vow , but hie daUJ;h ter maintained t here 

was no such poeaibility, and tha t a r a bbi nical aut hor

ity had no power t o uproot the vow ••• " 

I n a udition to Mal bim•s contribution to biblical ex

egesis , he als o wrote expositions of the ~hulchan ,.ruch , 

ent itled Arzot Haha.YYim, Yalicut ~nelomo, and !1! Literufah. 18 

His col lection of nine sermons entitled rl.I'zot Hashul.om, re

veals t he profundity of ll&l.b.111•• homiletical ideas. 19 

Malbim died in Kiev on the mornin;; of t he f irst d~y of 

rlosh llashanah, 1819. 20 

9 
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In h.ia CQIIINntary on Genesi s chapters 37, 39-50, 

Abravanel undertake• to peint ou.i the following: 

l. Apparent redundancies 1D t he text: 

2. Apparent textual inconai stenoi ea and contradioti ona ; 

J. Appa.re.ni inoonaistenoie• in behavior; 

a. appareni inconsistenc i es in character @d 

deed. 

b. apparent inconaietenci ea 1D behavior and 

role. 

4. Refutation of other OOlllllentatora; 

5. Resolution of philoaopllic&l probleae in ill• text ; 

6. Locioal fallaoi u. 

A oaretul exe■1uation ot Geneaia 37. 39-50 sw;e eata t hat 

Abravanel•• cr-ateat intereat ilea in 'the linguisti c inoonaist

enoiea in the text. Moat of his questi ona in taeae chapter■ 

deal wiill a pparent f a'1lty aantence etr~ctures, ap~arent redun

dancies and a cparent textual inoon.aistenoiea. 

The second greatest problea wi t,h •hi.Cb he deals is the 

a~pe.rent i noonai stenci es in the behavior of t he cnaracters. 

Tllis ia the focu.a of nineteen questions. 

The third createat concern of our commenta tor ia to r► 

fut e other execetea. Thia occupi es seve1.teen questions in 

.-iis comment:iry. 

Abravanel'• questions on ohaptera 39 and 40 deal Wit• 

redundancies 1n la.ng\la8e whicil indicate • ~parent redWldano1ea 

i n meaning . The commentator r egards scripture aa t.:~• lerd of 

~od, and God does not repeat Himsel f wmeceas aril,y. Each •P-

u 



parent redundancy therefore has some meaning. 

Wb.1,aaka Abra•anel, is the word vyehi r e9eated three 

timea in Genesis 37 : 27? 1 

In ~eneais 39:4,6 it is twice stated that Petipaar put 

Joseph in charge of his household. There a ,pears to be a 

redundancy in t he text. 2 

Genesis 4l:39 ,41,44 we find three separate statement• 

by Pharaoll t o J oseph. ·:{bJ are they not all j oined into a 

single discourse?3 

In Gene~i• 47:29-30 Jacob commands Joseph to bury him. 

The text gives Jacob 's com..,and bot h. in the affirma tive and 

in the ne~ati ve. AbraYane l asks: 'Nhy is it necessar-J to use 

both the negati ve and the poeiti Ye? 4 

Commenting on Geneais 48:15 AbraYa.nel asks why Jacob 

refers first to God before whom his fa. t ilers walked : ae conuly , 

to God who h3.8 protected him; t hirdly, to t he angel who ha.a 

redeemed hi.Jl. 5 '?he repetition seems unnecesso.r-J. 

In Geneais 49:1-2 Jacob ca lls his s ons t ogether f or the 

~•.4rµose of s µeak:ill,3' his final worjs to t hem. 

The ~uesti on raise1.1 by Abravanel is : ,1h.y a re two terms 

!:'.eani ng "to ga t her" -;.tSed i n t he s e ve r s es? Would it not haYe 

bee n su.ffiJient to use one or t ~e other term? 6 

We naxt consider s ome of t he a pua.rent textual inconsisi

er.ciee wnich Abra va:.el f ind s i n Genesis 37, 39-50 . 

l2 

Geneois 37 : 2 :-ea.d e : "This is t he line of J acob.'' Abravanel 's 

uestion ~a : ,/hy t hen does the text s peak of J ~d ah , Tamar, Jacob ' s 

s ons, .oti ~har, and the butler? 7 I t shouid have merely aaid : 
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"Jacob settled in tlle land where hie father had resided, 'the 

land ot Canaan. "At aeTenteen yeare old ••• •• 

The tex-i promises one thing and mentions another; 

Abravanel views t r.is as an lnconaistenc:,. 

Genesis 37:2 tells us that Jose~h at the age of aeYen

teen teuded the flocks with his bro'\Aera. How can t.ae text 

aay that Joseph was with hi• brothers wb.en tlley were soa.

where else?8 They were in Shechem, while J oseph was 1n 

~anaan With hie father until he sent Josevh to his brothers 

in Shech ... J\bravanel sees this a.a an apparent textual in

consistency. 

Genesis •o:5 reads: "BotlL of tnea, the cupbearer arid 

the baker of the Kin« of Egypt wllo were confined in the 

; rison, dre!:Ulled in the same night each his own dream, and 

each dream wi th its own meani~." 

Genesis 41:11, howeYer reads: 11 ,Ve dreamt the same night, 

each of us a dream with a meaning of ita o,m.• 

The question wnich Abravanel askB is: How many dreams 

Here involved, one or two?9 Thie a ppears to be a textual 

inconsisten cy. 

In Genesis 46 :31 Joset>h in.forms his brothers of tllat 

which he pl ans to tell Phuraoh concerning t heir coming and 

settlin£; in the land of Goshen . However, according to Genesis 

47:l, when Jose~h s : eaks to haraoh his words ar e not the same 

· s tnose he h~d s ,Oken to h i s brot c.ers. Abravanel sees tliia t o 

~o be an a~~aren t textual i nconsis t ency. 

I n Genesis 49:5- 7 J acob tells Simeon and Levi wha t the 

lJ 
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future holds for them. They will be divided among the other 

tribes and will not have any inheri~ance 1n Israel. 

Aooord~ to wha t we know about the tribes, this prog

no■tioation by Jaoob is inconsistent 1n tha t only the tribe 

of Levi did not h ve any inheritance in Israei. 10 However, 

it is not written anywhere tha t Simeon will be scattered 

and separated -on« the other tribes. Abravanel sees this 

to be an a pparent contra.diction to the Bible and to the re

ality of Jewish history. 

A third major category doals with apparent inconsist

encies in behavior. Pir■t,we shall consider a pparent in

coneistenoiea in character and deed, and secondly, we s n.al.l 

examine a pparent inconsis tencies in behavior and rol~. 

In Genesis 37:2 Joseph is portrayed as a talebearer a.nd 

s l anderer. Abravanel aske: How can Jacob, who is supposed 

t o be wise and r igh teoua, love a son who does eYil?ll This 

is an a ~•µarent inconsistency in J aco b• a behaYior. 

In Genesis 37:4 the brotners see the co~t of many colors 

which t 1air f a t her has g iven to Jose oh, and they become angry 

and j eal ous. Once again, J a cob a pvears to be creating strif e. 

t'lh,y, asks Abravanel, did be not see t h4t his maki ng Joseph 

this coa t would brifl8 about strife and ha tred on the pa.rt 

of hi s other children?12 Did he not remember the quarrels 

be tween himself and Saau s.nd t hP. hbtred which Beau felt for 

him? 

In Genesi s 44:10 Jos e ph tells t he brothers t hat the one 

with whom the ho blet shall be f ound wl l l be hie slave, and 
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the r est of them ahall g o free. However , in 44:16 Judah 

says to Jos eph: " Nhat can we sa_y tom:, lord: How can we 

pr ove our innocence? God has uncovered the cri me of your 

servants. Here we are t hen , slaves of my lor d, the rest 

of us as much as be in whose J)v sseseicm the goblet was 

foWld." 

AbraYanel sees this as an inconsistency in behavior. 

Nhy shou.ld Judah say tha t all of us will be your elavea, 

w,1en Joseph had already s t ti ted to him t hat eni, the one 

with whom the boblet ia found wou.ld be his slave?13 It 

i s unusual that an individual. would want to ini'lict un

necessary pain a.IJd suff ering u pon himself and others. 

In Genesis 45: l~ J ose!-Jh reveals himself t o his broth

ers: ":tou. can see ror yours elvea, and rrzy brother Ben j amin 

f or himself , t ha t it ia necessary to distinguish between 

the brothers• vision and t uat of .denjamin's?34 lf all of 

t nem na.d t he s ame vision, it appears to be an inconsistency 

i n behavior. 

tie turn now t o ex&.uiples of apparer. t inconai~tencies in 

cna.r~ctor and d eed. According to Genesis 37:12-14, after 

Jose1,ib had told his dreams t o his brothers, tllt:.Y go to 

.;nAc,.em to 1,,astu.re their f a t her• s flock. Nnen Jacob sees 

t;h ,t all of his sons hc1ve gone to Shecnem exce pt for Jos eph, 

ne s ends Joseph to his brothers. How could Jacob send Joseph 

tu n iB brotbcrs .~fter he h &.d ju.st angered t nem? 'Nhy did Jacob 

11ot f ear t i rn.t; t r.e orot.tl.ers would !'.lli.rm J os e ..,h who he knew was 

r.&t ed by t11em115 There i s an a ;.,p.irent inconsis t ency between 

• 
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Jacob's character and hie deed. 

In G8llesie 37: 2J-24 the brothers deal cruelly with 

Jos e ph and t r row him into a pit. Wb:f, asks Abravanel, 

after the Torah s ~ells out the great cruelty and ■ill waioa 

the brot,lera committed, is no pu.niebaent aeted out to thea116 

This a ppears to be an inconsistency in God,Hiaself. 

In G8lleais 42:7 Joseph disguises himself and beha••• 
aa a stranger to ais brothers. ,~bravanel asks: Mhy doea 

Joseph act 1n this manner? Nhy does he s peak narahly with 

thea? Ia t hie not a transgression of the Law which f orbids 

revenge?17 Joseph wao is supposed to be wise and r ighteous 

knows better. 

In Genesis 42, the brothers come before Joaeph to a sk 

for food. He acts cruelly, though he knows tha t t hey came 

f r om af'ar, leaving their wiTea and children with very little 

food. He put■ Siaeon into jail, and causes t l eir fat her ad

ditional pain. Ney, a2ks Abravanel, does one who is wise act 

s o cruelly~18 This seems to show no ■ena1t1Tity at all on 

J ose ph 's pa.rt; i t is inconsistent with his character and 

aeeds. 

In Genesis 47: 29 J acob coJDI:Jande Jos epa s r ecificblly to 

ou.ry bia with his I"i.,.thers and not to bury hia in t gypt • 

. oravlillel asks: ,;by does Jacob comui_and J oseph alone and not 

i ll of his sons toge ther to bury him?1~ Does he not recall 

tr.~ j eal.ou.sy ana n~tr ed wr.ich he caused by giving Josepa the 

coa t of many colors? 1/tq does he repeat ,hie kind of bebav-

i or ? 



Three examples illus tra te a ~parent inconsistenciea 1n 

ben~vior and role. 

In Gene3is 37:4 the brott ers realize tha t J osepll ie 

Jacob's 1avorite, and t hey begin to hate hi.a. There appears 

to be an inconsistency in behavior and role in tha t the broth

ere hnte Joaepa. If it were because Jacob loved Jo&bph ~ore 

than the rest, they should have nated t heir f a t her rather than 

Joseph who was the object of the f ather's aff ection. 20 

In Genesis 37:35 Jacob and the sons are in mourning for 

Joseph. Jacob refuses t o be comforted. The problaa here is 

how can the brot, ers com.fort if they themselves are the mourn

ers who are to be comforted?21 It would ma~e better sense f,rr 

friend• and enemies from outside to com.for~ Jacob. Thia seems 

to di& l'.J la.y an inconsistency in beaavior and role. 

In Genesis 43:29 Joseph finally sees Benjamin, his young

er broti,er, and bless es him. 'l'he question a.rises: ,'lh.y should 

J os e~h bless ~enjam.in? Benjamin is only a few y~ars younger 

than Jos eph perhaps onl..r f ive or six years in all. ~sides, 

.)enj &.min a lready ha s ten children. Ney does J os e i.h s til l call 

:1im the ye\lDger brother and bless him? 'lo\lld not a greeting 

s\ll'fice?22 

Our next major section will deal with Abravanel•s refuta

t ion of other commentators. Hbravanel has a deep r everence 

··or t he t extual integrity of t a e Tor ah. A strict conatruction

ist, ne d oe s not ::ant to add nor subtract any words f rom the 

\f!•i tten tex t. Some exegetes S\J&gest a r ewording of the text, 

J .; t not so ,..bravanel, who f inds a way to unders tand the text 

~·- t nout chwu;in,.; any of t i,e hr a~m:1u.1:1cal str uc t ures. 
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In Genesis 37: 2 there seems to be a logical incon.aiat

ency in the text. The text reads: "These are the genera tion• 

of Jacob." ul of t he happenings s peak only of J acob'• chil

dren and other episodes and about Jacob himself. Raah1 aug-
... .. a ' 

gests tha t the text be understood: - • • •. ~ r ,· 1t -:1,L meanin&: 

These are the events wh ich befell the generations of Jacob. 23 

This interpretation Abravanel r ejects. He also rejects 
,. 

Nachlllanides• view tna t t he word ~ I J r efers to the genera

tions of Joee;;b and h i s brothers to whom t he f oll owing hap

pened. 24 Abravanel says t h.at we have another a ccounting of 

the rela tionship of the brothers who came down to F.gypt in 

Genesis 44. Wt!¥ wollld the text repeat it again?25 

In the saae vers e the exegetes differ a bout the meaning 

of the word na •ar. Abravanel cites Rashi who sa_ye that Joseph 

would do c.hildiaa t.c1ings with his eyes. 26 Nachmanides says 

tha t he was with the chi ldr en of the s ervan ;.s who were to 

watcn over Josepa. 27 After all of these ex~lan~tions, Abravanel 

s imply states t hat Joseph was a young man. 2
b He interprets t he 

text literal.ly. 

In Genesis 4~:6 J a cob blesses Joseph and his two eons 

~ianasseh and Ephraim. Jacob tel.ls Joseph t ha t t hese two eons 

who were born to Jos eph before Jacob's actual comin& to Egypt 

s iall be considered .lik.e the rest of Jacob ' s sons. He con

tinues t o s ay t !1a t t l .. ese sons born t o J oseph ai't e r Ephraim 

and W.anasseh sna.11 be Joseph' s own s ons and not Jacob•a grand-

aon s . 

Abravanel asks: Since J oseph did not h1ve an.y more sons, 



what ia the meaning of t his section? 29 Nachmanidea aqa that 

Joseph had other aona.30 AbraTanel rejects the auggeatian 

of Nachmanides, tor our exegete adheres striotl,7 to 'the 

literal word of the text, and it is not stated eleewhere that 

Joseph had a:ny more sone after Ephraim and Manasseh. 

In Geneeis 48:7 J acob tells Joseph about hie mother 

Rachel's haYing been buried in Bethlehem. Ra.shi aaya that 

the reason for this passage ia t o g i ve an explanation for 

burying Rac.hel a t Bethlehem and not in the Cave of Maohpelah. Jl 

But AbraYallel disagrees: If this were the case, it would have 

made more s-.nae to aa;r this at the same time tha t Jacob com,.. 

manded J oseph about his burial and not in a narra t i Ye whioh 

s peaks about Jacob's bleaaing Joseph's sona.32 

In Genesis 42:9 Joseph's brothers come to Egypt request

ing food and Joseph deals harahly with t hem. Abr avanel asks: 

.'lhy does the text read "the dreams whi ch he dr eamt a bout them, " 

when they •ere about hill.self? JJ Nachmanides says that Joseph 

remembered the dreams and saw t hat they had not yet been f ul

filled and therefor e he tri ed to f :.J.f ill them. 34 

Abravanel writes tha t t he f ulfillment of the dream.a was 

od ' s responsibility and not within the jurisuiction ot Joseph. 

Thi s is a ,ery important r efut a t i on f or 1n t his t heory we will 

s ee how Abravanel i nt erprets dreams and the ent i re J oseph epi

sode. 

The next major categor y which ill ustra tes Abrava nel's 

s tyle and torm embraces questions of a ohi l osophi cal. na ture. 

Genesis 37, 23-29 s peaks about the cruel ty of t he broth-

l.9 



era toward their brother Joseph. Abravanel a sks: Why ia no 

punishment meted out, or why do we not hear about the p\llliah

ment wbioh the brothers received for thei r actiona135 TA• 

underlying question seems to be: If God ia supposed to be a 

God of Justice, then why does He n ot s pell out the puniaaent 

for the brothera? Abra.ham questi ons God (Genesis 18:25). 

:.'ill Ule Judge of the world not do justice? Thia ia the ea

senti al philoaopllioal questi onl ,Vhere is God a t a time like 

this? 

Chapters 41 and 42 both speak of dreams. First we read 

of the dreams of the butler and the baker, then of ~haraoh•s 

dreaa. Abravanel &aka the plailosophical que3t ion: le t here 

really any v-alue to dreams? A.re dreams just vW1ity 'llld wi

reality or do they really have some aigni ficance?36 Abravanel 

sea!"ches the traditional sou.roes on this topic, Bible, •ralmud , 

lt.i drash. 

In Genesis 42:19 Joseph teats t he brotners and tel l s t he~ 

t o bring Benjamin or he will consider t nem to be s pi es. 

once a&ain 1.n Genesis 44:2 Jose ph tests the brothera by 

causing pain to Benjamin. The question posed by Abravanel i s : 

.. 1·ter the !irat ta.st involving Benjamin, wh_y was it necessary 

f or a s econd one? Nas not the first test au.ff i cient137 Tnere 

are dee,er problem.a underlying ihia: How long JI\.U.t one probe 

l.l1l wait before a ccepting and forgiving? In t his case how long 

will i t be unti l Joseph will aooept .ais brothers as his own 

kindred? 

The sixth and last major ca tegory embraces logical fal-

20 



l aoies. 

In Genesis 42: 53 we l earn tha t the seven years or abun

dance t hat t he 13lld of Egyp t bd.d enjoyed came to an end. Then 

we read t hat t...1e seven years of .fami ne began and the people 

began to ory f or f ood in t he first year of th i s f amine. The 

question i s aa fol lows: 

a. If the peo~l e know a f amine is coming, t hey aiore 

food. 

b . During plen t iful years there i s a great supply. 

c. Joseph announces the f a.mine will come just after 

the seven good years. 

d. During these seven good yeara t here i s a great 

aurplWI. 

e. ~eople s hould a ~ve s tored food from the sur plus 

of seven years. 

f . This s even year s urplus shol.ll.d ll&Ve las ted at 

least three or f ow- years. 

11· tha t ia i he cas e , why t nen do t>8 0 l-'l.e cry out f or f ood dur

i ng t he f irs t year of t he f!l.mine?3b Thi s i s ill o~i ca.l , a s 

.,br av:'.:illel point s out. 

In Genes i d 41 : 39-41 r haraoh ~el l s J ose ~n t ha t t here i s no 

one wl ser or more i n telligen t t nan he, becaW3e he i s a ble to 

3olve hi s dreJm. Nb:f, asks Abravanel , does .:--hard.oh say : 11 'i'ne r e 

~s none .viser and i ntelligen t than you, and l wil-1 make you a 

~ _ t er over my hot..se , 11 before see i n.£ i f what J oae ph ha s tJre

J i c ted ac t a a.11.Y comes t ru.e ?39 'Nb;{ shoul d Phar aoh eleva te 

J oueph f rom prisoner t o r ul e r wi t hout waitinK f or a ctual 

21 
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proof: This goes a&ainst logic and reason. 

In Genesis 42:14-15 Joseph accuses hia brother• of b•in« 

spies. Then he tells them that they will be p~t to the teat. 

If their younger brother does not caae to Egypt, Josepll. will 

consider tha to be spies. Abravanel does not see how 1D 

brin&in« Benjamin proves whether or not they are spiee.40 

There aeema to be faulty logic and rea.,;;oning behind 'tllia aa

sumption. 

Genesis 42:3 tells us that all ten brothers went to Egypt 

to b'U1' food. Abravanel questiona 'tae logic behind this action 

by Jacob. He needa food. He knows he can get it in Egypt. 

'rheretore he aenda his sons to get 1 t . ',Vb3 is it necessary 

for all ot the ten brothera te co?41 ,ray oould not two or 

three brothers bring back food for all the family? There ap

pears to be a logica1 inconsistency here in the text. 

In Genesie 49 we find Jacob's testament to A.is aona. The 

f irst question whic.h arises from this is: iVhat was the purpose 

of t hese words? 42 

a. Was it to bles;:; the children? 

b. Nas it to reprove them for their 

de■picable deeds? 

c. /Jae it to inform them about the 

fut~• of t heir off s µring ? 

d. Or was it to t ell them a bout t heir 

inheritance in the chosen land? 

1. If we say t ha t these words were to be a blessing, that 

i s , those s poken to Judah, Dan, Asher, and Joseph, then laow 

22 



do we 3ccount f or wha t was said to Reuben, Simeon, Levi, 

lssachar, Gad, and Benjamin? J acob' s words to the latter 

g roup were not a blessing but a curse. 

2. If we s ay tha t J acob's worda were t o reprove the aona 

on a ccount of t heir despicable deeda, a s is t he case with 

Re\lben, Simeon, Levi, Iss achar, and Benjamin, then how do 

we deal with wha t was said to J udah, Zebulun, Dan, Asher, 

Jos eph, and Naphtali? For t hese were not words of re

proach , but r a t ner of bless in~. 

3. If we say t hat t he purpose of the words ia to speak of 

the future as indica ted in the words s poken to Judah , Dan, 

Gad, Aaher, and Ben j amin, t hen how do we assay t hat whi ch 

is s poken to Reuben, Simeon, Lavi, and Naphtali? these 

words do not s peak of the f'uture but r ather of reproach. 

4 . If we say tha t Jacob's words are to inform the broth

er s of their inheritc::LDoe a■ indica ted by t hose directed 

to JuJah and Zebulun, how do we deal. wi t h thos e words spo

ken t o Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Iss achar, Dun, Gad, Naphtali, 

Jos eph, and Benjaain which do not. 

l t is in keeping with Abravanel's deep fai t h in God t hat he 

choos es to conc l ude his coa;nentary wita a prayer. He asks 

JOd to assist him in completing t he commentary for the r e

m·.1ininr. books of the Torall. 
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CHAPTER I V 

.M.r,LBI M: n.N ,1.N ,u.YSI S OF HI S COM.,..EJ\ T,diY 

I 
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Malbi■ places great eapaaaia upon matters of philology. 

Out ot a tet&l. or thirty-six questions from chapter 37, 39-

50, beut7-fiTe are direoU.7 concerned with lin&Uiatioa. The 

textual aabiguitiea and redundancies he finds 1n the tert 

are tAe aubJeot of fifteen questions. Secondly, llal.bi■ de

Totea h1-el.f to differentiating between synonyms. P!uall.y, 

Malb1■ undertakes to reaolTe aeeain« inoona1ateno1e• ill the 

text. fll1• 1• 'the subject of seven of the ta1rv-a1x qua

tiona. 

TaeNtore, t!ae first ooapari■on whioa can be as.cl• 1• 

1n the area of ta• uegetea• concentration. Malbia and 

Abravanel bot& deal with the problem of langua,;e 1n the 

text. Both are conoerDed with apparent redundanoie■ and 

textual ambiguitiea. HoweTer, Abravaael•a commentary sug

gests a diviaiOll of au ■aJer oatecoriea while llalbi■'a 

commentary auggeata a diviaien of only three ■ajor cate

gorie■• 

llalbia doea not focus upon apparent behavioral inoen

s1atenc1ea. Be 1• not concerned wit& refuting other com

mentator•• Tien by a.skin& philosophical questions. Theae 

are an integral part of Abravanel•s commen-tary. 

14albia•a methodoloa 1• aiailar to Abravanel•a in that 

Me actual 0011mentary is preceded by a lis t of queatio:na. 

However, llalbim'e questions are terse, oonoi■e, often trac
mented, and frequently incomplete. His terseness ia similar 

to tae style of questions in the older rabbinic literature. 

On the other hand, Abravanel is verbose, but much clearer 
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1D aia presentation of question■• 

Jlal.bia doe■ not present qu.eations for each chapter. 

In fact, aix out of eur thirteen chapters are not pre

ceded by questions. On the other hand, AbraYanel offera 

a long J.iat of ques tiona Defore every chapter or aa~or 

unit, except for Chapter 50. 

Mal.bill diYidea hia question■ into eeoU•• coveriDc 

a certain portion of tae text. This is done rather arD1-

trar11.y. AbraYanel, on the other hand, divide■ hi■ quea

tio~ ... ordi.Dc to ta• aa~or theme• in tile narratiYe. 

Tae next ■ipificant difference in style is that 

llalbill provide■ a running coamentaq on tae biblical text. 

His method 1■ aillil.ar to Raahi and the etller earlJ' o..,_ 

aentatora. Abravanel. base■ his coanentar7 on aia ques

tions. He poses questiona raised by taa biblical. text 

and tllen answer• hi• questions alone. He does not pre-

Yi.de 

ADotaer difference between Malbim and Abravanel. liea 

in taeir uae of questions to introduce their couumt■• BT 

numbering his questions, Abravanel helps the r eader to under

s t and the probleme ae see■ in tae tut and to locate tae an

swers. Often he restates the questien in order to make ais 

point clear. OccaaionallJ', aa 1n Chapter 41, he offera an 

explanation wit.ain a aerie■ of questions. 

llalbill, oa tae other hand, put■ his questiona on.l.T once, 

as suming ta.at tJH ree.der will grasp their a1pificance with

out further help. He writes much more conciael.y than d••• 
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AbraY&Del. T.Jnl.ike AbraTanel, •&1ba dee• not cal1 attentim 

in the oourae et aia expeaition to llis haTinc ~t ciYen a 

reaponae to a apeci.tic question he llaa put at tlae llead et 

tlle caapter er aeotiOD. 

Tlle t•ll••i.D« example• Will serYe to illustrate llalbim'a 

fora and at7le. 

Genesis 37:l record• tut Jacob aettle4 in~• land 

where his father had resided, the land of Canaan. Gaeaia 

35:27 tells ua that Jacob oaae to ais father, Iaaao at.._.., 

at Kiriat-Arh near Hebron waere Abralau and. Iaaao llacl ao

Journed. llalbia asks •.by it is neoeaaary to tell ue tut 

Jaoeb settled in tlle land in verse 2 of chapter 37 when the 

text ne•er stated tllat he left for there.1 In other worda, 

the atate•nt in 37:11a auperfluoua and redundant. 

Genesis 40: 1.-2 ia repet1tioaa. It first says tae cup

bearer and tlle baker of tlle kine of EaPt «&Te offense to 

their lord, the kine •f EQPt. 'lllen it continues: • Pharaoh 

was an«rY with his two officials, the cllief cupbearer and 

tae chief ~a.leer.• Mal.bi.a aau wq each phrase 11\l&t be re

peated? 2 

O•e•1• 41:25 recount• tllat Joseph told Pharaoh that 

his dreaae are one and the same; that God had told Plaaraeh 

what He is about to do. In Genesis 41:28 •• find tlle s•e 

i uea employed 1n practically the same worda. 11.albill aaa: 

"What is the reason for this duplication in l.anguage?• 3 

In Genesis 37:4,6,8 •• are told that the brother• hated 

Joaepll. Malbi• asks W)Ly mil.St this be stated three tiaea, in 
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apparent redundano7. 4 

Genesis 41:55-56 informs us ta.at tlle 7eara of plenv 

have ended and that the aeYen years of f amine .b.aYe b..,m. 

WitlliD the two verse■, there are t hree s tatements whioll 

conve7 tae saae idea. Malbim questions the reaaGn tor 

th.is repetiti011. 

Ta• t•ll•Wing e.xaaplea illustra te what llalbill •an.a 

by aabiguitiea in the text. 

Genesis 37:2 describes Joaepa at seventeen as na•ar 

with the aona o! llie father•s wive• Bilh&A and Zilpab. TA• 

word ia \I.au.ally tranalated "lad ... Ma.lbia ques tions the pre

cise aeaninc of tile word. 6 

Geneaia 4015 tells us about t.b.e dreams of the cupbearer 

and tae baker. Malbi■ regard■ the text aa aabiguous. 7 

In Genesis 45 :18-20 Pharaoh ins t r ucts Josepll what ae 

is to tell hie brothers about the wagons wllioh ~•araell is 

penlitting them to use. Howeyer, directly after tha t, in 

Genesis 45: 21, n are informed tha t the eons of I srael did 

a•• Malbia aslca : "What did t hey do?" B Aga.in he tind.a tM 

text ambipoua. 

In Genesis 37: 25 the text rela tes that the Midianites 

pas sed by and tilen states t hat t he brothers sold Joseph to 

t he Ishmaelites. Ai'ter t hia, the t ext tells ue t hat the 

tl~ ii iani tea bough t l:lim, and finallT 1 t sta tes t hat Pot.iphar 

hought Joeepa f rom tae I aamael i tea. l&albim calla a ttention 

t o t Ae ambiguit7. 9 

Jlalbia carefully dif f erentiates between ••rcui w.hica 
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are generaJ.ly asBWRed to be synonyms. Examp1ea are: In 

Genesis 37, Yer••• 5 and 10, Malbim distinguiehee be-tween 

the words va.y:aged (v.5) and vyeaapper(T.10), both of 

whioh mean "to tell." lO 

In Genesis )7:8 Malbim di stinguishes between the verbe 

mala oh and mash.al. which both mean "to rule" or "to reign." 11 

In Gene■1a 39:8 Malbim makes a distinction between the 

roots ma•an whioh means "to refuse," and •~ (in the nec

ative) which means "not to desire." 12 

In Genesis 45:17 Malbim distinguishes between the Terba 

te.•au and •amaa, both of which mean "to load.• 13 -
In Genesis 42:25-27 Malbim distiDguiahe■ between two 

noune .!!! and amtachat, both meaning "bag." U 

Example■ of the logioa.l f a llacies Malbim finds in the 

text follow. 

Accordin& to Genesis 42:9, Joseph, remembering his 

dreams, charges that his brothers have come f or the pur

pose of espiona&e. Malbia oannot eee the connection be

t ween tbe recollection of the dreams and the accusation.15 

Accordin& to Genesis 45:1-2, Joseph, una ble to control 

himself', orders his attendants to leave the r oom. Malbim 

does not understand how the E01>tian• could huve heard 

J oseph's sobe i f they were not ?resent.16 

According t o Genesis 45:4-5, J 0seph, having revealed 

himself to his brothers, tells t hem tha t he ia the brother 

t hey had sold into slavery. He urges t hem net to be ao?Ty 

b9cause t :iey are ult imately responsible for hie eitaation. 
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?iialbim f inds this a contradi ction.17 
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CHAPTER V 

ABRAVANEL: J ACOB TH8 PHI LOSO KER 



In the Bible, Jacob ia a nOJlad chieftain, son an4 grand

son of a chieftain. His family and flocks are hi■ Olli~ de

light and ayabol of achie-vement. His struggle• to the rank 

of chieftain are dramatic. Led on by a loving and aeheldng 

aotaer, ae steals the birthright of his brot her, a hWlter 

and able figh'ter. DeceiYed by hie fathei-in-law, Ille endures 

tour'tHn years of servitude in order to secure his 'true lo••• 

'Nith the help of his Deity he, in turn, deceiYea Ai• fataer

in-law and ends up with ta• aajority of tile wealth. Hia life 

is one atruggle after another. Even in his old age, when he 

has settled down in Hebron, conflicts follow hill. Hia sons 

olaah with Jlis favorite, Joseph, the son of hia old 88•• 

Yet thro\18h the commentary of Abravanel, Jacob ia trans

formed . Tile pri&itive becomes the ideal man of the Medieval 

A8e. He is a man searcning f or his God and his truth. He 

seeks to perpetuate a line of men strugglin& to l i ve "the 

~ood life." 

Jacob, according to Abravanel , i s para.llel led wi th his 

f ather Isaac 'to an amazing degree. This parallel hints at 

a basic rule of the uni ver se accor ding to traditional Jewish 

belief: "The deeds of the fathers are a sign of the childr en 's 

f a te." 1 

Just as Isaac suffered on account of aia children, ■o 

Jacob s uffers from the arguments of his chil dren. 2 llore

over, the causes i n both cases for t he argwnenta is that the 

f a ther pref ers one chil d to the others. Isaac was prepared 

to bequea th all to Esau, his favorite, t hus t he t he strif e. 

By f avoring Joseph, Jacob added fuel to the f lamea of jeal-
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ouay. 3 

The paral.lel is contin"'8d in the su.fferi.D& of 'tke r.,_ 
there. Iseao was separated f rom Jacob for twenty years while 

Jacob was in the house of Laban, and for an additional. wo 
years i n J acob's journeying back and forth, Jacob as ~• fa

ther ia al.so sepa rated from his son for a total. of twenty

two yeara. 4 

Moreover, t he commentator sees additional. sillilarities 

in the last days of the patriarchs. Juat as before his death 

Isaac wi'tneased the reconciliation of the brothers, ao too 

Jaoeb in Ai• l.&Bt years witnessed the reWlion and reconcil

iation of all A.is sons. In bot.A cases, the sons bury their 

f atller. 5 1'h1• parallel, says Abravanel, is what is real.ly 

meant in the f ol.lowing Terse: And J acob dwelt in the land 

of his fathers, aoujourning 1n the land of Canaan. 6 

The text delibera tely employs th.is wording 1n order to 

emphasize the direct relationship between the lives of Isaac 

and J a cob, Abravanel explains. 

But Ju.st how is Jacob cnaracterized a.aide f rom his lif e's 

ha.Ying been a parallel to tna.t of hie rather? He is por

t rayed not ae a tribal cnieftain, but r a ther d8 the "per,.. 

fect man," seeking contentaent, harmony, and wiadoa. 

Jacob chose to settle i.n the Land of Canaan, the land 

of his fathers, not out of a desire f or weal th, but rather 

in order to occupy himself in the pursuit of knowledge just 

s a hie fathers did. As Abravanel terms it, the move was for 

the a!:ilce of immers~ nims e.l.f in wis dom .,l'bn~ ,lr;:vn{• 7 

The move t o Canaan wac based upon a ne ed to find a 
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plaoe in which to worship God: a place wherein Jacob could 
/ 8 

devote himeeU' to .. _"''"Y and not as one might aasuae troa 

the Bible, to p(r1 f) J'J' 1. 9 

As proof of this, AbraTanel point• out that J acob chose 

Hebron as his place of residence. Now if Jacob•a son• had 

to go to Shechem to pasture the herd, obviously, H~bron was 

not the ideal. place for the promotion of everyday matters. 

It was, however, as Abravanel suggests, an ideal place to 

isolate oneaeU' fro■ eTeryday affairs and devote oneself 

to the atudy of divine matters. The choice of Hebron is 

seen by Abravanel as an indication that J acob aought to 

withdraw from the world 1n order to pursue la.ia lmowled«e 

of God. Rather than eeek to increase hie material riches 

Jacob BOU&ht"to know God," /-n ~ftC=,{. 10 

Moreover, Jacob is not the sentimental old aan por

trayed in ~he Bible, doting ai'ter the son of his old age. 

Instead, Jacob is rtepicted by the comruent~tor ae the ideal 

Jew. 

The opening lines of chapter 37 "These are the gener

ation• (or tales) of Jacob,• are transformed into new de

vices by Abravanel. He suggests that J\l=J[,fl -:, tk describes 

the greatness, the learning, the knowledge, and wi sdoa of 

Jacob.ll 1-ediately following, Abravanel suggests that 

Jacob poaaeeaad intellectual perfection. 

This formula indi cates tha t J acob was the very modal 

of the "perfect man" ..:.ccording to the medieval philoaopllera. 

Moreover Jacob constantly t aught Joseph and inculcated AiJll 
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with qualities of knowledge, wisdoa, and ethioe. 

Jacob, therefore, is presented as the mentor of a Ollild 

prodigy in self-perfection. Abravanel auggeata 'tbat Jaoob 

was sucll an excellent mentor that he maDa&'td to paea on te 

his stadent thia intell.ectual and aoral. perfectiGD. 

Therefore, waile the Biblical text wo\lld aucgeat that 

Jacob loved Joseph eimpl,7 because ae was tlle eon of Ai• old 

age, Abravanel suggests that he loved Josepa becauae of 

Josepa•• s pecial quallUea.12 TAis ie qaite a different 

lo•• tllaD that peru-a:,ed in the Bible. 

Ill line wit.a thia, Abravanel paint• a very different 

pi cture of Jacob's gift to Joseph of a s plendid coat. Jaoob 

knew, euggeata Abravanel, tllat a scholar uould not wear dingy 

clothi.Dg of little worta. Therefore, a new coat was presented 

to J oseph u a e,-bol of his aoral and intelleotual ac.aieY► 

ment. 

Tae Yery raot ~t Jacob sent Jos eph after hie brotaers 

would aeea to deetroy Abravanel•s i111a&e of Jacob the wise 

and tae perfect. Afier all, di d not Jacob mow that the broth

er■ harbored animosity towards Joaepa on accowit of the coat? 

Nevenael•••• Jacob held tae r ational belief that since Joaaph 

had never dona &117thin& truly harmful toward■ hie brother•, 

they would neYer harm hia. 13 Moreover, ■\,ICgeat• Abravanel, 

Jacob reall,7 feared 'for the brothers and not Josepa and there

f ore, he sent J os eph to watch over and protect them.14 

Jacob' s faith in J ose ph's inviolability is a&ain pres

ented in Abravanel' s comment on the story the brothers tell 

on taeir return to Canaan. Jacob canno t believe that God's 
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proYidenoe should f a il J ose ph. ,..i·ter alJ, how can auoa a 

fate befall a man possessing such intellectual superiority?15 

Jacob is truly the µAilosopher~ tAe good man \lnderstand

ing t he hidden rules of God ' s universe. 

Jacob is ala~ portrayed as a man of sens itive feelings. 

When his son Jode ph a ppears to have been killed, he mourns 

the loss of the son of his old age, and not Joseph the intel

lectual. Here Abravanel shows us the more human side of our 

character. On one hwid the tea cher ha s lost his best pupil, 

while the more human side a father has lost ais son. Ta• 
text says thu t J acob ref~sed to be consoled. nbravanel gives 

a r eason f or t his by suggesting tha t Jacob coul.d not under

stand why t h~a had happened. It is u.ga inst f~Ci> natural l caw, 

that t he father should mourn for the son. 17 

Tarough Abravanel•s comu,entary, a new character emerges 

out of the biblical tale of a tribal chi ef t ain. J acob the 

patriarch becomes J acob the archetype philosopher. Eschew

ing materia l wealth, ae isolates nimself to study divine 

t hings. Seei ng one of his chi~dren possessing the finest 

q ualities of the "perfect man," he trains him in self-per

f ection. Believing his son to be lost, he mourns wita all 

the natural sentiment of a f ather. And in his mourning, he 

utrugglea with the diYine for after al.l how could such a thing 

nappen accordinf; to his view of God and ~an, wid tAe ru.lea of 

the universe? 
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CHA.PTBR VI 

MnLBU4: J~~OB THE rUGrlTC:OUS 



Kalbia'a portra,.yal of Jacob and Joaepa differ• •ic

nificantly from AbraYanel'•• T.aeuc.a both tend to deaoribe 

them as exeaplary Jews, eaoll u.ees llia on •t&Ddard • .lbraYanel, 

as preYioual.y noted, deaoribe• Jacob and Joseph aooor41Dc te 

the ideal of the Je•• of Spain, tllat is to Sa;/, aa pail••► 

pllen. Jlalbia, lloweyer, depict• thea aore aiapl.7 as cood 

Je••• Gocl-feari.Dc, aoral aen faithful to their traditions 

and cli.Ji«in« to their God. 

Jaoob, for example, is described aa .b&Yi.nc oaose11 Hebren 

as hia permanent reaidenoe in order to be cloaer to aia Ged 

and 1n order to maintain hie link wi'tll lli• fat.a.er•. 

Ce.mentinc on Gene•i• 37:1, Mal.bia explaina tllat tao 

word yyeaaey indicate• Jacob's fixed resolYe neYer to MYe 

froa Can■■n, unl.eas compelled b,J overwh•J•1nc forces. He 

ia inflexible not, aa AbraYanel BU4rgeata, because Ae a.as 

f ound C!anean a safe Nfuce fro• wordly affairs, a place in 

whioll to furtaer llia aaoNd •~ies, but rather because th.is 

land is the land of hie fatllera (and tlle land desi&nated for 

holiness and God• s prwi<S•N.1 ) 

Geneaia J7z3 reports tllat Israel loved Josepll more tll.aD 

Aia o"tller children. AbraYanel •ucc•ste that Jacob aave Joseph 

tb.ia aft'eotion beca\.LBe lle aaw in Joaepll the saae qualities 

taat lie, Jacob, llad actualized to hie fullest potential, kn••
l ed«e, wiadea, and intellect.2 Ma.lbim diaacreea, upl e1n1nc 

the faYoritiem in cloaer agreement witll 'tlle text: Jeaepa waa 

t he son of tlle father•• old ace.3 

Wita recard to tae coat of aany oelora, •• see another 
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instance of diaacreement between tae two caamentator•. f• 

Abravanel, tae ernaaented ooat representa Joseph'• intelleo

tual attai.mlenta. A wiae student requires a siDCUlarly tine 

«&l'llent. 4 To lla.lbia the coat doee not repreaent intelleo""'8.l 

atta,nM~t; it 1• giYen becauae JosepA ia oonetantl.y in his 

father•• presence, serYill8 a• eecretary and &&•nt, and it 

beooae• a sign ot Joeeph's oftioe. 

Tae otaer brother• worked in tbe field■, ••ere aae,aercl•' 
garb waa appropriate. But Joseph, bei.D« constantl,J in the 

presence ef ais father, could not appear 1n ■oiled, tatt~ 

ed caro. Tlle.refore, sa;,e llalbia, in order to honor aie fa,. 

taer, Joeepa requi.red decent apparel. Tae coat therefore 

become• a aeana for Joaepa to talfill the mitzvall of aoner

in« parents. Jacob provided the coat so that hie son could 

perfora hie reli«ieu■ eDli,Cationa. 5 

TaoU&h Kalbim does not atreae tae intelleo~ attain

ments of either Jacob or Josepa to the extent that Abravanel 

does, nevertheless ae portrays them as havin,; keen minds. Por 

example, in Gene■is .37:10 Jacob assu,a«es the brothers• anger 

o t Joseph's dreaae -7 a clever ploy. He feigns Qllger. Jacob 

~ublicly disparst;ing the dream, in the hope that tais would 

lessen the Lrothere• hatred of Josepa. Jacob demonstra te• 

the fallacies of the dream. "Here is a taing (7011.r rule oTer 

ua} th~t i~ im~oeaible on t hree counta. I s it pos s ible tut 

a father should bow down to hie son? Could your motaer, •h• 

is already dead, bow down to you? Can it be t hat your brota

era wao tU"e greater and mightier than you should bow to you?" 
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All of iaie, tae feigned 81'.l«er, and the loeical ar~ 

ment demonstrate Jacob's wisdom. After his display ot 

feigned an«er, Jacob ponders tae dreaaa. Tai.a aucceat•• 

says ~albia, tlaat Jacob recognizes these dreaae aa prepae~ 

ic, for he understands the natw-e of propaetic dreaaa. 6 

'fllere Abravanel has described Jacob as a pailoaopaer, 

retreating from the world in order to delve into sacred stwl

iea and perfect his moral and intellectual. qual.itiea, Mal.bi■ 

presents Jacob as the wis e man. 

One might suggest that the difference ia cruoial. Te 

live up to the standard• or Abravanel•s Jacob, one must not 

only study his tradition but also pailosop.b,y and logic. One 

mus t retreai from ihe world in order to ~erfect one's qual

ities. 

HeweTer, to live u.p to the standards of blal.bim•s Jacob 

is simpler. Love God, clin& to the faith of your fathers, 

and seek wiadoa. 



CHAPTER VII 

~BRAVANEL: J O~Et'H THE LAD 
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As previously noted in his interpret ation of t he text, 

t he commentator of ten reworks t he ilible. The Joseph of the 

Bible and t he Jo~e~h created in nbrava.nel'a commentariea 

are quite difi'erent. The Bi bl e r e l ates the s t ory of a 

yowig l ad who, as the child of hi s fatner•s old age, 1• 

singled out by his f ather f or s pecial at t ention. "No• 

I srael loved Joseph best of all his sons, for he was the 

chi ld of his old age; and he had made him an ornamented 

twii c. 111 At seventeen, Joseph tended the flocks with hie 

br others , and bro~ ht to his f a t her FJU>l, bad reports con

cern i ng his brothers. r he s pecial love wnich his father 

best owed upon him, ~d his odious behavior to his broth

ers sugg ests a s poiled child. This seems to be the gen

eral l n tent of the biblical narcative. "And ~hen hie 

brot hers s ay tha t t heir l'ather l oved him {i.e. Jos e ph) 

more t han any of his brothers, t hey 11u ted him 80 tha t 

tney could not sp eak a f riendly word i;o hi m. 11 2 

The ul t i .ma t e insult to his brother s wa s , of course, 

the tellin~ of t he dr eams . J os e ~h dr eamt tha t he would 

ru.l e und t nu t h i s r~t twr, mo~h -r , .und orothers would bow 

l ~ cowed ooeisance.3 The affronted brothers ask in anger, 

'' Do you mean t o r e i gn over us ? Do you me;J.11 t o rul e over 

..;~ . .nd L ey hated him even more for his t a lk a bout his 

d !~(!•• •-s .. 4 .. - 1,,.,W~4 • 

The ,-1ict ure .ve r e cei ve f rom Abr a va:.el is a ui te dif

feren t . J Q!je !Jh i s not an indul.e;ed l ad upon whom an agi ng 

ar,d s en timental f ather dotes; J os eph instead, is the µer

:·ect WWl. '.ie is sing led out by hi s f a t her because Jacob 
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~ercei ves hi~ to be l ike himself , an int elligent, moral, 

and sensitive soul. 

J oseph , accordinF to Abravanel, was exactly like hie 

father in perf'ection, intelle c t , and knowledge. 5 J acob, 

therefore, loved the l ad more than the others because he 

saw the r.romise of his eon . The f a t her na tured in his 

child all the potentia l qualities of the "good man." 

J acob wae constantly with his son Jos eph, teaching him, 

and inculcating in him ethica l living , lmowledge, and 

wisdom. 6 Because of his inna te qual ities and his fa

t her's g-..udance, Jos e ph grew t o become a y Ol.lilF, man per

fect in intelle ct and qualities.7 

According to Abravanel, the entire narrative tells 

u s about Joseph I s wi s dom anJ his s uperiori t ,y in all hi s 

various endeavors. 8 The story i s s een not so much as a 

tli s tory of Jewish origins, but rather as a moral ity play 

in which moral and philosouhical l ess ons are i mparted. 

For example, t he brief description of J os e .,h ' s j ob 

hints a t his qualities . The vers e "At seventeen years of 

uge, J os e u.h tended t he flocks with his brothers, s.::: a helo

er to the sons of his fat11er• s wi v es ," i ndicut e s J os e :~h • s 

intclli,{ence. 

£his brief s t a tement, a ccordi nc t o .. or av:ll!el , tells 

us of Jos e ph ' s {tenius and hie moral qualit i es. Even t ilo~ h 

e wa s only seventeen ,vears old , he under s to :> d shepher ding 

:>ct :er than hi s brother s . Therefore , he t uu,·ht t i.em the 

v JXious a s !,ects of t heir work. 9 He was no i ntelligent, 

.J'l;/8 Abr::.vanel , t i.a t wi t r..out even ven turinb' out wi t h the 
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sheep he knew wha t they r equired . Furt hermore , Jos eph, 

the son of Jacob ' s wife , g oes out t o help the s ons of 

t he concubines • .!is conduc t illustr ates hie moral qual

ities . 

According to t11e exegete , he never boasted of his 

s uperior qualities of character and i ntellect. He was 

humbl e and courteous . ,/hen h e h1::1d to help the sons of 

the concubines , he did not treat t uem as inferiors, but 

as equals , giv ing t hem honor and gent le assis t ance, guid

ance , and adrice rather t han narsn commands. 

Abravc..nel sees J os e p11 1 s humility and court esy as 

evidence of hls i ntellectual iJerfection. Toat is to s ay , 

Joseph was the Yery model of~ medieval philosopher and 

scholar. 

How t ! en are we to understand Lhe re i.,ort t i.~ t J os e ph 

ca r r ied tales of his brot her s back to Jaco b? hCCoruing 

to Abr1::1vanel, the tale- bearer did not want to fla unt his 

own s uperiori ty . Indeed, it was to help raise the moral 

consciousness of h ia broth ers. uhen h e heard r e r,orts 

a oout his brotners i n t he -•r ~et . L~ce ru1J ~tceet, ne 

.vou _, dlscus ... t tlem wi t n ni s l'a t ner. :•e did t11is in or -

1c r- t o Jirect tti n orotoer 3 ....lwa:,· f r o .. s i~ , t or he wished 

• · t . t . 1 · . l O 1,.,en: "o oe l? r l ec .1n 11e 1 r 1 uu ... ties. / a r f rom de-

3 i..,iz.,· hi s orot:.ers, he did i n f a ct love them and 

,l:; .. cd to co_·rcct t·•e i c ,· LU l ts . '!..'r ls , S .J...'(Z nbr :....vWle l , 

~s ~ g r eat vi rtue • 

... ore over , i r. s o ~· "tne auuse he :::.,. f ·ered f r om the 

.1::-o t .1c r s t.10.-: n JiJ not 11,;l. Le t hem. He woul r! J lwu,ys greet 



t hem even though they never dilswered him . 11 His recount-

i ng the dream should not be cons idered a boust, says Lbravanel, 

but r a t her it should be regarded as Joseph 's a t tempt to be 

fort nr i r,ht wi t h his brothers. Only close friends ever re

veal t .hei r dr eams t o one another. rly sharing his dream, 

J os eph :1as say i n~ , in eff ect, "l want to be your f riend . •• 

rle never interpreted t he dream to t hem, but rather posed 

it a s something to be shared between friends. 

Ne see tha t t he Jos eph portrayed in t he biblical nar

rative and the Jos eph constructed by Aur avanel are qutte 

different. On one hand we find the s poiled child, doted 

upon by a sentimental father, a chi ld who flaunted his 

vrivileges, boas ted of his greatness and i ncurred the 

wra t h of his siblings . Abravwiel's creation is quite 

different. A young gentleman ohilosoµher i s tutored by 

ni s f ~ther in the pa th of self - perfection. Intel ligent, 

mor a l, and comµas siona te, he is caring and gentle with 

a l l men. Scripture portrays t he i,r ecocious and s 9oiled 

l ad; t he commenta t or, the model of t he medieval philo

sopher. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

MALBIM: JOSEPH THE LAD 
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In describing Jos eph, Malbim does not overly exac.er

ate Joseph 's intellectual a ttailllllents; instead, Jlalbia 

f ocuses on Joseph' s moral superiority. 

Joaepa, as a youth, is, of course, intellicent. TlLi• 

is demcnstrated in the Ters e q ~ "t f -:i6 ·) ;'I •• • 
1 llalbim 

suggests t hat t his ref ers to Jose ph's ability to tea~• hja 

brothers how t o best tend sheep. According to tae Rabbi•, 

Malbim informs us, tai s Yerse also impli•• 'Cllat Jacob would 

act as a shepherd towards .Ilia brothers, sho•in« the way of 

lmowledce, reYerence, and ■oral teaching. 2 This iaplle• 

no pride or conceit on the part of Joseph, who, says Kalbim 

was very modest. His instructing hia brothers was moti vated 

by sinoere concern f or tlleir welfare. 

Joseph's moral sensitiYi ty is seen in his treatment of 

i nf eriors. I n addition to the sons of JaooD's wiY••• Leaa 
and Rachel, there were also sons from J acob's union wi ta 

his concubi nes Bil.hah and Zilpaa. The off aprin« of concu

bine■ were considered of that time soci ally inferior. 3 

Genesis 37:2 implies, says idalbia, that Joseph helped 

e•en the chil dren of the concubines, in s pite of t 11eir low-

1..r s t a t us. He trea ted t hem a s equals, al t hough his otaer 

brothers wou.ld not do so. 

In fact, a ccording to Mal.bill, t here was a constant feud 

between the sons of J acob's wiTea and tae sons of hia concu

oines. The sons of J acob's wiYes treated the others as slaves 

and diapara&ed t hem wi th al1 manner of slander. Tae ooncu~ 

binea• sons retal i ated by goss iping about Jacob's legal wives , 
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the mothers of their persecutors. Tllese"faota,• aqa 11&1.ltia, 

explains Genesis 37:2: "And Josepll breuc}lt u eYil report of 

them \lllto their father." Joseph reported the feud back to 

his father, in order that Jacob, aware of the aituatien, wO\al.d 

then be able to make peace between t he two groups. Josepa 

made t hese reports not for self-~randiseaent, but OJll,J 

because he was prompted by a deep concern for truth and peace.4 

Aeain, one mi~ht question Joseph's motives in relatin& 

his dreams. Malbim vindicate• Joeepll. We mu.st understand, 

sa.:,e Kalbia, taat Joseph was ri~hteoue, had a pure heart, 

and truly loved hie brother•. 5 Joseph sought to share his 

first dreaa wit~ hie brothers only because it involved th••• 

The use of tlle word yayamer in verse 6 sugceets tha~ Joseph 

first came to them and said to them,"This concerns you." 6 

J osepll1 s use of the phrase shema• ,!!!, a favorite term of tlle 

prophets, was intended to inform his brothers that tlli• dream 

was surely a prophecy sent by heaven. 7 

When tile brothers became an.cry at Joseph because of his 

dream, he was shocked. Joseph later related the second dream 

because, since it was different and involved more than Just 

the eleven, it might be taken as a nullification of tae first 

J ream. 8 

Malbim'e portr&,1&l of Josepa is significantl.y diff erent 

f r om Abravanel•s. Joseph's dynamic moral and intellectual 

s triving seems absent. Abravanel sees Joseph as a young 

prodi,;y, who under the tutel9«e of his f a ther and mentor 

s tudies vigorowsly to perfect himself. Malbi m depicts Joseph 
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.. simply as a moral and seneitiTe youth who is tryin& his 

utmost to l i ve ethically and s piritually in an environ

ment of conflict. 
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CfkPTcH IX 

ABRA.VANr;;L: THE BROTHERS 



The Yillaina in the ator7, if indeed tAere are 11111', 

are the brothers. Jealous of Joseph, they spurn Aim and 

go so far as to sell him i nto s l aver,-. 

Abravanel does not really alter the character• ot the 

brothers. Hie aim is to make their thoughts and deecla oen

cruent With their biblical image. He explains 'tlaat tile7 

neYer really understood that Jacob favored Joseph becaue 

of Joseph's intel1ectua1 euperiority.1 !hey neYer under

stood the real reason (aa Abravanel sees it) tor Joseph•• 

tale-bearin«. Not recognisin« taat Josepla was, indeed, 

on a higher leYel than they, taey begrud&ed him Jacob•• 

taYor. Moreover, they feared tlaat only Joaepll, b7 reason 

ot his tather•e special loYe, would inherit 811 the wealth 

of the taail.y. 'rile coat, of course, became f or t hem a sym

bol of Joseph's special faYor. 'lhen Joseph told them lli.a 

dreams, t hey did not see 'ta .. as coai.ng troa God. As tar 

as they were concerned, Joaeplll was apeak1n« taleuoode. 2 

Tlllerefore Abravanel, commenting upon Genesis 37:12, 

holds t hat the brothers wanted to remon themselves from 

Joaepa, tae source of their irritation. Por that reason 

they caose to pasture in Saeollem. There they would haYe 

n• need t• worry about Joseph, the tal.ebearer.3 MoreoYer, 

they wouJ d not have to endure tlle special. aonora giYen hi■• 

But still another consideration underlay their journey. 

According to Abravanel, tae bretaera reasened that Shea• 

was an i deal location in whioa to ambuaa Joseplll. It ll.acl 

a reputation as a f'', l'Y, a bloody ci t7. 4 If taey killed 

Joaeplll, they could blame the murder on their enemies who 
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surrounded the area. Thus, suggests Abravanel, their ohoioe 

of Sheohem was made in order to provide an alibi. 

Scripture tell.a us tha t the brothers saw Joseph troa 

afar. Before he had a chance to come cloae to them, they 

conapired to kill Aim. Abravanel tells us that the brotil

era wanted to remove Joseph from the world, and therefore 

devised all kinds of clever schemes to diapoae of &ia. 

They wanted to free t hemselves of this lad's tyram:ay. 5 

However, the brothers co~ld not deci de •ha t was the moat 

effective method to accomplish their scheae. Justifying 

what they were about to do, t hey maintained that Joseph 

really did not dream his dreams, but rather invented them 

out of arrogance and haughtineas.6 In this way they re

lieve their consoienoea. They are portrayed both as mur

derers and liars, aince they are ready to kill their broth

er and then deceive their father. On the other hand Reuben 

suggests that the dreams which the other brothers call ar

r ogant might well be true dreams f rom God, and how can God's 

will be annulled? He admonishes t he brothers for transgress

ing t he will of God. But the brothers do not heed his ad

vice. Portraying Reuben positively, Abravanel has him s ug

gest that Joseph be hurled into an open pit. If JoNph'• 

dreams are true, he will be s aved from the pit by aoM great 

miracle. If the dreams are false, Joseph will aoon die a 

distraught s oul. Af t er He uben• s plan is heeded, Judah sees 

a way of dispos ing of J oseph which will be easier upon the 

brothers• consciences. He _µroposes t hat the brot:iers sell 

Joseph t o I shmaelites from t he area of Midian who chance 
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to be in the Ticinity . According to Abravanel, Judall felt 

taat keeping Joseph in t he pit was equivalent t o kill~ 

him, but that selling Jos eph is a less hei nous w~ of dis

posing of him. Judah asks his brothers what taey will gain 

by killing Jos eph . In addition to f ratricide, tll.e brotll.era 

will not gain mat erially by Josepll.'s death. Abravanel hae 

J udah s a,y-: "l:f this was all God•s providuti&l plu, tll.en 

He will res cue J oseph from t his mi sfortune. But i f Joseph's 

dreams are false, t hen his future will be changed f"roa king

ship and rule to degradation and eenitude.•7 

It is clear to Abra.vanel that the brother s wer e not 

mot ivated by a desire for money, but by a desire to re

oove Joseph f rom t heir father's aouse . 

In the Biblical t ext, Genesis 37:29-JO, Reuben, re

turn~ to t he pit and seeing t ha t Joseph is gone, immedi

ately thinks t hat t_ae lad has been killed, and he tears 

his ~armenta. Abravanel suggests that Reuben rents his 

garments becau.se he feels tha t the brothers were murder

ers :ind tha t he, himself, is &Uiltless. He worries that 

if he r e turns in t heir company, they ma, decide on tae 

B iJW" of t he moment t o kill him. 8 llow different t his is 

from the Biblical Yersion. In the l a tter, Reuben f eels 

himself responsible for Jos eph. According to t he former, 

leuben was concerned more for hie own safe ty t han for 

J o,1eph • s. 
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~ .Llilla1 : THB BHOTH ·:RS 
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Jeeepa•a brothers were not perfect men. Tll.e7 were not 

•o aoral.17 aenaitiTe as Joseph. For example, 'they treated 

the sons of tlle concubines with uni'ounded contempt.1 Kore

over, they are oonatantl.r bitter toward Joaepll, primari.ly 

because they fear that Jacob intends to aeleot llia aa tlle 

heir, and g1Te him both the final bleaeinc and tlle birtk

right.2 

Therefore, when Joseph brou«ht hie first dreu to llie 

brothers, they considered it another dieplq of arrogance. 

HoweTer, tlle7 did possess some inaigllt. The brotllere reo

ognized t hat there was an element of trutll in tlle dream. 3 

Tlley therefore tried to necate it by showing its contradic

tions. 

Thia is somewhat different from AbraTanel's understand

ing of tlle incident. AbraTanel does not consider that tll• 

brotAera poeseea insight to recognize the dreams as valid. 

Aocordin& to Mal.bi■, the brothers eTentually used the dream 

to support tlleir tears that Jacob would name Joseph as his 

orimary aeir. 4 Tae brothers, unable to bear the presence 

of Joseph, whom they perceiTed as arrogant and threateninc, 

did their best to get away f rom him. 

Like Abravanel, Malbim sucgeste that tlle brothers went 

as f ar as to scheme to rid themselves of Jos epll. This is 

i nti mated, says Malbim, in Genesis 37:12. Since Shechem was 

a dangerous place, filled with inha bitants hostile to Jacob 

and his famil.r the father would not send JoNpll to f ollow 

t 11em there. 5 However, they also chose Shechem because they 
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r ealized that it would be tlle ideal locale in waioa to..,_ 

bu.sh Joaep, if tha t became desirable. Here Joaepa to die 

in such an area, it could be explained to Jacob ta.at tile 

nostile inhabitants had killed hill.
6 Saeoa.u was itself a 

potential alibi. Tllie, too, is similar to AbraTanel•a Ti••• 
&en the brothers saw Josepa approaching they conspired 

&&ainat hia. This suggests, says Malbia, that th.er saw not 

a brotller colling to ascertain their welfare, but rather an 

arrogant riTal comi!li; to dominate thea in the .field.7 In

censed and :fretful lest Josepll rule oyer tllem for eTen a 

moment as he had dreamed, they agreed to kill him immedi

ately. This, according to Malbim, is implied in the worda 

l~,':\j "\/\YI. 8 

Yet not all of tau were ao impulsive. It was Reuben 

wao aou«}lt to eaTe Josep. From the few worda in Geneaie 

37:21, llalbim inter• that Re\lben wanted to saTe Joaepll frea 

~ harm whateoever. 9 However, the others rejected tae ideal. 

They insisted that he be punished. Reuben tun offered a 

comprolliee, aa,1s Malbim: "Let \18 not take his life." lO 11 

Heuben thus suggested that they tbrow Joseph in a pit. In 

tb.a.t way, his blood would not be on t heir handa. 

Way do t hey remove Joseph's coat before t hey decide 

t o ~se it as evidence of a traaic accident? Kalbia aU&gests 

tha t the brothers tore off Jos eph's coat because it was the 

most obvioul:5 symbol of all taat ~ered them; J acob's s pe

ci al love for Josepa. 12 

However , even the ha.rah i dea of leaving Joseph to die 
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in the pit is forgotten when Judah s uegests an alternative. 

".'/ha t profit is i t i f we sla_y our br other ? " he aska.13 Ac

cordingly, Malbim expl a ins, Judah pr esents an argument to 

save Joseph. lf the goal is merely to remove him, why not 

cause him to be sold into slavery? 14 So he s~esta a 

plan. If they leave him in the pit, and the caravan vf 

Ishmaelitea pass by , t hey will sell him into slavery, as 

is t heir custom. Joseph's life is saved. Ma l bim takes s pe

cial care to point out that the brot 11ers never actually sold 

J oseph; rather t hey cauoed him to be sold: a signif icant dif 

f erence . 

And t hat ia what is meant, says Malbim, by the use of 

the form nimkevernu in Genesis 37: 27. All of t hese a ctions 

on the part of the brother s are not due sol ely t o what a p

,:>ears to be impu.lai ve j ealousy. Certainly, as they are de

scribed by Malbim, t hey apt,1ear to be men of f iery tem Jer and 

al most uncontrollable em0t i ons . Yet all of t his i s God 's 

provij ence. It is no coincldence t hat tne p~ssing caravan 

whi ch purchases Joseph is on its way to Sgypt . 'i'his i s the 

,.,o.s God works in order t o fulf11-l His desi~s. .,.nd so, 

... ...i.lbim says on Geneai~ 37:12 , every t hi ne tha t hapJ,enctl , t he 

co:it of IIIW'Y colors , the t elling of t he dreams , t he brother s ' 

bl t t e r jealousy, and even t heir sellinc of J ose:;h was not 

:..i.ccitlen tal. ,\.11 of it was pl anned and C}..ecuted by t he hand 

of ·reaven. 
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CHAPTER XI 

ABBAY.AMEL, THE POTI PHAR INCIDENT 



According to the biblical narratiTe, the Midianitea 

are r esponsible for sellinc Joseph to Potiphar, a courtier 

of r ht1raoh. 1 Abravanel sees t his phenomenon in an entirely 

different perspecti ve. He says that because of God'• ProT

idence Joseph entered the service of Potiphar, the ohiet ot 

all the stewards. Joseph was always a perfeot BerT9Dt 

,, rlf) rrvi/1 1 ;)(. In everythin& he did, he feared God and al

w93s considered His demands. Because of hie obedience, 

and f ai thf'Ulneee to his Deity, God made Joeeph to aucceed. 2 

The fact that Josepa ia put in charge of Potiphar's house

hold indicates to Abravanel tha t Jos eph was not a true elave 

in the literal sense of the word. Unlike the other servant s, 

he did not have to work in the field. Before this time, he 

was not permitted to enter t he house proper, but now he 

would be dressing Potiphar, feedinG him, and, most impor

t ~t , hand.ling his wealth and treasures . 

Jos eph has attained such a high position that he does 

not even have to account for Potiphar1 s property. Potiphar 

trusts him so muc:.i that he takes it for granted that Joseph 

woul d be honest in all of his deali~ s. Here Abravanel goes 

further than the biblical narrative. 

Abravanel tells us that Joeeph was such a God-fearing 

man t hat he wou.ld not chea t or exploit others for sel.f-gain. 

He could have profi ted so ■uch more by engaging in unethical 

~ehavior . For his reverence of God, J oeeph received the 

reward of God • e continu.ous provideno .. 

Abravanel points out how outstanding Joseph is by way 

of introducti on to nis encounter wi th Potiphar•s wife. 
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According to the biblical. narratiTe, Potiphar's Wife tries 

to seduce Joseph and Joseph refuses. Joseph, accorcliJ:lg to 

Abravanel, sees this as an act of rebellion, as an unlawfu.l 

act. Abravanel makes Joseph protest that, even if Potiphar 

would not find out, God, who lmows all secrets, would count 

it a sin. Abravsnel insists that Joseph answered his mas

ter's wife the first time only out of respect for Potiphar. 

The wise and perfect Joseph realizes that he is awaan and 

open io temptation, knows that the wOIIIUl would continue to 

lead h im astray. He is aware tha t her persis tence could 

swa:, him, and therefore, wisely, he decides not to answer 

her when she s peaks to him day after day. Abravanel men

tions that the rabbis said t hat she tried to seduce him 

for twelve months and he never responded. It was the cus

tom of women in those da;rs to sit on a f ine linen couch on 

the eurth. 'l'he chiefs would recline on the couch in order 

to converse. One day Potiphar's wife told Joseph to lie 

down on the couch near her, so that she could s peak with 

him. He did not want to be close to her. This is what 

the meaning of Genesis 39 :10: he did not yield to her 

re~uest to be beside her, to be with her. When she saw 

t hat J oseph was not paying any a ttention to her, her pas

sion for him became so int ense that she could not control 

herself. She caught his clothes, hoping tha t he might be 

s hamed into lying with her. But Jos eph fled from her in 

order tha t she mi~ht not embrace him. The text says that 

Joseph left his coa t in h -3r hand and fled outside. Ever 

a perfect gentleman, J os eph did not wrest his clothes from 

60 



aer, tor she was his master•s wife and he had respect tor 

his master. Onoe again, Josepa•a true character is appar

ent. He ie such a "per fect man"that even when ae r i ght

fully should have seized his clothing from her, ae was too 

mannerly to do so. According to Abravanel, Potiphar'• wife 

hastened to tell her husband of the i ncident in order to 

render Josepll•a ancount false. She had to make it seem 

as if he had tried t o rape her. Therefore, she sa,,ys, in 

ef fect: "This ia what you bring home, a servant who watches 

over your house and trifles witll your wife." 

Abravanel sa,,ys that Potiphar really did not believe 

his wif e's story, f or if ae had, he would have killed Joseph. 

Instead, he puts Joseph into jail. This BU&gests Abravanel, 

is done to sati sfy the wti'e, for had ?otiphar not done some

thing, he would have been deepised by his wi fe forever. 3 In 

addition, ae would be g iving his wife license to commit adul

tery. If Potiphar had been truly angry, he would have de

livered J oseph t o his guards to be thrown into jail, as wa s 

the custom in those da,ys, in order to shame tae criminal. 

However, since Potiphar himself escor t ed Juseph to the jail, 

he demonstra ted tha t he still held Joseph in high esteem. 

Moreover, Poti phar put Joseph in a place where prisoners of 

the king were i nca rcerated and not in a pl a ce where tae leaa 

i mportant prisoners were kept. Theref or e, the only punish

ment which Joseph received was t hat he had to r emain in jail 

for a period. 

To sum up, we see in J oseph the attributes of a per

:fect man, a man who f ee.rs hi e Maker, acts j us tly, and llaa 
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a fine sense of right and wrong. This becomes apparent to 

us through Abravanel's embellishment of the text. 
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CHAPTER .(11 

MALBIM: THE rOTI PHAft I NCIDENT 



Before we discuss the Potiphar incident, we shall ooa

sider the developments preceding Joseph's actual arriYal in 

Egypt. The brothers had planned to kill Joaepll llntil Reuben 

and Judah interceded. Aocordin& to lllalbia, Judall aaa, Wllat 

will we gain by killing a human being? Since it is our aole 

desire tc remove Joseph as far as possible froa ow- f~ther•a 

house eo that he will not be able to ru.le OTer us,•• will 

be able to achieve our goal by selling him to the Ialuaaelites. 

Judah reasoned t hat if they were to place him into a pit, the 

I shmaalitaa would understand thia to signify taat Joeepa was 

guilty of a capital crime and thus deserving of death. Tae 

I sb.m&elitee , in turn, would remove Joseph f rom the pit and 

t ake him as a slave as was customary in those da;,a. There

fore, Joseph would become a slave without the brother■ them

s elves having sold him. All that they did was to cast hia 

in to a hole to await the notice of the Isamaelitee.1 

Malbia asks: 'OJ does the text say that first taa 

I shmaelites passed and then the Midianites? Subsequently 

we are told that the Iehmaelitee sold Joseph; then that 

the Midianitee sold Joseph, and f inally that Potiphar 

boug):at Joseph from the Ishmaelites. How can t hese di~

f i culties he reconciled? 2 Malbim answers that while tae 

orothers were waiting for the Ishmaelitae to arrive, tu 
Mi dianites came to the pit. Tae llidianites then raised 

Jos eph ana sold him to the Isamaelitee for twenty sil-

ver coins. The lshmaelitee then brou«ht Jos e ph to Egypt. 3 

Both AbraTanel and Malbim ~ee t hat it was by d1Yine 



providence that Joseph entered r otiphar•s service. It was 

God's will t hat Potiphar buy Joseph and t.aa t J osepa eYC

twu.l.y riae to great heighta. 4 

.14albim points out t hat J oseph was not only aucces

tul because of divine providence, but also because he poa

seesed a natval inclination toward succes~. M&lbia ex

plain• these two manifestations of the saae attribute• in 

tl:le foll o•in« 11aDI1er: A natural i nclination toward success 

is manif est when one does business. Success by the help 

of Providence become• eYident when ene undertake• an enter-

prise which of itself' must fail, but whica through diYine 

intervention succeeds. In other words, if one made tu 
wrong decision in b\.lSineea, and diYine providence were eP

erative, tae decision would not prove detrimental. 5 AbraYanel 

does not ,Present thie concept. He takes Genesis 39:2 to sig

nify taat Joeepa was successful only because of God•e help. 

Aooordin« to Kalbia, r otiphar was impressed with the 

obvious fact that Joseph enjoyed the help of r rovidence in 

all his undertald.ngs and especially t hose which were likely 

to ~rove u.nsuccessful. A■ a result Potiplaar came to admire 

Joseph very muca, ?otipaar lessened hie burden b.Y making 

Joseph his personal eervant. 6 

lt was the cuatoa to appoint two people to be in charg e 

of domestic finances. One t ook charge of incoming monies 

and tae other person of outgoing funds. Thia protected tAe 

owner agains t theft. But, because ~otipaar trusted Josepa 

comuletely, he gave him complete charge of his finanoea.7 
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Malbia explain• Genesis 3~:5: ETerything at f irst &lanoe 

seeaed to belcmg to Joseph. Therefore, when God blessed 

t otiphar's house, he was blesain8 what a ppeared to De 

Joseph's house. Both Abravanel and Ma.lbia acr•• ta.at God'• 

proTi dence waa centered on Joseph. AbraYanel coament• tllat 

this narratiYe is intended to demonstrate aow outetandiJI« 

Joseph actually ia. This interpretation llll&t precede 

AbraYanel'a an&l.Jaie of ta• central episode of Chapter 37.8 

Jlalbia, on tae other hand, emvhaaizea God's continu.ou.a 

__,,.u..,...._.~nc~ on J oae ph • e behalf. llal bim •e•• Geneaia .39, 7 

as the introduction to the seduction story. Potiphar's 

wife did not at first t nink ot coamitiill& adultery with a 

mere slave. But when she aaw t hat he was ai«h1.J respected 

by her husband, she began to look at Joseph seriously-. On 

commentinc on Genesis 39:8, llalbim observes the word me•en 

indicates that Joaepa refused Terball.y to be seduced by 

Potiphar'a wite, yet, deep in his heart, Joseph reall.7 

wanted to submit. HoweYer, he succeeded in conquerin« hie 

eYil incuination, and did not succumb to aer oTerture•. 

Thie is entirely different from AbraTanel•a treat■ent of 

the same material. Accordin« to AbraTanel, Joaepa did not 

j eeire Potiphar'• wife.9 

Accordin& to ~albim, one da,1 the wife requested tlaat 

Joseph lie with her not for the purpose or adultery, but 

simpiy in order to haYe him with her in the house. Joaepa 

refused. After taie occurrence, J oseph was careful not to 

e11ter into the inner .b.ouae at all. One da.y, upon reporting 
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f or work, he was surprised taat tae otller aembera of the ■taff 

were nowhere to be found. llal.bim quotes Rabbi Jwtah10 wao 

sa..1s that the staff was oelebratin« a lloliday. Ta.kine ad• 

Yantace of their bein& alone, ~otiphar•a wife aeised Joseph 

by his coat. Josepll fled, leaYi.Dg his coat behind. Now 

Potipaar•a wife co~d claia that Joseph had entered the 

house for the purpose of seducing her. When he had re-

moYed his clothing, she screamed. She claiaed tut lle left 

her on the Nd. This is precisely what all• told Potipaar.11 

AbraYanel presents the de~la of tlle incident quite 

differently (see chapter 4 ot AbraYanel). Both insist tut 

Potiphar did not belieye his wifa . Ma.lbim says tha t ~otiphar 

knew that his servant would not be foolish enough to risk 

the consequences of such an act. ~otipha.r was furious but 

not with Joseph; he was angered by the entire i ncident.12 

Both Ma.lbim and AbraYanel •83 tllat if f otiphar had been 

angry with Joseph, he would haYe kil led n.im immediately. 

Accordin& to Malbim, Potiphar could not keep Jos eph in his 

house anymore. Abravanel suggests that 1 1otiphar removed 

Joseph fro.m his house in order to satisfy his wife. If he 

took no action, he would haYe i ncurred her contempt foreYer. 

l n addition, he would be giYing his wife license to commit 

..ldllltery.13 

Both lta.lbim and Abravanel exµlain that to demonstrate 

J oaeph • s innocence !jotiphar personally conducted Joseph to 

prison. 

Malbim observes tha t it is clear that Joseph was tree 



to do hie work while he was in prison, because Potipaar wu 

in charge of the prison and he required assistance. Joaepa 

was made administrator or warden of the jail.l.4 A-raYanel 

sees Joseph as a prisoner; 15 Malbim sees him as an otfioial, 

aupeniaing the other prisoner■• 

In summary, aside trom the fact t hat there are a n\lllber 

of differences in details in the ~otiphar incident, Malbia 

differs greatly from AbraYanel in lus interpretation of tae 

chapter. The l atter's purpose was to portray the superior 

qua1ity and character of Joseph, while the f ormer•s aim was 

to show how God's proYidence was continually manifested in 

Josepa. 

68 7 



CHAPTER XIII 

AlhlA.VANEL: vHSAMS 
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!n his commentary on Genesis 40-42 Abravanel aaa 
the following questions: Is t here any merit to dreaaa? 

can dreams really prognosticate the future or are they 

si.Jlply meaningless and unreal? 

Supposing that perhaps he had not serTed th• prop

erly, Joseph asu the butler and baker wlay tlley are de

jected. Tkey tell h1a tha t they have had dreams whio~ 

no one can inter pret. He is not the cause of their de

s pondency. 

According to Abravanel, Joseph tells them that they 

should not rely upon human beings, even upon the llagi

cians o~ EQpt f or the explanation of dreams. In order 

to interpret dreams correctly one mw,t possess, besides 

talent, the trr-nr> • the s pirit of God. " Joseph then 

says that perhaps God's s pirit will be with him and, 

if so, he might be able to explain the dreams. Abravanel 

cites Ibn Ezra who asks: file told Joseph t hat the three 

branches in the butl.er•s dream meant three d8,J'S and not 

three months? Abravanel answers that the ruach hakodesh, 

the holy s pirit, told him this and not his intuitive fac

ulty. 2 The holy s pirit which 31,ddes the mouth and the 

tongue enables one to r ead the future in all its details.3 

Abravanel distinguishes among tkree types of dreams. 

The firs t type arises entirely out of the i 1Il8€ination 

without outside inf'luenoe. Such dreams are stimulated 

by excessive eating and drinking. l'hese dreams are called 

f alse dreams for t hey have no foundation in real.ity. 4 

The second type of dream is produced by external, 
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supernatural oauaea when the soul, freed from the con

straint• imposed by the mind and the senses is at re•t 

and is therefore receptive to impressions fr• abcwe. 

These are impressions of tuture eTent• (not ot accidents) 

which are destined for the individual by reason of the 

disposition of the heavenly bodies at tae tiu ot Ju.a 

birth. These dreams have validity and consequently they 

are mentioned in Torah and prophets; an example 1• the 

dreu of Gideon. Of these the aagee said that a dream 

ia one-si.Xtieth of prophecy. 

The third category of dreams come• to man through 

ha.ayahall !!!'•loait, diTine providence, by way of the 

active intellect. Throuca auoh dreams specific details 

in the future life of tae indiTidual are disclosed. 

Abravanel says that true dreams emanate from God's 

providenoe, Both Joseph's and rharaoh•s dreams are 

true dreams. One wao dreams true dreams will feel a 

sensation of emotion or rapture, which is unknown to 

t he dreamers of false dreams. 

Let us now consider Pharaoh's dreams. ~llaraoa first 

J reamt about cows. He slept, awoke , and then dreamt about 

the sheaves of wheat • .Pharaoh was so deeply moved and fd

fected by his dream of the cows that t hi s divine emanation 

caused him to s leep and then wake up and continue dreaming. 

TAue, Abravanel resolves the problem of the three separate 

verses in chapter 41. 

Abra•anel now tells us that tN faotore are necessary 

f or dream interpretation. The first one is interpretive 
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acumen and tile second is intuitive ability. A dreaa doe• 

not always contain pure elements. Many ti.Jiles it is mixed, 

and only the astute know how to el1m1nate ta• wmeceaaary 

and the superfluous. Joseph could not interpret tile dreaas 

on the str9n&th of his intuitive faculty alone. It •aa the 

s pirit of God which opened the eyes of bis intellect.and 

enabled him to perceive t he truth. iihen this holy s pirit 

is present, it guides the interpreter to understand all 

the elements in the dreaa and in turn to discern what 

needs, to be interpreted and what is the iJDa8inative ele

ment whi ch haS no signifioanoe. T•e holy spirit helps 

t he interpreter to delineate between the alle0orica1 ele

~ent s and the substantive elements, and allows him not 

only to understand the message itself, but also to under

s tand how the indiTidua.l, hie rela t i ves, his land, his 

peoE,le, will be aff ected. Then the interpreter will know 

wliether t he dream governs a short or long period of tiJJle, 

and whether or not it wi ll af'fect other nations and other 

kingdoms. In this way the interpretation •111 always be 

f r ee from error.7 

Therefore in Genesis 40:9 when Jos eph said: "Do not 

interpret~ttons come from God?", and in Genesis 41:16 when 

he said to i'hara oh,":N ot I! God will see to i:Jharaoh's wel

f ;-u-e," Joueph s howed his awareness that the dreams and 

t heir solutions both derived from a divine emanation, and 

likewise Pharaoh recognized t11is truth. T.b.us he said in 

Genesis 41.:38: "Could we find another like him, a man in 

wnom is the spirit of God?" So, accordin& to Abravanel, 
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Pharaoh understood the importance of the divine eaanation 

and the holy spirit in interpreting dreams.8 

Abravanel tells w, that the two greatest interpreter• 

of dreams in a ll of the Bible are Joseph and Dani.el. They 

oper a ted through the holy s pirit and not with their intu

itiTe and nat.aral faculties alone. Therefore, one must 

have a combination of the two, the intuitive faculty and 

the holy spir i t, to be an i deal interpreter of dreams. 

If one possesses only the intuitiTe faculty, ae is prone 

to make errors in his analysis of t he dream. But w.llen 

one has the holy s pirit, he will see the truth in tae words 

without effort and without error. 

Abravanel says t hat three t hi ngs testify to t he verac

ity of Pharaoa•s dream. They are as fol.-1ows: 

1. The beautiful order of t he dr eam. 

2 . The fact that he rela ted it the 

morning after it occurred, that 

it was fresh in hie mind. 

). The effect of the dream upon him: 

his s pirit was a&itated as if he 

felt the strength of t his emana

tion which came from t he dream. 

As a reeul t he se.nt for his .ID88i

ciana and scholars in the field of 

natural philosophy to explain his 

dream. 

Is Pharaoh 's dr eam a simple dr eam or two dreams? 

t naraoh perceives it as only one . The interpreters of 
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Egypt understand it as two separate dreams. Abravanel 

says that .Pharaoh lmew all the time that it was onl.7 one 

dr eam. In explaining the interpr eta tion of dreams, Joeepll 

tells ~haraoh that God alone is responsible for all inter

pretations. Joseph is only God ' s mouthpiece, as it were. 
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CHAPTER XIV 

MALBIM: DREAMS 

.,, 7 



Unl.ik:e AbraTanel, Ma1bi.a does not deal. witll the etti

cacy ef clreaaa, nor does ae try to explicate tke various 

f orms of dreams. He dev•tes aor e a ttention to tlae actual 

narrative of tbe butler and the baker than doea Abravanel 

in hie oomnantary on Chapter• 4<>-42. 

llalbim cites a rabbinical interpretat1•1 of tA-e fd

teuea c0111Ditted by tlle butler and ta• baker, T•• butler•• 

of fense was ~t Pllarau found a bug in his cup, and ta• 

baker• s , that .?haraoh f owid a pebble or atone in llis brea4. 

T• Mal.bill t he ba.ker•s offense is the greater; even a un

important prince wouJ.d resent the pr esence of foreigii ob

jects in llia victual■• TAe butler 's transgression was l ess 

heineua. Pora bq to f all into a cap was common; none oth

er t htm the Egypti an monaroa would have taken notioe. 2 

Like Abravanal, Malbia differentia tes between the terms 

"cupbearar" and "ohiet cup bearer," "baker" and 11ch.ief baker. 11 

Tae chief O\lpbearer and chief baker were taose who s aned 

Pllar&M personall.7. EacA had a s taff under his eupeniaion; 

eaoh was reapenaible tor his s ubor dina tes. Consaquentl,J the 

k i n& would punish not onl,.y the direct off ender, but his su

perior as wall. Taerafore, when the t ext says in Ganea1a 40 :1, 

t hat the cupbearer and the baker gave offense t• thei r lord, 

the Ki ng of F',&ypt, 14albia ex.,laine tut t.b.eae were the work

er s appointed by t..b.e chief oupbearer and the chief baker. TA• 

workers gave offense to thei r superiors and thus, in turn, te 

~haraoh. Age.in in Genesis 40 ;2, the text s a.,ye that Pharau 

was angry wi th hie two official.a, tae caief cupbearer and the 
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chief baker. According to 14albim, two staff meabera aa well 

as tAe chief cupbearer and chief baker. 

Jlalbia emphasizes that the purpose of this entire in

cident is to aet the scene tor Joseph'• rise to prainenoe. 

It was all part of Ged•a diYine plan tllat tae servants and 

efficials offend the kin&, and taen be placed in tlle •-• 

prison cell with Josepa. 3 Here Malbia screes •1th AbraYanel. 

During hie lon« incarceration Josepa established a rapport 

wi tll. ta.e otl'ler men. One does no't inquire into other people• s 

personal business witaeut first getting to know them. Only 

after he felt at ease with hie cel.lmutee did he ask way they 

were ao sad. 

Unlike Abravanel, Kalbim considers tae eutcome of ta• 

two dreams. According to the letter of tae la•, tu caiet 

cupbearer shou.ld haYe been p1U1ished and the cAiet baker set 

tree. In Kalbi.m'e ailld, the person who is directly reapu

sible fer the off ense deserves the punisuent. Therefore, 

in keeping with strict Jus tice, the chief cupbearer should 

haYe been hanged, not tlle chief baker, because the chief 

butler had offered the glass to the Jdng. l t was his re

sponsibility to see that tae cl.ass was clean. On the other 

hand, the !hief baker himself did net bake tae bread; he 

merel., supeMised its preparation. Therefore, the baker 

and not the chief baker should haTe received seYeN puniala

aent. HoweYer, tae Yerdict allowed the chief butler to go 

fr ee. but tae cllief baker was to be baJl&ed. 

Ma1bim comments tha t each of the two dreamt about la.is 

77 



. . 
.. 
... 

partic\ll.ar occupation. The chief cupbearer dreamt about 

gra pes and wine. 'l'ae oaie.f baker dreamt about i'ood that 

a baker preparea. 

Malbia explains taat .t'aaraoll j udged tAe ch.ieta aooord

i.ng to the law which should have been a pplied to 'tile aen

anta, not according to the law governing tke actual okiet■ 

themselves. In other wor ds, according to atric~ justice, 

the butler's aerYant should have gone free. 4 However, Pharao• 

a1lewed tlle chiet butler to «o f ree . On the other hand, tae 

baker's serYant allould aave been executed. Instead, Pharaoll 

sentenced Jlia chief baker to dea th. 

In diaouaainc the differences between the two level.a of 

servants, llalbia explain• taeir p\Ulieaaent be.fore he comments 

upon fie dre8118. Thua ae explioatea 'ilae larger narrative 

f irst, and taen analyzes a particular section. 

If, ea.rs Kalbia, we examine tlle dreams very caref'Ull;,, 

we f ind each has two parta. First, t he chiefs were going 

t o be judced aocordinc t• stri ct justice, i.e . , the chief 

oupbearer would hao«, and tk• Chief baker would be set fne ; 

but 1n the second part of 'their drea:u, 'the decision ia r► 

veraed. Pirat, let us consider the cniet oupbearer•s dreaa. 

The text tells us (Geneais 40 : 9 ) t11at t1le chi ef cupbearer 

dreamt about a vine which had three brancllea and had barely 

budded. Tau s uddenly the vine began to blosaoa and a clus

ter of grapes ripened. M.al.bim explains tlu:lt t he f irst part 

of t he dream meant that t he chief cupbearer• s sentence would 

be uni'avorable for him. Thie is s71Dbolized by the barrenn.as 
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of the three branches. In three days howeYer, )lie Yerdiot 

would change eYen as the vine ba«1n• to blossom. In other 

worda, at first he is to han«; but Pharaoh will finally co~ 

aa.te-Ai.s sentenoe. 5 His property and wealth will be reatored 

and he will be reinstated i .n hie office. Kal.bim peinta wt 

that all aesus ins had their property confiscated. Tll.e chief 

aupbearer was considered as auca. 

In the chief baker's dreaa he saw three basketa and in 

the top basket were the choioeat of baked fooda tor Pharaoh. 

Howeyer, after t hree days, (whicll the three basket• represent), 

t he ohief baker will die. In the chief butler•s dr eam, we 

started with three tull baskets which the birda were devour

in«. ~albi■ interprets the dreams ~ccordin«l.J. At first the 

chief cupbearer is goin& to hazac. HoweYer, a.f'ter three daj's, 

~ie fate changes for the better and he lives. At first the 

chief baker ie to live, his destiny' changes f or tlle werae 

and tte diea. 

Al.thouch J4albim does not discuss the meaning of dreaaa 

as full,y as does AbraYanel, Malbi.Ja recognizes a single type 

of dream r a t her than the three t ypes whi ch AbraYanel iden

t i fies . ,,hen the cnief aervanta tell Joseph t hat they had 

dr eamt , ano could find no interpreter of t heir dreams, Joseph 

as ks: "Do not interpretations come fre11 God? Tell ma about 

t t e 1rea.ms." Jdalbim explain• tr.a t Terse to mean t hat dreams 

do not emanate f rom the imaginatiye faculty, but r a ther fro■ 

t he ini'luence of God. 6 

After Josepa interprets the dreams of the chief cupbearer 
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and chief baker, ae admonishes tae former to remember h1a 

when he ie freed. 14al.Dia aalces Josepa sa:r to the chief cup

bearer tha t he ia obligated to bring about Joseph•• releue 

• f or t hese reasons; 

1. He will be !Ned and he will riee ac&iA 

t• his preYious status beoauae •f Jeeepll•• 

interpretatiea. Tller.tore he ia obligated 

t• NPa.J Joseph with goodness. 

2. E-yen if he did not owe Joseph ~tiling, it 

ie fitt~ tllat he help Joseph out et ooa

pasaion. 

3. If it would be difficult for him to accede 

to Josepa•• nqueet, ae could excuse hia

sel.f on tll• pretext that teo much ie aaked 

et hia. Howeyer, Joseph'• ia an eaay re

queat for him to fulfill. 7 

Malbia peinte evt that the reason f or the rever sal in 

Justice ad•1u1•tered to the chief cupbearer and chief baker 

was due to diYine intervention. It was God's plan that Joseph 

interpret the dreams directly opposite te tae a pparent d.1► 

tates of justice. By this reTersal of Justice, Josepa is 

able to rise to greatness. Now the butler would llaYe direct 

contact wit& Pllaraeh and aoon •ntion Joseph'• na■e. 

Genesis 40: 27 records that the chief cupbearer did not 

remember Joseph. Malbim tells us t hat the chief cupbearer•s 

memory fai led, being God's scheme in order te inYelYe Pllara•h. 

Thro~ • Pharaoa Joseph would rise to greatness. God made the 
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chief o~pbearer forget in order to show Joseph taat aJ.l. aen 

are fal.lible, while God is infallible.8 

Next Ma1bia exa•inea Pharaoh's clreaaa. Mal.bi■ ••14• 

that generall7 tlle Hebrew would prefer i'il1 i) fin rat.er ~ 
f>rf) 01,;, aa in Genesis 41:l. llowaYer, in til.e oue •~ an 

important personage the order is reYersed. Hia interpr.

tation is based on a a Midraah: 9 Onl;r t.b.e dreaa of a kin« 

is reall.7 a dream. 14alb1a explains t h~t the magician• et 

EgTpt oould not aolve Pharaoh's dr eams becauae t.b.e7 oeu.ld 

interpret onl.7 those dealin& witll Pllaraea as an indiYidual, 

and not with clreams of a more general na ture. In other 

words, the dreams were not epecifioal.l.y about Pharaoll, but 

rather about the country whica Ae rule•. Therefore, when 

t'haraola called for bis interpretors, who knew a&&io and 

geneal.o«ie■, t.b.ey understood tlle dreaaa as referring to 

two distinct incidents ra~er 'than the one which Joseph 

knew tae clreau to be.10 

Accordin& to Jlalbia, the lc,ptiua belieYed t.b.e Nile 

rliver t o possess divine power, and consequently tlley a'$

t ributed the years of plenty to the power of the riYer. 

~nerefore, Plaaraoh'• dream b9&ins with seven cow■ whioJI. 

come up froa the Nile. After t hese seven stLU"dy cowa 

come aeYen U&1Y and gaunt oowa. 'l'here would be no in

terval between the years of plenty and the yeara of f aa

ine t hrougA the ri•er•s drying ~p. Thi.a ia the first part 

of the dream, according to Mal.bi.a. The second part of tke 

1~eam bi ves tne solution for the first part. The cows sig-



nify the and of the reapiJ:lc. 

Malbia, like AbraYanel, gives argumen'ts 'to prove '\hai 

the dream is a 'true dream. llal.bia says that because tile 

dream contain• i'ts own solution, thia eign.ifiee 'U&at it ia 

'truly prophetic. Thia ae berrowa fr• Rabbi Jo~anan.ll 

Seoendly, Pllaraeh was not aW&N that he was drea•1ng un

til he awakened. Tai.a ie a aign of a true drea■• Third, 

tlle dre- came in tae J10rnin& and Rabbi Johanan aa.,a that 
• 

a drea■ experienced in the aorning ia realize4. 12 Piul.ly, 

Pharaola •as Yery much atfeoted by the dreu and taie cl•-
atratea that it 11as a tru• dreaa. 13 

After Pharao cannot tind an,yene able to interpret it, 

the chief cupbearer auddenl.y remembers how•• was ret\ll"Ded 

to tb.e king'• palace. :11albia aa.,ys that the chief cupbearer 

wants to infora Pharao& tut Joseph solves dreams with •tae 

s pirit of God," i.e., b7 diYine inepiration and not by the 

use of logic or the intuiti'f'e facal.ty. If Joseph had eolYed 

the chief butler's and the chief baker's ct.reams by the&])

plication of logic, the oaief butler would haYe been punish

ed and the chief baker set free . Thia ie definite proof tha t 

J osepa did not inter pret the d.reaas by means of reason and in

"tU.ition but rather with a s pecial f aoal.ty which t he other• did 

not poss ess . When the chief butler ea.ya to Pharaoh {Genesis 

41:9) that he miat make mention of his or'fenaee, he ia refer

rin& to t he fact that he was guilty, rather than the OAief 

butler. To lialbi.Jll, a dream is a divine proclaaatien. Dreaas 

are interpr eted not by a s'troloe,- , bu.t o.nly wi ta tlle help •~ 
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providence. 14 In this regard Malbim differs froa AbraYanel 

•Ao holds that one imst haYe both the intuitiye faculty and 

the hol;r apir1t in order to be the i deal interpreter ot dreams. 

Malbia tells us that Joseph made three assuaptioDa Qpe

site to those of -the ma«iciana. The ma«iciana held tut 

Pharaoh's dreall8 were two dreams, while Joaepa aaid taey were 

one dreaa. Tl:le magicians held t hat the dreaaa related eaq 

to Pharaoh's future, while Joseph interpreted them as a aiA

gle dreaa affectin& more than one person. The ma«1o1an■ did 

not interpret the dreams according to their simple aeaniDgs, 

but rather 1n the light of allegory and riddle. Josepa, on 

the other hand, did interpret the dreaa according to it■ aia

ple meani~.15 

Pharaoh's dream ia repeated, ea.rs Malbi.Jll, for three rea

sons. First, diYine decree ia unconditional; it must come to 

pass. Secondly, while ocoasionally a decree is issued tor a 

remote tim.e, thia decree Will eoon be implemented. Thirdl.y, 

the repetien of -the dreaa is to arouse eharaoh to a p~oint a 

wise officer to prepare for the years of famine. 

Malbim explains tha t 1,haraoh • s advisors suggested that 

the responsibility be divided among seYeral offioiala, since 

one man alone oou.l.d not find a solution f or all of the preb

lems.16 They adTised that one take charge ef tae taxes, an

other of the ireasury, and still another control co-eroe and 

ousto.10. Joseph felt that one man should be a ppointed to man

ace all. tAe a:ffairs of sta te. He woul d t hen appoint depart

ment heads to share the work. The chief manager would have 
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responsibility for ensuring that an adequate ueasure of each 

crop woul.d be stored in t he killt; 's granl:il'ies. Such a man 

must co.ma.and the respect and attenti on of the pe O,i>le. He 

must be a powerful. ora tor and a shrewd diplomat. He will 

a ppoint leaders to coliect food to store it in t he main cit

ies, and to safeguard it against t ile.f't. It i s easy t.:> guard 

the granaries in centra1 loca tions. Grain, on t he one hand, 

wou l d be set aside for the peo11le who would exhaust t heir 

supply of :food during the :famine years. On the other hand, 

grain would be stored for the king so that he mi~ht carry on 

comi .erce and i ndustry. Thie food could be sold to other na

tions, wi t h a1l of the prof it& going to the royal treasury. 17 

Malbim understands Pharaoh to say: 'i'/e have someone with the 

s 1.i ri t of God in him, which is a hi.;her level t han mere nat

ural wisdom. 'Ney should we search for someone else when we 
18 

11ave here a man wh o is emin ently qt...ali f ied? Abravanel ex-

::lai ns t his pa s n~ e differe1,t l y . He t,ierceives .::-haraoh to be 

ver y s hr ewd and clever . Instead of interpretinf; t he text a s 

;,:albim does , Abr ava nel says t hat r>haraoh wanted t he c.ni cf serv

ants t o see f or themselves t hat t nere wa:; no other like J oseph, 

!,oeseas ed with t he apiri t of God. 

Unlike ,',br avanel , Malbin understands that t nere is a 

3.ecific reas on f or the t hree va.yomer state ments (vv 39 ,41,44) . 

Abr ::i.vanel asks : Ney does the text re1,eat itsel f ? ·.,h.y could 

::ot the text have s t a ted i t once? J\.a loiu P.x~lains the t n.ree 

v.:1,yomer ~t ::?.teme11ts in the following manner. 1-'llaraoh fir st 
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spoke to Joseph and put hi.JD in charce of Ai.a house. Tu 

second vyomer atatwnt raises Josepa to a higher level 

where he will now rule over all of the kin&doa. Tae third 

tiae Paaraoa aalcea Joseph second-in-comnand in the land of 

Egypt. Malbi■ sa.,ys that a king does not raise someone to 

the highoat level unless the individual ia initially on 

some lower level. 

Malbua also portrays ~haraoh as a wise man. He •ll«
gests tha t 2haraoh changed Joseph's name in order that tile 

people would not complain that a former slave was now rul

ing them. Pharaoh also gave Joseph the daughter of a priest 

in marria«e so that the peoµle would believe t hat Josepa was 

tru.l.y a man of God. 

85 



CH.APTER I..V 

ABRAVANF.L : J03E H 'flE l 'Rlt.lE W:Nl-.,TER 



~a next topic to be discussed is A'bravanel•e treat- • 

.. ni of Joseplt. as Prill• Minister of Ec.Jpt. AbraYanel aakai 

"'lay do fie people of Ec.YPt cry out for :food in tlt.e tira't 

year of the famiAe since they laad l:a&cl tlae opportunity to 

store enouca food durinc the years of plenty?" Abravanel 

tells us that they voiced taeir appreael18icm waen tlt.ey •• 

their atoclal dilliniujnc. Tllerefore, it reall,7 wu not in 

tlt.e first er aecond years of the famine that the people 

oried out to Pharaoa tor sustenance. 

Joseplt. eold 'tlt.e people food only when they had ex

aauaed their supply, because they were selling wheat at 

high prices to tlle nationa surroundin« 'them.1 Onoe a«&1n 

we see Joseph's wisdo■• He aota 1n a ■ann.er befi't'tinc a 

responsible, rational leader. 

These years of famine laave a direct effect u:pon. Jacob 

and his sons. Tlley, too, are in need of :toed. Gene■ia 

42:l tell• us '\llat Jacob saw that there was food in F,apt. 

Abravanel resolyes tais apparent misconception 'thua: taere 

really was new crop in EDPt, but that tllere were sellers 

ot tl:le Pllaraol:l•s grain. Jacob saw merchants co.min« :fro■ 

Egypt. They boU&At food 1n order to sell it at a la1per 

price. Wlle..i Jacob says to llia aona (Genesis 42:1):"Wlt.,y 

do you keep lookiJJc at one anotller?" as if to sa,y, go down 

and get us food, ae real.17 means, accordin« to AbraTanelz 

"Nay are you. atarinc at one anotller? Go down and bu;, food 

f rom Eapt and tllen sell it l.ike the others are doing. In 

t his wa;y .JOU will be rioll.! 11 2 



Way was it neoeaaary tor all ten bro~• w c• te 

Ecnrt? Abra-n.nel anawer•: Tlle brotller• • Joune7 1• part 

of a diYine plan, and "tlley are J\lat one elaent 1D 1-ta :ful.

tillaent. Joaepll llad dreamt that tlle7 were biD41.nc uea••• 
in "tlle field when suddenly his slle~ stood er•ot, and al1 

tlae other ••e•••• gathered around and bowed low to hie •he~. 
By "tlleir journey and their obeisance to Joseph, tlle7 a.re in 

tact tultilling Joseph's dreaa.3 Indeed, BenJUlin al•o llad 

to co to Eapt in order to f uli"il.l tllat part et tlle dreaa 

in •Aiola eleYen etara were bo•in& down to Joaepll. AR"&Yanel 

offers another explanation tor all ten bretlaer•• coinc to 

EQpt nen ~• er tire would a&Ye ~iced. H• •.:r• taat 

e&OA u.d a lleuaueld ot ll.1• own and la.ad to supply it. il

tllouc)l eaoll went down to F.cJ'pt tor Ais indiYidual needa, 

tlle.r decided to co ae a croup.4 

Abra•an•l tella ua taat Josepll alone was responsible 

for diatri butinc and aelliq rati•na. 'l'llere were no otaer 

off icer• in Pharaoh'• co•exlllNlllt ••• were appointed for this 

purpose. Tai■ acain ia all part ot t he 41Yi.na acheae. Josepll 

kad t o sell the food himself i n order to see laia bretllera. 

Only•• would recocnize them. Additional.l,7 tae dreaa re

fers to alaeayes. ~•• alluaicm to harYeati.ng crops is cen

tral to the fulfillment of t .ae dreaa. 

AbraYanel asks: •It Josepll is auoa ·a wise and perfeot 
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man, •117 tllen does•• tranecrees the Torall by tak1nc r•••nee1• 5 

AbraTanel answers: Josepll recopized aia brotller■ arter twent-y

twe .rears. He remembered their f aces tr• picture• nioh he 



whioa ae mu.et h&Te llad. He 'ikeretere fearecl 'tut tile br•'Ul

ers llight reoognize hia. Tlteretore he beaaTed like a •u-an
c er; perhaps , aa Haobmantdea taink•, •• lenrecl Ai• tu. 

wi'ik llia tllrban. Abravanel a~esta tlaat ae di8C\li••d )Ua 

Yeice b7 aaoutine a t taem harshly and abruptl,Y. ill. t&J.• 

•• did to hide Ai s identi ty. Joseph knew that if lle not 

agitate taem, they migllt recognize hi.JI. He therefore aad 

to trichten and effrcmt ib.em so tJaat tlle.r would not aa•e 
opportunity te talc• oaretul notice. 

Abravanel a.aka: •way, if Jesepa 1• tlle perfect man, 

does he do hara to aia brothers as well as to his f a ther 

by ma.kine 1 t diffioult tor them to obtain food, by incar

ceratinc Siaeen, and by a■k1nc Benjamin to l eave J acob?" 

Abravanel re,lie• 'ill.at Joseph's intent was only to caus e 

t hem pain and ■err .. , not to do tllem ertl. Tlae reaaen 

f or his retlArni.nc ta.air money was in order that tlle7 

wow.d not be able t o use the lack of funds as an exoue 

f or their not returning to Ec)'pt quickly. Aca.in, •• dees 

not tell t hea this beoaWte lle wialle• them to suffer an

guial:l and fear. Their mentai and emotional tu.rmeil weuld 

be their pwiislment for their llisdeeds. Here Abravanel 

employs tl:le rabbinic axiaa: Measure for measure.6 Joseph, 

as we know from Abravanel. •a comment&r7, was wise. He under

s toed tllat in order to aaTe his father and brothers he had 

t o be sold by his brothers and tAerefore hi e brothers did 

not deserve puni al:lmen't. T.lua, as was etated, was all part 

of the DiTine scheme. HoweTer, beoause of their eTil in-
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tent1ona, Joeepla treated ta .. aeaaure for meaaure.7 Joaepla 

did not intend ertl to befall 'ta .. beoau.se of llia action.a, 

not only to make th .. ucom'ortable. Although they had 

intended nil toward JosepA, and la.ad caued a1a p&iD and 

eu.fferiq, God la.ad made tlleir criainal oonduot into a source 

of creat cood. 

ft• atory et Joseph thus becQlllea a marvelous illuatra

ticm of ta• wiedoa, mercy, and ~\l8tice of God. 

1. Josepla was hated by his brotaera. 

In F.aPt lae was loved by Pharaola ud 

by all of BQp-t. 

2. flae brothers hated Joseph beoau.se of laia 

dreaaa. 

The EQPtians loYed A1m becau.se of dreama. 

3. Tla.e brotaers stripped Joseph of Ais llllllti

oelored coat. 

Pharaoa dressed h1a with coats of silk and 

put jewels around ais neck. 

4. Tile brotllera 'Ulre• him into a pit, naked. 

~&ell brough him hastily from the pit, 

aaaTed •ia, and changed his clotaea. 

5. Josepla was sold as a ala••• 

Josepa sold to all wao oame. 

6. Before Joseph approacaed hie brotllera taey 

censpired to kill him. 

When they approaclaed hia, Josepll aan

ipul.ated cirouaatanoee to tlleir bene.fi t. 
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7. Josepll was separated from lds brotlt.ere. 

Hi• brotlter• were joined together wi~ 

ll1a in EQPt . 

8. Josepll went down to EQPt in decredatim. 

Joseplt was giYen all. of tlte land et Ea,t 

to provide for . 

9. Potipaar•e wife asked Ai.a to sleep Witl:l lier 

and he refused. 

He aarried Asa.at dawchter of Potiphara. 

10. The butler did not remember Josepll. 

Joseplt remembered and praised Pkaraoa. 

rue demonstrates a 41Yine plan. God, ~oucll Joseph 

took wllat was eYil and turned it into creat cood.8 

Now we can understand••• God's plan played one meas

ure a«ainat tae otller. Pirat, tae brotaera auapected Josepa 

to be a talebearer, and because of this t hey .bated him. ·ae 

are told that \key would not speak with hi.a in a friendly' 

manner. The:, tlto\l&llt that his friendiy overtures masked 

lds true desire to ap:, on them. God punished the brothers, 

ironicall.7, by allowing Joseplt to accuse tllem of eapionace 

and refuae their request tor grain. Second, Joeepll, ••• 

had been cast into a pit, and t hen sold into slaTery by 

his siblings, cast hie brother, Simeon into Jail in SO-,t. 

ln effect, lie held Simeon as host9&e to insure lenJaain•a 

coming to EaPt.9 

AbraTanel tells us th.at Josepa was confronted witll 

three possibilities. lirst, he thought that he ought not 
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r evea1 himeel.f to the brothers, and thus behave toward th• 

just as 'they have behaved toward him: i.e., cruelly and VeJlBe

f ully. But this he could not do. Second, he considered the 

repercussions if hi• brothers recognized him. Would it no1 

be embarrassing to him socially and polltica.lly if the oir

cumatances surrounding llia comi..Dg to Egypt became public 

Jmowledge? Third, what consequences would ensue if, having 

been recognized lly hia bro'tJlaara, he decided to return to 

Canaan? He we.a 1n control of t>haraoh•s treasury and such 

actions on hie part would certainly be suspect. He might 

be accused of treason. He considered bringing his entire 

f amil y to Egypt. He •ould then be in a position to main-

t ain anri care tor t hem. However, he feared they migh 1i once 

a.~ain become envious of him and attempt to harm hilll. He 

·:-Jished to determine whether, after twenty-two years, 'their 

characters had charJ&ed, and whetil.er they had repented of 

t.:ieir evil behavior. Joseph aa,s to t he brothers: "You are 

s ,iies." l O He t hen sees for himself that they had i ndeed 

cepented when they sa,y: "Me are being punished on account 

of our bro tiler. " 11 

After seeing 'the first d.Naa come true, Jos eph then 

., roceeda to carry out phase two of t his di vine plan. He 

now wanted to know whe'Uler 'their father and youn&er broth

~r Benjamin were still a11ve, in order that the s econd 

Jream might come to fruition. The text reads : "And Joseph 

recalled the dreams t hat he had dreamed about them. " 12 

.1h_y "the dreams which he dreamt about taea• when tiley were 
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about hilllself? Abravanel anewera tut t•e purpose of -taeee 

d!"eams was not to inform Joseph about waat was to aapp•, 

but rather to announce to his brothers taat ~•7 uo\l.ld 

not hate Joseph. ~ie was e.ll in tlle 41T11M aclleme whioll 

was foretelii.ng the future: Joseph was to rule oTer 'Ula 

and tAey would bow down to hill. Joaepa told them hi■ dreaaa 

in order that they might heed them for these were propaetic 

dreams. Joseph, tne perfect man, dreamt about t. .. in order 

to re■oTe fra t.ll .. an:r errors and to inform tha of tu 

trutA.13 HoweTer, t.lle brotaere did not understand tais, 

so they continue~ to .llate Joaepk, and eTentual.ly sold him 

as a alaTe. 

Once acain, .lbraTanel tells us that Joeepll was apply

ing tlle rabbinic a.xi•• ~~ ~~J:> »1# with them. His purpose 

in re11embering the dreams was to inform them of the truth. 

They did not accept it. In order to punis.ll the• for taia, 

he told them that he knew tha t their business was related 

to espionage. Just as they suspected him to be a taie

bearer and a ap7 for their father, so he now acoused t.llem. 

~a:, taen, asks Abravanel, doea the text use repetitiYe lan

g1,la&e when it ..,., : 11You are spies, you have come to ••• 

the land i:1 its nakedness?" Would 1 t not have been suf

f icient simply to state that they were apies?l.4 AbraYanel 

answers that tae .first statement is of a more general. nature, 

and that the second one i• aore specific. Tlle former sqs 

in essence that their work is spying; taey are experia in 

espionage. The latter tel..l.e \l8 s pecifically the reason for 
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their eepiona«e. T-e7 Calle to eee the land in it■ naked

ness. Abravanel asks: MWlay did tkey only respond to tu 

second part of the charge?" 15 He explains t hat they an

swered the second part of tlle charce because that was 'the 

aore oritioal. and aore eeeential part. They told Joseph 

tAat taey oue to Eap1 for tae purpose ot blqing food. 

faen tile7 • ..,., 1n ••••nee: •W>q ehould you say that•• 

are spies, for eaca one ot \l8 could testify for the ota

er. We are honest and honorable 118D. We are not ■pie■ 

by profession.• TAe reason that tae brotllera annere4 

t.bat they were all eon■ of tlle aaae man, honeet ■en and 

not spies, •as also to prove to Joseph that one an would 

not be ■o foolish as to send all of his apiea and thua en

danger tlum all. Abravanel has the brothers saying to 

Jos eph that one finds tide profession.a only in eapt7 se

oretiTe people to waoa no one pays~ attention. Obvious

ly t hey are not apie■, beoauae ~ey are honest and impor

tant men, not empty and aeoretiTe people. Josepll, re

plie■ : •1 did previouly suspect you but now I belieTe 

you to be spies. It is unlikely that a man should have 

ten male children and this falsehood which you have told 

shows•• that you aave come to this land to uncoTer it■ 

nakedness." 16 Joaepll pretends that their asking for 

food conceals their espionage. The brotllere, frutrated 

by their effort■ to try to prove their innocence, centinue 

to be assertive in their claiaa and o~ter aore :information. 

They tell Joseph that they nwaber twelYe; one ia no loncer 



tri tll th8Dl and one is at home. All of these detaila help 

to proYe their ve.raci t.r, and support their denial of espi

onage. 

Abravanel aaks: "How would th• brothers• briD«i.nc 

Benjaai.n to EgyJ>t proYe tlleir truthfulness?" 17 He re

plies that the teat did not oonsist of their brincinc 
'l~~ 

Benjaa:1n, for if it were the text should have reacl: M ·0n;:v, 
J\K.~? 18 and not ·IJ"~." Abravanel. understands Josepa to be 

ea.rin« that t~ they are spies and thq haYa always 

engaged in this fiel.d because they .b.ad not been teated 

preTioual,Y. They thou«}lt that t.b.ia mission weu.l.d be as 

successful as their previous endeavora. Bu:t, i.hia trill 

not happen.,~~ means this time 'Uley trill be teated. Joseph 

will search into this J1B.tter. Therefore, Josepk first plans 

to incarcerate all of the brothers except for one who will 

bring Benjamin back to hia. Joseph ! ears that if he sands 

al l of them, they mi&}:lt tell the 70\Ulger brother to apeak 

falsehood and deoeit. In essence, Joseph is sa.ringa Pu.t 

yourselYea in ouatody. I aaall. t.hen .b.aTe the time to in

Yestigate who you are and what yo~ do. Joseph did not 

swear fal.sely. He said to ~e brothers t hat if they were 

not tellin~ the truta about their relationship, they woal.d 

be considered to be spies. Abravanel thinks that it mu.st 

have been tae ou.etom to inoarcerate suspects for three days 

until tlley coul.d be investigated. Such was the praotioe 

i n nia day. HoweTer, before this three-dq period has ex,

pired, Jos eph tell.a hie brothers that lie ia a God-feariD& 
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man, and lle doea not want them to die. He aaka th- to 

select one of their brothers to remain bell.ind aa a guar

antee. He will not investigate further, but rill accept 

their words. It he were to searcla. carefully, they llli«)lt 

prove deserving of death. 

Abravanel tells v.a, ~.bat Joseph made eYer, effort to 

get the brothers to bring Benjamin to hill. He oftera some 

reasons for Joseph's doing so. They are as following: 

1. Joseph wanted to see his brotaer, tae aon 

of his mother Rachel. Josepa e~spected that 

the brothers might have lcilled Benjaain or 

sold him as they had done to hia. 

2. Joseph's purpose for wanting Ben jamin to come 

was to create an aura of tension to set tu 

stage for the goblet incident. Josepll 

wanted to see if the brothers would try te 

save Benjaain as would brothers who care tor 

one another. Joseplll wanted to know whether 

the brotaere would abandon Benjamin because 

of their hatred for ata, since he was tae 

aon of Rachel and not the son of Leah. 

3. Joseph held Simeon in bondage just as he hi~ 

self had been. Simeon served a twofold pur

pose: to insure Benjamin's renrn to EQpt 

and to demonstra te the 8Jl&Uie• ot involun

tary servitude. 

All of Joseph's action were done in order to puniall 

96 



the bro-there tor their sine. Thwt, b.e is u.ai.Jlc ai.dd&h 

keneged aiddp. Abrayanel tell• WI that Joaeph'• in

int•U• waa not t• take reTenge, as 1• cleaonatrat.cl 

by hia remorse l ater. Inatead, Josepa was aotivated o, 
the desire to improve hie brothers• charaoteN and•• 

help 'them attain sel.f-perfeotion. 

When the brother• heard Joseph aa,: "Go and b\q food 

for your households," thef believed that he was God-t•arinc• 

The7 ■aw that ~a aan had mercy on their WiTea and Chil

dren altho~h ha l'aB harah with them. But, 1n reality, 

he al.ao had pity on them: fer who else wou.ld have ah°"ed 

compassion to ■trangers, people one had never seen be!oN. 

,Yhen the brothere realized thia, they admitted how guilty 

they had been. ~ey had not shown mercy toward their broth

er as the Lord had shown toward them. Therefore, the pur

pose of ti1eae teats, a ccording to Abravanel, was to el.ici t 

an admission o~ cuilt tr-.. th••• rNe see that they are bit

ter with theaaelTea tor their aisoonduot. Tney became a

ware that their au!'fering waa caused by their treatment of 

Joseph. They had not behaved as wise, learned,nor oompaa

s i onate men, but as drwlk.arda and f'elona. The:, were becin

nine to see t hat God was not repa.,i.ng their oruel'ty 1n like 

measure. 

Now the brothers considered themselves to be perpe

trators of a grievous error. But, Reuben asks t hem how 

t hey could possio~ claim thie •hen they had conspired to 

kill Joseph. Joseph, touched, concludes that the brothers 

f eel true remorse. He then selects t he people he wiahee 
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to stay With him, for he does not want to oauae ta• bre'ta.

ers additional pain. He ohooaea Simeon, knowing tul.l. well 

that he is 'tlle greatest of all tl:a.e ainnere. A•ar• that 

Reuben had no part in the conapirao7, Joseplll therefore 

does not punish aia. Tllle principle o-r -,M.t, ~r""J ~~.,1• once 

a«a,1n operable when Joaepll incarcerate• SiMen, tllle one 

wao was responsible for plotting against Joaeph.20 

EYen 'tllO\l&A Joaepll had tested them once, twice, and 

a«ain, lie still was not certain that the brotlllera real~ 

lo?ed BenJaa:Ln. for taat reason, lie a.ad to inYoln Benjamin, 

apecifical~ in the test of the goblet, 1n order te deter

aine if tae brothers would eave hill. Acoerdi.n« to AbraTanel, 

Joseph &ad aie aenanta put aoney into each of the bro~ers• 

ba«s so that they would recognize that it was not Benjamin's 

fault, but ra~er the deed of the master. Kno•in« tb.ia, they 

taen wou.ld be put to the final tes t, and Joseph would be able 

to ascertain ~e sincerity of tlleir repentance. 21 Only then 

would Joseplll identify llimself and treat them well. If they 

did not act properly, lle would know that taey had not changed 

f or the better. Alu-avanel takes iaaue with Na-■antdea who 

says taat tae silver oup was placed in tae sack as a gift 

from. Joaepa in exohange for the gift which the brother■ had 

breugat J•••P•• Tlle brothers mew all the time that this cup 

was taere. 

Abravanel aeka : "Wllat doea tae text mean by PJttn ?" 22 

The regular custom in Egypt was to ory out: "Did anyone see 

the thief who stole from such and euoa? Pursue Ai.a and catca 
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hi.at" In tllia cue Joseph did not want others to appre

hend th•• Instead, ae directed llis steward to pura11e 

th•, to apeak to tua quietly, and not to publicise 

the incident. 23 Perhaps AbraTanel means tut llad tile 

people pursued th .. , taey mi.pt a&Te aaraed tu brota

era, and thia ia not what Josepa wanted. 

ne 'brotaera do not want to be Jud.&ed in acoorcl

anoe wita atriot Ju.atice. 24 &ey aad tae opportwuv 

of llandinc over BenJaain to Joseph and aettill& thea

aelTe■ fr••• But we aee a definite chall&• in tAe broth

ers• charaohera. AbraYanel a&,7a t.b.at thi• teat of taking 

the cup from the king is anotaer example of ,,,,JJJ,. ~ ~ I • 

.Per taldnc 'tlle cup from tae king ia eqmTa.l.ent to taKinc 

Ai.a power, ru.le, and creatnesa troa llill. Just as tlley 

tranted t• be a lerd, taey will now be a alaTe to Josel)k, 

Lord of tae land. 

In Geneaia 44:18, Judah draws near to Joaepa and 

speaks. Abravanel aeke: "Wllat doea it .. an tllat •• a:,

proached Joseph, ainoe lle was already apeakinc Wit& aia?" 

Abravanel explains that Judah wanted to speak to Joseph 

in private concerni.q hie becomin« a guarantee in pla.ce 

of Benjaai.Ji. Judah approached Joseph in order that no 

one else mi&ht llear hill since there were others in tlle 

room at the time, since lle felt peraonall;r reapona1ble 

and tAerefore llad to plead. Judah tell.a Joseph not to 

be i11patient or angry wit& hill, ainoe it was a breach 

of protocol to approacll llia. Tllerefore Judah says: 
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r: 

"Please do not think that b,r approacAing you I aean to 

shame you. I realize you speak tor Pharaoh, and I re

spect you." 

In Judah's re1ating the BenJULin episode to Joaepll~ 

he aa.ve t.bat Josepll asked the brothers about 'theaeel•••• 

about their father, and their brother. Abravanel ask.a: 

"How can Judaa ea;y that Joseph had asked about Jacob and 

BenJaain wllen tlle brothers themeelTea .bad Yolunteered the 

information?" 25 Abravanel has Judah ea.y to Josepll: "You 

real.ly did not ask, but we ourselves volunteered~• in

formation about Benjamin and Jacob, for we wanted te allow 

how belned Benjamin is to our fatller." According to 

Abravo.nel, allot this was simply to aroae Josepll'a pity 

for tlleir fathu-. Benjamin r ealized that if he were to 

leave llia father, Jacob would die. In other worda, Judah 

was revealing to Josepa the apiritua.l and paysical link 

between tlle old man and the boy. 26 

AbraTanel says tllat tlle reason Jacob did not want to 

send Benjamin with tke brothers was because he feared that 

they migllt attempt to kill Benjamin and claim that a di► 

aster aad occurred as had hapvened with Joeeph. 27 Judaa 

continue• to plead with Joseph to take him as servant 

instead of Benjamin. Judall does not want to be consid

ered a murderer througll having ca\l&ed Jacob's death. He 

realizes that he could not possibly re'turn to aia fatller 

without Benjamin. Thus the story is coaplete. Ged paid 

back the debt to Joseph • s brothers wi ta ~ t ~ ~~ . 

lUIPlfl 
mu u~•q•i cn•,_r,-,, 

.,.. •mun Of 11£u,.-
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First we have the tale of the slaves, then Simeon's im

prisonment, then Benjamin ' s slavery. Only Judah remains 

to be dealt with, for he was the one who had advised sell

ing J oseph into slavery. For t ha t reason Judah must make 

hi ~~elf a s l ave tor Benjamin, the son of Joseph's mother. 

In this final episode the entire debt is repaid. 28 
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CHAPTER XVI 

MAL.BIM: J U!:>EPH THE l rlIME MINI STEH 



In Gonesie 41: 53 we l earn that the aeYen years of abun

dance that the land of £&.ypt had enjoyed caae 'to an encl. Mal.bi.a 

explains 'that t hese seven years of plenty were experianoed only 

in Egyp t and 'then the famille began imllediaiely.1 Both Mal.bia2 

and Abravanal3 tell us t hat the peop.le of £apt had food at 

the inception of the famine but they were selling it tooth-

er nations. Therefore their supply was qu.ic.kl.y exhausted. 

They oried to !'hara.oh who, in turn, sent thea to the .Priae 

Minister, Joaepa. Mal.bi■ tells us t ha t t he famine became ao 

intense that no food was to be found. Therefore Joseph put 

hie plan into operation. He was ready to meet this challenge 

s ince he had t aken the neoessary precautions (at the time of 

the famine ) . kl.him tell s us that Jos eph opened t he store

hous es in eYery main city where he had ordered food to be 

3tored. Hie second order limited f ood distribution to Bgy-p

tinaa.4 However, the crisis worsened. ~ita t he food atoclri

pilee in the aain cities exhausted, 'the ~gyptians now had to 

purcn:lBe f ood f roa the royal storehouse. a ccording to Mal.bi.m, 

Joseph had taken personal charge of the royal storehouse and 

had insured a su£fi cient reserve eup~ly f or the famine years.5 

,r.~loia tells us that the food kept in the roya l storehouse was 

generally ua~d for export.6 

rhe famine had also ai'fected the surrounding nations. 

Jacob and hie family were ■uffering from a lack of f ood. Ac

cordin& to ~al.him, when Jacob saw taat aercnants were bring

ing back food from l!!g.rpt, he asked h.i e sons: "Are you not con

cerned about the higb food prices brought a bout by the f am:1.ne? 



Ask these aerchanta where they are buying their toocU" 7 

AbravaJlel offers a somewhat eiailar explanation. In.etead 

of Jacob's sillply aski.nc:"WQ don•t you go down to EDPt 

and aaTe ua aoney b~ eliainating the middleman? Ab:raYllllel 

eucgeets illat J acob tells his aona to go down to Eapt, ~ 

food and retail it aa these •rehant a are doi.Dc. •B,J ao 

dein« will you beoo• rich!" 8 

Malbia coamenta that as soon as J acob had ascertained 

that the Prille Minister was sellin« food,•• tald aie ea.a 

to bu., :rr• la.iJI rather than from the aercllanta •hose prices 

were oarbitant.9 Malbia tell• u tllat allot ta• bretllers 

except Banjaain went to EQ'Pt. Taera •ere two reaaena tar 

tllia: <ma, to aak about thei r brother Josepla. '!'we, to ful

fill Gad'• diYi.ne plan, wlliall •an"t payin& obeieance to 

J oaepa and thereby fulfill1nc tha t Which •as fore'teld 1n 

t he dreaa (Genesis 37 : 6 ) . 10 Tll• second reas ons is also 

s iven by AbraTanel, •k• likewiae recerde tke entire J osepll 

story as rul.fill ing a diTine plu. Heweyer, AbraTanal does 

not ment i on that t.a brother• went to Egypt t o inquire about 

J os e pll. ll 

Wllen the brethera had arrived in Eapt, they went to see 

t he Priae Minister. At taie point, the brothers f ulfill the 

fin, t t>JU>t of Joseph's dreaa. Malbi111 tells us t hat when 

JJseph aaw t hen: for t he f i r st time, Ile t.bou«llt t hat .Ile rao

oP,nized t hea.12 Not until he had heard their Teicea ••• lie 

cer t ain t hat these were hie brotaera.13 Beta AbraYanel14 and 

i,clbila15 aay tllut Jos epll behaved a s a s tr8114ter to tllem and 
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s poke harshl,7 to them in order to aToid t heir reoogniziDC 

hill. Wllen he asked from where tl:ley had ooae, llalbia tell• 

ua taa:t all t.l:l.e7 needed to answer was that they were troa 

tlae land of Canaan. They offered too much i~oraaticm b7 

saying that they were from the land of Canaan~ and that they 

had come to purchase food. n. latter re■ponee enable4 Je■eph 

to aooue them of espion9«e.16 llalbill aa.r• th.at when an i.n,

dividual answers more taan efticiaia ask, this 1a a definite 

indication that he considers himself to have done somethiq 

wrong and wishes to be e.xonerated.17 

Joaepa taen remembered his dreams. According to Malbim, 

the dreams promised ta.ree thin&&: l. Josepll would be stronger 

than the brothers (Genesis 37:7). 2. The brothers would bow 

down to Joseph willingly. (Thia was not co■pletely ~tilled 

until Benjamin came to F.g,rpt.) 3. Joseph's father and llia 

wi ves would bow down te hia (Genesi■ 37:9). (Tllis also did 

not occur until later.) Therefore, Ma.lb!& tell• ua, Joaepll 

nad to devise a plan to bring .Benjamin and his father to 

E«;r:pt. 18 Joaepll then accuses the brothers of espion9«e. 

Malbim points out t hat there are tire tYJte• of spies: 

TAe first oomee to evalu~te t he land as a potential homeland 

(e . ~. Joshua and Cale~). Tae seoond comes to evaluate the 

military strength of the land fer tlltura aubjugation.19 

J osepa, Malbia writes, is accusing the brothers of beinc 

s oies by prof ession, since it is certain that they huTe been 

t o Egypt more tkan once. Since this is not the brothers• 

i nitial vi sit, taey kave obviously returned in order to 



survey the Wl.fortified placea and te ascertain U>.e cev.n't17•• 

wealmessea. 20 According to ~bill, t.be brotaer■ anmrecl 

onl.7 the first part of the caarge.21 Abravanel a&,1a Ju.at 

the opposite: They answered only the second part of tile 

char«e becauae it was tae more critioal.22 

)i;albim understands the brothers to cite tour rea.ac.ae 

to explain their denial of eapiona«e. Pirat, taey ■a,: •it 

we came for no reason, with no business in llilld, yn ceuld 

say tha t we were s pies. Bu.t we came to b1q tood and taia ia 

known." Second, "If we were s pies, only one or two of ua 

wew.d aaYe come to Egypt, not ten of us. If we came frGII 

ten different nations for diff erent reasons, or if we were 

f rom ten different tamillea, t hen you could ri~htful.ly ac

cuse us of be~ s pies. But we are all of the same family." 

Third, "If you wou.ld find all ten of us in different parts 

~f the land searching and then rwudllg home to g ive a report 

to our cHief, you cow.d oertainl.y suspect us of spying. If 

you were to apprehend ten people in ten different pl ace• and 

tney were all of one famil.y, you •ould t uen haTe the right 

t o suspect Wt as epiea. ,\Jld if you th.ink that we were dia

"ersed throu«hout th.e land and now caae together, this is not 

so i·or we are all honest men. Just as •• are here tet;et.b.er, 

so we en~ered the land. Therefore, we are not apiea.• Peurta, 

"'fou could call us s pies, i f we had been f ound apyi.n« at aoae 

urior t i me. This i s not tae case. 23 

According to Malbim, Joseph answered: "Sw-ely, your ex

pl anation is satisfactory conoerning your intent in comin« 



here now, since you could have scouted t he land cm year ti.rat 

trip.24 Joeepa repeats the accusation that they haTe ooae te 

determine the weaknesses of Egypt with an eye to milital'J' oon

quest. Ten men had come t o check the fortificationa. Ten men 

were uoeaaar;y in tl:le eTent that one or two were oapturecl. The 

re.mainder could resist and escape. Spies liTe dangeroul,7. It 

is to be expeoted. 25 Tae brotaera reply 'that a father woul.d 

not risk ten eons. It is not as if he has euv aore at h•e.26 

The brothers t hen recount their family history : One brother is 

a t hoae, and one is no lon&er With them. Thq ask: "How oftld 

a father be so foolish as to send his sons to certain deata un

less h ~ had a very good reason? .. 27 The brother■ add tl:lat their 

fat her is not an offi cial but only a resident of Ca.nMiA. B,J 

saying this, they hope to refute Joseph's preTioue c.bar«e. 28 

Jos eph retorts that it does not make sense taat ten ■en wou.ld 

come to Egypt to purchase food. Therefore he 11\lst concllld.e 

taa t taey are definitely' s pies from ten different tribea. 29 

Yet there is a wrq to prove t heir veracity: te bring their 

youngest brother from Canaan. He will then be able to deter

mine whet her or not they ar e telli~ the truth.JU AbraTSDel 

countera:How would this prove tAeir vera city?31 Mal.bia does 

r.ot even r ai 1e the question. His interpretation differs 

r rom the text and rrom AbraTanel. Malbim says that t o aend 

one of tlle brotr_ers to f etch Benjam.in would not be a teat. 

However, to detain all of the brothers in Egypt and send a 

mes sage with credentials fer Benjamin wou.ld be more aatiafao

tor y . Meanwhile, the of f icials would be a ble to verify~• 
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brothers• etory.32 That this was the custom during the time 

of tae Juqee, but the brothers ob jected because they knew 

tJlat Jacob would refuse to send Benjamin in the cuetody of 

an Sgyptian.33 

Abravanel understands this incident ditferentl.7. He 

says that all of the brothers would be incarcerated ezoept 

f or one. Thia brother would return to Canaan and brin« 

.Be.njaain. During this time, an investigation wouJ.d take 

place to verfiy the brothers• story.34 

Kalbim then understands Jose ~h to say tAe following: 

"I f this were s:, primary choice for the teat, it would prove 

the truth conolusivel,J. However, aince you are not aatisfied 

wit h this and since l, as a God-fearing man, can jail 7011 on 

suspicion alone, I will deviee a second test:35 Althouca this 

second teat is not f'oolproo:f (since you co\lld still bring "tlle 

wrong indiviclu.a.l back), it will suff ice. 36 It is at this 

point that Josepa tell• ta• brothers t hat only one of their 

nwaber will remain as a .noat&&•• If they are telling the 

truth, t hey will return to liberate their brother. Malbia 

tel ls us that t he brothers agreed to this. Tllia ia •a.at ie 

M&Dt by vyaau ~' in Geneaia 42:2o. 37 The brother• con

sulted each other and, as Malbim explains, they decided that 

there were three r easons for this turn af eYenta.38 Tae7 

Ila.Ye ainn~d. '?ae !Time Minis ter is not wrong to test the 

veracity of their story becaus e t h ey themselves are at f ault. 

Malbia,39 like Abravanei,40 employs the rabbinic axi• aiddah 

.l-,enosed middah or measure for measure, to explain the brothers• 
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words. The 'brothers realize that they are bei.Dc p\UU.aaed 

for wha t they have done to Joeepa. Taey ea.rs 

l. They should haY• over

looked Joaepa•• aotien• 

out ot brotherly loTe. 

2. They ahould haTe uewn 
meroy and pity toward 

hi.a. 

J. They ahould haTe :for

given hi■ out of com

passion. 

Because of~•, 'they are auf'feri.Jlg middah keneged middah 

a t hie entreatiea.41 Jut aa Josep~ was deliberately sold by 

thaa, tae Priae 141n1eter 1• taking one ot their brothers fro■ 

them. Reuben, 'the oldeet brother, adds that they should not 

think that they had been r1~ht in puni■ain« Josepll. Tkey llad 

sinned in not showin& aercy to their brother. They had n•t 

acted justly. Joseph had been only an i■11atu.re lad.42 Reuben 

had warned them, but they had not heeded. Acoordi.Jl« to their 

syst .. of ~ust1oe, Joseph ai~ht haTe been deeeni.ng of pwuah

ment, but nei of slaTery or death.43 

The conuept of measure for measure ie •■ployed when Joseph 

t.'.l.lcee Simeen as a hostace. Kalbim, like AbraTanel, shows how 

eTerything in the narratiTe de■onstrate■ the principle of 

"measure for measure." 

la. The brothers thoU&ht Joseph to be a tattletale 

l~ . and spy. 
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lb. Joseph toek tllea f or apiea. 

2a. SimeOll t hrew Joaepla. int• a pit. 

2b. Joseph tare• Si.Men into Jail. HoweTer, fi~ 

Joseph put a.ii of th.ea into Jail tor three clqa, 

beoause t~ey had all agreed to Si.aeon•• plaJl. 

)a. fae ~rotaera sold Joseph ror twenty ail.Yer pi•o••• 

Jb. Joseph frightened them by r e tu.rning their aone7 

and pl acin« it in t heir aaou. 

4a. The brothers sold Jos e ph as a alaTe. 

4b. Judah later sa,ys: "Behold we are aenanta te 

our lo.rd," and Judah took it upon hi.uelf to 

be a slave.44 

AbraTanel meDtiona nine "measure f or aeasure" oocur

rencee; Malbim cites only t nes e four. 45 

Before the brothers leaYe Egypt, Joseph orders b.ia stew

ards to pl aoe grain in their bags and to r e turn their money 

as we11. 46 Ji4albim distingu.iaaea between tbe words aatac.nat 

and .!!£• He observes tllat otller co11111entatora explain the 

difference be t ween tlle twe t.hua: J oseph's servants placed 

th.a grain in the l arge saok, in the front of' which he placed 

the money insi de a &mall pouoh..47 Joseph instructed his staff' 

t o ~rovi de nia brotaera with ample ~r oviaions f or the return 

journey so tha t tney wou.ld not have to open t he i r bags. Th97 

de~arted iJllmedi a tel_y wi thout staying the ni6ht at the 1.nn.48 

.. Aen one of t hem opened the bag to f eed llia au.e, he was 

3tartled t o see t h e money wh ich Ae had iho~t he had given 

to Jo:.;eph i n exchanged tor the t ooa.49 Immediatel,J th• bro'tk-
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era attributed this strange phenomenon to an aot ef God. 50 

They reckoned that they had been sufficiently pmuahed tor 

taeir 111 treatment of Joseph by haTin« been 1nca.roerated 

for three da.,s, but they cou.ld not understand what elae the7 

oou.ld haTe done to evoke God• a anger. 51 'Nhen the brother• 

arrived hoae, they told Jacob all th~t had happened to 'th.ea. 

Malb1• call• att8llt1on te the \.l.88 of korot, rather than motaa•ot 

which also means b.appeniy or ocourrenoe. 52 ~albim cmenta 

that the l a tter explains a thing wll.icb. is dependent llPOA a 

cause. Tl:le former re.fer• to something happening coinciden

tally, witiiout any cause. 53 Therefore, accordin« to Malbia, 

the brother• told their father about the money, the presence 

of whioa tll.ey ceu.ld not explain. The brothers did not tel1 

Jacob that Joseph was sure tllat taey were apiea but onl.7 tha t 

Joseph auapeoted thea to be apiea and thlit eTen 1.f ~•7 breu«ht 

back Benjaain, it wolJ.ld not reall,y chan&e Joseph'• a1nc1.
54 ttew

over, it woul.d insure that Siaeon and the rest o.f them woul.d 

not be killed. Kalbim appears to be telling us tl:ut.t tlle broth

ers are reall,y changing t heir ways. They are tryin& to lighten 

the pain and anguish which their father must be experiencing 

a t the moment. Therefore they explained to Jacob what lLad 

happened in ~gypt. and that Benjamin co\tld help eave t heir 

l ives. Reacting bitterl,J, Jacob told his sons that they al,. 

read7 la.ad ca\18ed him pain on two occasions. First he lla.d 

s ent Joseph to Shecnem and he was killed, and the sin is his, 

the father•a. Now the loaa of Simeon and Benjamin will be 

his responsibilit7; for sending them to a dangerous place. 55 
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1{euben replies that he will accept waich Jacob beiieYea to 

be his. He will bear reaponaibility for the safety ot bi■ 

two brothera. 56 At first J acob replied in the negatiYe be

cause of tlle terrible losses he had sustained with Joseph, 

Simeon, and now Benjamin, but after he realizes tha t it is 

senseless for him to refuse, he bide his sons to return and 

procure as muoh food as poss ible.57 "If 7ou cannot get a 

large quantity, get a sufficient amount, enou«ll to ■uatain 

us all." 58 Jacob still. doe■ no't realize that it 'the7 do 

not brio« Benjamin, not only will they not receiYe grain, 

bu't aiao the f'rime Minister will punish them. Judah then 

has 'to be straight forward with Jacob: "If we do not brin« 

Benjamin, we will all defini tel7 die from ■ts.M'a·Uon. • 59 

Reluctantly consenting, Jacob instructs them to bring the 

.T ime Minister a gift. He adaonisllea them not to buy any

thing too expensi ve, lest it appear to be a bribe.60 It 

was t he custoa to bring a gift to a foreign dignitary- out 
61 of respect !or his graciousness in grantin« an audience. 

Thie gift, Kalbill explains will also show that the broth

ers are honest and sincere, for a sinner would be embarraa

aed to bring a gift to someone against whom he haa tran■-

~ esaed.62 Furthermore, •8.Y'• the father, they aaould ala• 

res tore the money which had been returned to th .. ae a teat 

o!' t },eir honesty. 63 They were to add that 1 t Jlll.l8t lla'f'e been 

an oversight on Joseph 's part. Jacob wishes them aucoe••• 

P.e hopes that God will gr~t the brothers the mercy He wita

held when Jacob lost Joseph.64 
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When the brothers approached Joseph's steward, the7 

~uickly explained what had tranapired. lf, they said, they 

had returned to Ecn>t when they had become aware of' the sit

uation, then their households wou.ld have all perished trca 

eta.rYation.65 Tile brothers had lodged 1n Joseph's houae and 

Joseph had sent them awa,Y early the next morning.66 Mal.bim 

expl aina that Joseph had ee.nt the brother■ away at dawn be

cause he feared that t hey might f'ind the food, ■oney, and 

t he goblet which he had. hie steward• place in their bags. 67 

After Joseph had. giTen th• sufficient time to be Gil their 

journey, he ordered his guard• to pursue t ium so that he 

cou.ld aoouae th• of stealing hie goblet. Malbim explaina 

t hat Joseph told thea that h• did not suspect t h• to be 

t hievea, beoauae the goblet was of little value. He be

lieved the reason they had atolen the goblet was to t ake 

revenge, to do evil, &Dd to oauae aim pain.68 How could 

they treat hill ao basely when he had treated t hem well? 69 

Malb1Jll then offera ano'iher reason for the alleged theft of 

the goblet. He aa.,a that aometimea a person will steal 

s omething wluch 1• Yalu.able or precious. In this instance, 

t he brother■ took the .. blet because they saw that Joseph 

used it f'or divina tion and theref ore they wanted it.70 Tae 

brothers remind Joseph t hat if they were thieve■, they would 

not have returned the original money which wu accidently 

placed in t heir aacka. 71 Joseph tells them that thei r re

turn of the money doe• not pr ove t heir innocence s ince they 

lmew that Joseph could foretell t he future wi t h the aid of 
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his goblet. Joseph would know that they stole the acme7. 

l'herefore, they had to return the money. 72 Now that ihe7 

had returned 'the money, they took the gobiet to prevent 

Joseph's perlor.ming en¥ divination and t hus coae to know 

of the theft of the mone7. 73 Joseph was making a three 

part acouaation: 74 ~e the:ft of the original money, wh:1\:.h 

thq had returned, the theft of the money Just found in their 

bags, and the goblet.75 Kalbia explains that Joseph could 

hoid all the brothers reaponaible, but this wou1d be unfair. 

TheNfore, ae deoirted to punish only the one who had stolen 

mone7 and tae goblet.76 Altra~el COJllllents t hat the reason 

for Joaepla's testin& the brothers with this t l!ird ordeal was 

to see if they really loved Benjamin.77 Kalbill holds that 

Joseph's aim was to ascertain whether the brothers were de

voted and comnitted to each other, and to see if t hey etill 

f el t hatred for the aona of Raohei.78 AbraTanel 1nEi.kee it 

clear that Joseph was not aure after the first and second 

teats and there:fore needed to test t hem a&ain. 79 Malbim 

suggests that the two previous tests were simply to make 

recompense for all t uat the.:, Aad done to J oseph. so In oth-

er words, lliddah ken•&•d lliddah, measure for measure. Abra.vanel. 

s peci fica.llJr tells us that Joseph had hie doubts about the 

brothers• aincerity.81 

111h7 did Judah &}Jproaoh J oseph? r.4albim s~s that a 

person who is brought to trial has an alternative. He can 

eit her ask for strict justice b~ means of a trial, or he can 

plead for mercy and compassion. A person who wants to pre-
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claim &is innooenoe auat d-ona-tra te it by proof before a 

judf;e. A person who requests compassion does not ha•• to 

prove his illnocence. He need only admit a.is oriae and bq 

coapassion and forgivenea■ b7 going before a k:1n« ••• can 

nullify tlle ori~ and its puniallaent. 82 Jud&ll knew that 

Ae coul.d nGt prevail if Ae a sked for jW1tice. He ooul.4 

enl.7 ask for ooaµassion, 83 and he cou.ld ask only Joaepll, 

since lae alezie aad power to pardon off enders. 1'herefere, 

Judah's first argument was of fered before the jwi&•• •k• 
were with Joeepa. The second tiae, Judah a pproachea Jeaepa 

alone; he tell• Joaepa taat •• is asking now f or compa ssion 

and not an-ict j ustice. T.aat 1a w.,. Joseph should not 'be 

angry with hia as it ae were a■kin« Joeeph to pervert l.h.e 

law and prevent justice . Judab had no choice but to ask 

J os eph alone. 84 AbraYanel ea.ye tha t Judah a r.proached Joseph 

i n order taat ne ene elae aight hear him, since there were 

ot4ers in tae room at the t i me. 85 Unlike Abravanel, MaJ.bim 

d oe2 not question tile f &ot that J udah tel ls Josepa tAa t •• 

had asked him abou t his f a t her and Benjamin, when tae breta

crs t .b.emsel ves haa volwiteered t he informati on. AbraYuiel 

sees this to be an apparent dis crepancy. 86 l1albia paa••• 
over it wi t hout comment. Judah then expl a ins to Jos epll tae 

di f fioul ty tha t they had had 1n brinc~ing Benjamin to £apt. 

Malbim has Judah sa,yi n5 • "See how pampered and tender Benjamin 

i s . Ne have an old f ather who longs for his son. Because .b.e 

i s t he s on of his old a&e, .b.e is ■ore s poiled than we are. 

In addj_tion, his brother by tae same mo t he r died, and there-
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fore our f a t her is more caret'u.l. with hia." 87 At the oon

clueion of the discourso, Judah, ~egg1Jl8 tor meroy, implores 

Josepn to take him a s a surrogate f or Benjamin, for sure~ 

Judah is stronger and more aaited for serYitude.88 The 

exchange, Judall persists, is definitelJ to Joseph•• a4Yan

t a&e; Judah could not r eturn to his f a t her's house without 

his brother BenJaa1n.89 At this point, Joseph can no longer 

restrain hiJlself and revea .la his i dentit y to his brothers. 

Abravanel stresses tha t t :.is e p i sode is ess entia l 1n order 

to pCJ3 back Jos eph's brothers with 11.iddaa keneged aiddaa. 90 

tJalbi.Ja apparently agrees. 

The episode of the brothers• asking for rood ia only 

one of t he i nci dents wi tl1 wllich Josepll has to deal waile 

he is ."'riae Minis ter. His own people, citizens of r-;gypt, 

Aave ex.a.auated t heir supplies; t he municipal. supµl.y ia also 

de~leted, and only the royal s torenouse is still filled with 

fooa. 91 The ueople have no more resources to ~ive in ex

cnange for t he wheat . 92 Jos epll, as a God- f eb.I"ing mbl'l, did 

not want to put the peo..;l e into serYitude because or their 

l nck of resources. Th e refore he t ook t heir l and s o tha t a.ll 

or it would belong to t'hara oh. Those who still wanted to 

1.16 

No rk t he lanti would ~i ve one-fifth of t heir µroduce to Pharaoh, 93 

an1 r etain f our-fiftlaa.94 Tb.is would not be an undue burden 

s i ~ce t ~ e peo, ~e na d been obli gat e d to ?aY one-fift h of their 

r oduce duri n;.: t ile years of plenty. 95 Thus t he J.l80!"l e could 

~~intain their ui enity. 1hey were not sl&Yee, but rataer work

ers f or the Ki n.'; and t he !·'rime Minist er. They were tr\ll.y grate-
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ful for Jooeph's goodness. All t hey hoped was t hat thq 

woud be good and able servants to 1>hara oh, and b7 ao doi.n« 

bring honor to t hemsel ves. 

Malbim por trays Joseph as a considerate, generous, and 

wis e statesman. Abravanel, doe s not empbasize this aspect 

of Jos eph 's character. 
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CHAPTER XVII 

ABRAVAN ~L: JOSEPH 1U:VEALS HIS IDENTITY 



Joseph aae :finished testing hie brothers and 1• now 

ready to disclose ai111Self to them. Genesis 45:l tella 

that beoaWle Joseph could not control himself ill tile pres

ence of his attendancte, he diBJll.ieees the11. Thi■, sq■ 

Abravanel, is the third time that Josepa cri ... Be wept 

first after the brothers had realized that they ft.re Nine 

punished becau.se of what they had done to Joseph. He Npt 

again when lle saw Benjamin in Egypt, and lastl.y ~w,t b~ore 

he reYealed hie identity. 

Joseph cries both because of his pride in his brotll

ers and uecause of his love for them. He says that his 

brothers are respected and superior human beings. Joeeph 

wants the Egyptians to know 'that these are men of stature, 

perfect men. He is sad and sorry that ae has not seen 

them 1n so ma.ny years. The reason for the Torah's telling 

u.s tllis i■ to in.form ue of the greatness of Joseph and to 

show us how wise he was in all. of his endeavors. Without 

this clai.m.e Abravanel, the entire story lacks meaning.1 

Abravanel queries : fllT does Josepa ask what he al

ready knows; namely, how his father is?2 Abra..-anel re

plies that Joseph asked thie question in order to put ais 

brothers at ease; he did not want the• to feel as.hailed. 

Nor did he want to remind them that they had sold llia into 

sla..-ery. Therefore, he began by asking.: Is rq father (not 

thPi't" father) still llring? That is to say: Is rq father, 

wllo loves me, still alive, or has lie died from a broken 

heart upon losing Benjamin? Josepll wants to know the truth. 

After ascertaining his father•s situation, Ae intends to 
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ask the• about their families. Tlle fri&htened brota.ra 

oannot answer hi.a. Therefore, Joseph aa,ys to tllea: "I 

aa Joaepa, your brother whoa you eold as a alave.•3 

Joseph Dl8t convince the■ that he ia really their brotll

er. His mention of this event prove• to thea taat ae ia 

the person he ola:1.ma to be, since the brothers had never 

disclosed tilia incident to anyone else. Joaepa does not 

want hi.a brotaara to feel 'ihat he ■till .bates th•• There

fore ae aaya: "I aa Joseph, your brother," indicating that 

.ae feel• like a brother, -one Who cares a&4 l.o:Ye■ h1 e •1~ 

11.n«a. 

Joseph was always sensitive to other peoples• feel.

in&•• :i:n order -;hat the Egyptian• Jllic.b.t not aear )Us tell

ing .bis brotaers about ais having been sold as a slave, ae 
bida the brother• to draw near so that he might speak to 

them privately, and so that he woul.d not shame his broth

ers before tae Egyptians. Because the Egyptian steward• 

were outaide the door and were able to hear all that took 

place inside, Josepa brougllt )Us brothers near. Worried 

that they will fear bia, ae bep them not to grieve that 

they sold him into servitude. live more years of famine 

remain. It is God's prcnidenoe that sent hia before them 

to insure their eurvival..4 

Aooordi.Dg to Abravanel, Joseph was sold in order to 

put God•e plan into action; namely, that Joseph should at

tain greatne■a and then care for his brother■• Tllia being 

God• s will, the brothers were not deeervi.D& of pwiiaaae.nt. 

Nevertheless, they had attempted to hara hia, and•• •r-
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ited punieueni. 1'0 incident 1n this entire et0r7 occur

red by chance. ill WU vart of a dirin• aclleM. 5 Joseph, 

according to Abravanel, tells the• that it be weN not in 

Egypt, their sheep and cows would haYe died. Tlae7, their 

wives and their caildren would haTe starTed. 't&ie •aa 

certainly no smal.l deliverance, but ratller a yery- great 

miracle. The brotaers served as instrument• of God'• will. 

In Genoaie •5:8, three deacriptiYe words are uaod of 

Joseplu "Now you will kno• tllat it was not you. no eont 

ere but God; and he had made• a father to Pharaoll, 

a~ of a11 his household and rul.er over the who e 

of Egypt." According to Abravanel, the brothers ■old Joeeph 

1n order to proyent his bein& tlle loved eon. God, on the 

other aand, intended that Joseph be loved and therefore 

made him a surrogate father to Pharaoh. Just as a fatller 

guidaa and adrtaea a son, Joaepa guided and adTiaed Pharaoh. 

The brother• did not want Joseph to sit 1n their father•s 

aouse like a lord while they worked in the fields l.ik• 

slaves. God made Josapa lord over al.l of Paaraoa•s aouae. 

The brothers r-oved Joseph from the house; God put a1.a 

1n charge as master of Pharaoa•a llou.ae. Tlle brotlleN re

Jeoted Joseph as their nu.er; God aade Joseph ruler over 

E&YPt. All of 'tilia proves God• a ~d••• control.lod 

this entire matter; none of tlle events happened by chance. 

Joseph tells his brothers that in order for God's plan to 

come to fruition, tlley must inform tlleir father taat Joaepll 

is alive and brin& ll1ll to BQPt imediatel.7. He hi .. elf 

cannot leave Egypt; ae mast atq te govern iJle people. 
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He propose• tia.at this f a ther and brother■ sllould dlrell 1n 

Gosae 1n•t•ad ef 1n Ecn>t proper, becauae EaJ>t 1• an 

abOllination, ei.noe it 1a tile place of tlle nng•s TapJ.e, 

where there is theft, preetiutien, and other UDaeealy 

activities. Tla• land •f Gealaen 1• not distant; lae will 

be able to visit ta .. once a •••k. No hara will betal1 

tlaa taere. Josepla is concern• that tae t-11,T be oleee 

toeetaer. Goalaen i■ an ideal looaticm, a vast land, goecl 

tor grasinc. It is not like tlleir laaae 1n Canaan wlaere 

tae brotllers laad to Journe7 to S.b.eollea in order to eras• 
tae noon. I ey were 

mi&)at ■teal tlae food taey were oarr7inc to taeir faa:1.li••• 

There is also ta• po■sibillt7 ta.at tlle king Jlli&llt not ap

prove of Josepll's giving food to people in a distant land. 

Wllen the brotlaers final.17 replied, they s poke eut of 

lo•e and net slaame or embarraeement. Joseph tllen embraced 

and kissed Ben~aain, for BenJaain •a.a et ta• same aotaer 

as Josepll, and•• )la.cl p-eatl.7 aissed hia. But hearinc and 

speakjng were not enou«h. Joaepll saowed his face and kissed 

his other brothers, in aope of making an impress ion upon them. 

AbraTanel insists tlaat only because of God's provideno• did 

tae brothers also f ind favor with Pharaoh and lais servants. 

w~, Abra•anel asks, does Josepll require s pecial per

mission fr•• Plaaraell to use the cbar1ots?7 Tlae answer ie 

that in tlaose days, chariots were employed primaril7 in 

time of war. Taey were a royal discretion and n• au wu 

permitted to use them without the king's consent. Pllaraea 

l ooked forward to meet~ Jacob, for he reasoned that tlae 
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f ataer of a creat man must hilllSelf be outatandinc. 

Prepari.Dc a.is brothers for tkeir journey to their f► 

tker, Joseph gave them new clothing, for fine clotllea in

dicate honor and dignity. He knew taat Jacob would rejeioe 

at seeing them dressed so beautiful17.8 Joseph was TOr'T 

generous in hie gi f ts to his brothers and taeir famili••• 

but waen he saw that the brothers were becollling too ocm

fertable, be told them not to remain, but to go and brine 

back their fatl:2er. Joseph accompanied tae brothers tor a 

little part of tae journey. Tllis is indicative of hi• mod-

official of the l.and to acoompa.D7 ais subjects tor any 

part of tlleir journey. 9 
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CHAl'TER XVIII --
XALBIM: J OSEPH REVEALS HIS IDffl'l'ITY 



Malbia aaka: If Joseph had cleared the room of all lLia 

stewards, how then could the EQPtiana hear Joseph'• aoba? 1 

raa lbim answers t hat when Josepll cried out, "Cause eTer., man 

to go out from meJH he was already weepinc. Taere~ore, the 

~gyptians heard Joaeph crying, but they did not wideratand 

why. 2 Abravanel., on the other hand, is ■ore concerned wi'\ll 

•hr Joseph cried and not ho• the Egyptians knew that he was 

cryin&. 

The text tells us that af~er Joseph reTealed himself 

to hie brother•, they were dumbfounded. M&lbia obeerT•• 

t11a.~ tJiey reacted in thia manner because tlley were atraicl 

that Joseph would take revence a&ainet tilea. Aocordi.D« to 

Malbim, Joseph thought that they did not answer b.ia for one 

of three reasons: 

l. They did not bel.ieTe that he was Joseph. 

2. They atill hated hilll, and they were aorT7 

tllat be selling him to F.cYPt, they had 

facilitated ai• rise to power. 

3. They were tru.l.J aorry and grieTed tha t they 

had aold taeir brother as a slaTe. 3 

ReapoJMlin« to their silenoe, as he underatood it, Joaepll 

first proclaiaed t hat he was their brother whom they had sold 

to Egypt. Secondly, Joseph told the brothers not to be sad

dened for AaYin« eold their brother into slavery in EUPt, 

nor to be angry with themeelTes for haTing sold hia inte alaT

ery at all for a higher purpose was sen-ed b,- their deed. 

Malbim has Joseph saying that if they still hate aim, it 
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auat be that they are an«I'J' for two r easona: 

l. Tlle7 are afraid that Joeepa will de 

erll to ta ... 

2. Tlley are an&'l"J' becaw,e Josepll'• great

neee and Ai.ca position 1D EQpt 1Dclicate 

that their design to aTence taeuel••• 

upon hi.a had failed. 14 

Taerefora, Joaepa tel.la hie brothers that llie beiq in EQPt 

ia all part of a diYine plan and that il:ley should not con

Un•e to be afraid. 

In addition, aa;ra lla.l.bia, i f they are atill ancr., witll 

what il:ley conaideNd .bi• youtllflll transcreasions, it wou.ld 

not be to their ad•antac•• Tae7 will be recei~ raver• 

from Joseph for the reet of their liTea. IA other words, 

they would become dependent ~p•n ll1a for euatenance since 

five yeara of faaine reaain. W1lat alterntitiYe de tae7 haTe? 

Tllle:, would atarYe. Tlaerefore, taey u.ou.ld accept tlle f act 

t hat God sent Joaepa before thea to be a means of sa•in& life. 

All. of thia ahould mollify the brot11ers I desire to take re

venge. 5 

AbraTanel does not delve into the ainda of tae 'bretaera 

as deepl.7 as does Kalbim. Both scree tllat tae bro-U..er• acted 

as ~od1 s tools 1n His plan to deliTer J acob and his eon• froa 

starvation. Abrav:.nel allows \lB to see more of Josepa•e caar
acter in his revel dtion to his brotaera. Abravanel point• out 

Joseph's concern f or Jlie brothers• dignity in calling ta .. 

close togetaer and onl.,y taen ~Dd1n& them of what tae7 llacl 
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done to hi.II. AbraTanel•s Josepa is a sensitive human bei.n«. 

He tell.au fiat Joseph cried because he was proud to aee 

his bro\lLere, and th.at Jae respected them and thou«,Jat tll .. 

to be auperior lawlan bein«•• He cried, too, when he tllO\ICht 

of the lone period of aeparation. llalbim doea not etr••• 

tAe huaan aide of Joaepa.6 

After reTealin& himself to hia brotllera, Joaepa explaina 

to them •AT the7 should settle in Egnt. llalbia tells us that 

it was impossible for Joseph to leaTe Egypt in order to N

aettle laia tatlaer in Gosaen. As ru.ler, he cannot leaTe the 

oountr,-. lie will giTe taea a pel'llaDent place in whic.h to 

liTe. He alleTiates t heir feare by assur1n« them that the7 

will not clNll aacmc ta• Bc7Ptiana, who are idol worshippers, 

but t hat they will fiJld ho••• selely in Goshen, which are 

free of idolatry. Not onl7 will taey be close to Joeepa 

but to '\heir liYeatock as well. Josepll well reaew.bered aew 

tae brothers had to eras• the sheep in Shechem tar from home. 

Here in Goaaen tbeir ••••P and flock■ can remain in close prox

ill.it.1 to ta ... 7 If they were to live in Canaan it would be 

impossible for Aim to sustain them, for t he people of Eg:,pt 

might resent .tua sending money outside tlae CO\Ultry. Be bide 

them not to denpair, but to bring their father and .Ben~aaill 

bacx to &gypt with them. A&ide from what he is saying to 

them, they can see for tham8e1Tea that•• ia in a poeition 

to do as he says; he ia held in high esteem by the citizens 

G! Eupt. Altaough at times people di slike their ruler be

cause of his cruelty, and plot revenge against Aim, Joaepa 
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is loved and reapected. 8 

llal-ia discusses Jos epk•a power. Acoordi.Jl4( to Jap11an 

0W1tom, tke seoond-in-command llad the right to pena.11 aliena 

to liTe in EDPt for only a li.Jllited period. Only Paaraa 

oould allow ci.liens to become citizens and to dwell in the 

land permanently. Tkeretore,iD Genesis 45:17, Pharao& tells 

Joseph tha t he can giYe llis brother• permiasien to reeide in 

F.Qpt for a eAort period of time, until the famine wou.ld llaYe 

subsided. Pharao& did not tell Josepk that he might allow 

hie ta.aily to reside 1n the land permanently. Theretore, 

Josepll had only lillited authori ty, by whioa he coul.d welcoae 

transients and provide them with their neede. On the otller 

hand, Ph.arua, by hie royal prerocatiTe, peraita tae brot1l

ers to take a wagon back with them to Canaan. llalbia •e-,• 
tha t this act shows tllat Pharaoh intend■ tae brotaer• to be 

oiUzens of &apt and to remain there peraanentl,y. ftie det

initien of Joseph's authority is given only by Malbia. 9 

~bravanel points out tha t only by royal authority couJ.d 

one use the king's chariots. ~haraoh gave the brother■ ais 

cha~iots because he wanted t o meet Jacob. He reasoned that 

if the •• of this man were so grea t, t he f ather must be 
1() 

eve11 gr eater. Malbim does not indicate wb,y r'haraoll grant-

ed the us e of royal ohariota. 

At first, Jos e ph could allow them to take oni., part ef 

tneir possess ions. But now, according to Malbim, they did 

:;o-: have to worr7 for they were going to be citizens of the 

land and settle there µermanently. 
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Malbia differentiates between two eynoa.,aa ta•an and 

amae botll aean to bear a burden. The foraer sipitiea a - ----
light burden, and tile latter a lleaY7 burden. Tllerefere, 

Mal.bi• explain.a that since they knew taat taey could r... 

turn, 'tlle.r took m1l,y part of the food back witll tllea te 

Canaan. Tlleretore, •llen taey loaded up their beaata witil 

a ligllt burden, taey indicated tlLey would aocm return t• 

Rc7Pt.11 

Betere 'tile brotaera left Een>t, Joseph gaTe taea clo'illea , 

money and tranaportatiOA. AbraTanel aa;,a taat Josepa aocom

,aDiecl aie bretaera tor a uort pai-1 of the Jou.me,. Once 

again, he por tra;,a tlle lluaan caaraoter ef Josepll. Be tells 

u.s about Joaepa aodeaty and au.aility as r eTealed by Ai• ac

companyin& Ais subjecta.12 We do not aee thia in Kalbia'a 

analysis ot tlLe sue material. He is auca more concerned 

wi ta undera'tandinc tae exact meanin& ot t.lae text rataer ~ 

in delTinc into tlle personalities of tae character■• 

129 



• 

C!l.AP'rER XIX 

t. BRAVAJ:C:L: .; ;;.COB•~ JOURNEY 
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When the brothers r e turned h ome f rom Egypt and re

ported what had taken pl ace, Jacob's heart stopped. He 

could not belieTe aat hie sons were telling him. How

eTer, the wagons whic)l Joseph h a.d given them were visible 

pr oof to Jacob that someone of great importance bad dealt 

with them. 

When Jacob f i nally accepted the good news, hie first 

thought was to visit hie son Joseph immediately. He was 

not concerned about sustaining aimself. Hie love for 

Joeeplt transcended all other considerations. HoweTer, 

J acob had no desire to remain in EUJ)t. He tho~ht that 

he would go to Egypt, see his eon, and then return home 

to Cana&.n. Jacob did not want to go to F.gypt to learn 

of hie eon's eminence, nor did ae want Joseph to support 

him. Jacob simply desired to set eyes upon Joseph whom 

he had not seen in oYer twenty years. 

Wily, Abravanel asks, does God tell J acob not to fear 

about goins to Eapt when he had already decided that he 

would travel to Egypt to see Joaeph?1 Because Abravanel 

answers, J a cob was afraid of the journey to Egypt for a 

number of reas ons. First, he teared that tlae land would 

be filled wi t h i dols, and tha t consequently God's preaao• 

woul d not be there as it was in Canaan. Second, he feared 

tha t he might die and be buried in E&YPt and not in the 

Cave of Machµelah like )tie father. Third, he feared that 

oer haps J oseph might die and the f a t her's joy would become 

unbearable grief. Isaac had been warned not to bo to Eapt 
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because it was f u.11 of ma&ic, sorcery, and idols whioa de

stro1 tke fullness of the intellect. On the otur hand, 

Abraham had not been warned about this since ae did not 

then possess God•s proridence. Only after Isaac &ad been 

c i rcumcised and boWld was God's proTidenoe united in Ais 

seed in the chosen land. It was therefore forbidden for 

Isaac or any of his des cendants to g o to ECYJ>t. A/3 a re

eu.lt, Jacob teared to go until God said to him, "Do not be 

afraid, go down to Eapt. " 2 

Abravanel explains the reason for God's s peaking 

twice to Jacob when one comm\Ulication wou.ld have suf

ficed. Abravanel says taat the first communication in 

Genesis 46:J means th1::1.t God will not depart f rom Jacob, 

that his .Providence will always be with him. The second 

communication indicates that it is permissible to go to 

Egy-pt despite what God had told Isaac. God will accom

puy Jacob to Egypt. Moreover, J acob is not to fear that 

hi s sons and t heir descendents will not return to the land 

of Canaan. 

The text tells us that Jacob sent Judal:l e.ltead to 

Joseph in order tha t he might show Judah the way to 

Goshen. 3 Ho•, Abravanel asks, can this be when J acob and 

the orothers had al.ready arrived in Goshen? The reason 

Juuah came to Joseph was not to secure Joseph as a guide, 

but r a t her that Judah might show J oseph precisely where 

his f uther was, s ince Jacob had already arrived in Goshen . 

As soon as Joseph heard tha t Jacob was in Goshen, he imme-
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dia t el,y readied hie chariot, without the aid of his ■erw-

ants, and went to meet his f a t her. Joseph travel1ed in 

hi s chariot, his faoe covered with a turban as was the 

cus tom of the Egyptian kin&s. He was not recognized b7 

his f a ther and his brothers W1til .b.e removed hie tv.rban. 

Then Jacob fell on Joseph' s shou.lder and wept more oopi-

01.2sly t .'lall when he had been in mourning for hie son. 4 He 

said to Joseph: I can die in happiness, now tha t I ha.Te 

seen you alive. Jacob's Joy is not derived from Joseph's 

h i gh position in Sgypt, but because he had been reW1ited 

wi t h his beloved son. The wis e Joseph tells the father 

that he must not delay in Goshen, but must go to tell 

.'haraoh of J acob's coming. Joseph was aware that it 

wo~ld be better for him t o inform ~harao.b. persona117 rath

er t !1an through an emissary. 5 Not onl,y was J osepll diplo

ma t ic, he was also merciful and compassionate. He told 

his br ot ;1ers t :ia t he was going to tell Pharaoh of their 

coming . Jos eph knew that if he told his father as well, 

J~cob might worry about whether his family would be pe~ 

~i tted to rem.a.in in Goshen. Josepa told his brother■ that 

:1e ·Nou.ld speak wi th 11harao.b. in such a manner t1lat Pharaoh 

wo ... ld give t h~ l and of Goshen to t he11. First, he would 

annou.nce the arrival of his kin. Then he would say that 

these men are s hepherds, keepers of livestock in their na

tive land of Cana.an. Finally he would add that they had 

brought wi th them tileir flocks, herds, and a11 their poa

SeJsions. Joseph senses tha t it would be better if ae did 
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not have to ask f haraoh directly. He knows that it woul.d 

be muoh more ei«nificant if Pharaoh, himsel.f, would su«-

6est that the family settle in Goshen. All of this demon

strates Joseph's sbrewdness. Joseph told the brothere tha t 

if hie plan did not induce Pharaoh to say what Joseph wanted, 

then Joseph would manipulate ~haraoa in such a manner a.a to 

make .Jharaoh to ask the brothera what oooupation tlu~1 fol

lowed. Joseph instructed the brothers to respond tllat they 

are herdsmen. This will indicate that taey are honorable 

and wealthy men, demonstrate their economic independence, 

and negate any fear that they are indigent aliens seeki.n« 

support from the royal treasury. They are then to suggest 

t hat since shepherds are unwelcome in Egypt, perhapa G~shen 

would be a more suitable area in whi ch to settle. 

When Joseph aotual.l..Y approaches Pharaoh and makes hie 

request, he uses different language than that whioh he had 

employed with bis brother•. Joseph simply tells fharaoa 

that his f a ther and brothers haTe arri ved in the land of 

r:gypt. He does not indica te t hat t hey haTe come to see 

~im. Nby, Abravanel asks does Josepk oh8J18e t he s peech 

he had ~repared? He answers that Joseph did not want 

_'haraoa to tl.ink t hat the brothers had come to Eapt to 

seek aid from the royal coffers. The purpose, of cour••• 

•uas to s how •ru..raoh t hat Joeepa•a family was aeil-aupport

i.ng and woul d not ask sustenance from Pharaoh. 6 

Abravanel asks : "Why does the text rej.Jeat the phrase: 

t , t I 
? 7 He re~lies tha t t his is not r edundant . The 



f irst use of the word indicates that the brothers were 

hoping that f haraoa would permit them to settle in Goshen. 

However, he did not respond to the ploy tha t they and their 

ancestors were shepherd■• T.ae brother■, perceivinc that 

Ph.'.1.I'aoh had not taken the bait, were forced to speak again 

and to explain to him exactly what they were requesting.a 

Once a&ain, Abravanel portrays Pharaoh as cle'f'er and 

shrewd. ~aaraoh understands what Joseph and his brothers 

are doing. Therefore, he tells Joseph; since they have 

come to you for help, I do not want to give them tae land 

whic hey seek. However, 

because thiR will demonstrate yow- prestige. Since Joseph 

did not want to do this himeeU, he waits for the king to 

announce tke gift. Therefore, r haraoh tells t hem explic

itly t nat they have permission to dwell in Goshen. Abravanel 

insis ts that ~haraoh's chargin& Joseph to place capable 

men of his acquaintance in charge of .Pharaoh's livestock 

i ndicates that sheep and cattle were not an abomina tion 

in Egypt. Otherwise ~aaraoh would not own a.ny. 9 

A!ter · Pharaoh has finished wi th the brothers, he asks 

Jacob as the text seems to imply, his acge. 10 Abravanel 

says that Phsraoh is real.ly ma.k~ a sta tement about how 

gr eat and m&.gni f icent are Jacob's years; how experienced 

he is in life. Jacob, in turn, replies that his hair is 

white, not f rom old age, but from troubles which ae has 

endured t nroughout his journeys.11 
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CHAPTER XX 

MALBIU: J ACO B• ~ Jou:rn ;;:y 



Nhen the brothero returned home and told Jacob tut 

J oseph was s econd-in-command to Paaraoh, Jacob repllecls 

T.l:le mere fact that my son ie still a.live 1• significant 

to me. You also tell me tha t he has a position of author

ity. Tae former statement is eno\18h for me. 1 Both Abra•anel 

and Malbim agree tha t Jacob aad no intention of settlin« in 

Egypt . He want ed to go there merely to see bis son Joseph 

and t hen return to Canaan. According to Malbim since Jacob 

hau no i ntention of remaininc in Egypt, but intended only 

0 Vl.Sl and return, he did not tra•el in the •a«ens 
which were sent to him tor tae purpose of f acilitating a 

2 µermanent mo••• Waen Jacob arrived at Beer Sheva, he of-

fered sacrifices to God, reasoning t hat since God had warned 

ni s f a ther Isaac not to ~o down to Egypt, ae too DlllSt not 

remain in Egypt permanently. God prc:aptly replied t hat His 

blessings would be with Jacob as they had been wita ais fa

ther Isaac. Malbim tella us that Jacob f eared going to E«J"pt 

f or s ix specif ic reasons. In each instance, God reassures 

hia not to fear. Jacob feared: 

1. His sons must assimilate in Egypt. 

God's response was taat the sons 

would become a na tion. 

2. Hie descendants would diminish in 

nuaber. God's response was tha t 

not only will they beoome a natien, 

they would become a great and nwaer

oua nation. 
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J. God would not be with ha. God'• 

responae was th8 t He woul.d ace~ 

pany Jacob to Eupt. 

4. He would be buried 1n F.cY,t. God•a 

reepenee was taat He wou.J.d allow 

J~cob to be buried in the CaTe et 

Machpeleh. 

5. His children wou.J.d remain in F.aJ>'\ 

foreTer. God's reaponse was tlla~ 

taey would also leave at the time 

of the reduptic. 

6. l'inall,,-, Jaceb feared taat Joseph 

might die during his own lifetime. 

God replied that Joseph would care 

fer J a cob during tae time he was 

taere.3 

AbraTanel also enuaeratea Jacob's fears of the journey. 

,iowever, .b.is list of reasons is not a.a extensiTe as that ef 

~~bim. Of the three reas ons which AbraTanel cites, Mal.Dim 

_igrees wi th two. However, Abravanel obserTe■ that Jacob 

feared going to Egypt because tae land of £cypt migat be 

corrupted with idol-worship , and God' s presence might not 

be found t here a s i t was in Canaan. 4 J4albia makes no men

tion of t his. 

Only after God had all.evie ted Jacob ' s fear of traveling, 

.1ccording to ldalbim, does Jacob decide tl:lat he will. settle in 

:..gy!i t. 'fhereaf't cr, Jacob traTeled with all of his belongings 
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in the wagons Phara oh had provided. x'r eviously Jaoeb .II.ad 

not made any use of the we&ons. Malbim tells us that only 

after Jacob had decided to leaTe Canaan to settle in Egypt, 

di d Jacob and the brotllers take all. their liTeatoclc and 

poeeessiona with them to E&ypt. 5 

Malbim points out t }:at in Genesis 46 :7 there appears 

to be a redundancy in the text. According to v.6, Jacob 

and all •f aie offaprin« came with hia to Egypt. Accord

ing to T.f;-~ brought his sons and grandsons, hie dauga---=-_ 
ters, granddaugh ters, and all:-,;h~i~s .. o~r:-:jr~s;-;p~r;:iir;ng;;-;;;-.- -,lla-l .. bk'ia.._._,•-r-1....._t•-•- --

tha t v.6 ia to be understood in the following manner: Tr\le, 

all of the offspring went down to Ec,ypt. Bllt only tae eon.a 

were not afraid of going to Egypt, for they knew that taey 

would not be in servitude, tliough their descendants would 

be enslaTed. Therefore, the sons went willingly. But Jacob's 

~randcaildren, the offspring of the sons, were afraid and went 

UDlrillingly. 6 This is Malbim•a unique insight; Abravanel 

111Rkes no mention of it. Taerefore, llalbim takes what appears 

to be simple parallelism foWld so frequently in the Bible 

.. U"ld chooses to g iYe mean~ to each part of the verse. 

Unlike Abravanel, MalbiJD does not emphasize Joseph 's 

t'lne a t t ributes. AbraTanel tells us that Joseph, in hie wis

dom, told Jacob that be mu.st not delay in informing Pharaoh 

of t heir comi~. Jose ph, a s hrewd antl clever politician, 

understood t h,tt it would be better that he himself tell 

'hc!.I'aoh, rather ~han for someone else. Abravanel intoraa 

us how merci ful and compassionate Joseph is in only tell~ 
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hls brothers that he waa going to tell Paaraoh of their ar

ri-vu.l. For 1n his grea t wisdom, Joseph Wlderatanda that it 

he tells his f a ther, Jacob might worry and he did not want 

t his to happen.7 Malbia does not stress Joseph's cleverness 

as clearly a.a Abravanel does. Malbim tells us that Josep)l 

needed. peraiesion from J?haraoh to settle his brothers and 

family 1n one s pecific place. Joseph feared t hat Paarau 
might command tba t tlle~ dwell in the royal cities and that 

he might a ppoint the■ clliefa in llia g0Tern1umt. Therefore, 

J""osep1l toid his brothers u a"T fo say to Pllarao)l in order that 

d1araoh might &iYe the■ ta• land of Gos.llen. Thia deaonstrates 

Jos eph's shrewdness. He told t .hem that he would inform i>haraoh 

that they wsre abeph.erde, beoau.se he knew t ha t Egypt abhorred 

shepherds. Taey were to add that they were sheepherders in 

order that Yharaoh might not think that tae brothers were in

digent and would r equire aupport on the public dole. ln or

der to ~rove tha t they could maintain themaelYea, Joaepa told 

t'llaraoa that his fam.117 had bro'U&ht their liYeatook wita taea. 

Abr u.vallel s ays that Joseph tell• t he brothers what to e93 in 

the eTent tha t ~har a oh does not acquiesce to Joseph's requests. b 

AdEJ. bim a~ests t hat Jos eph tol.d the brothers what to say in 

order to protect them fr• becoming fWlctionca.ries in the Eup

tian governaaat. T.Aerefore he instructs them to s93 tha t their 

profession is dealing with livestock, and t hut they do not know 

!J:I1Y other busineaa. Kalbia a93a that Joseph uid not tell them 

t o say that they are shepherds, for this would imply that -U1e7 

.,-c:1se ·t.he flock themselTes. Rather, Josepn told them to a,q 
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t ha t they trade in sheep and cattle but do not do tlle ac'taal. 

l abor. In thia w&,y, Joseph reasons, they stand to benefit. 

It was considered an aboaination te be shepherds in Ec7Pt. 

Therefore, ~haraoh would haTe to find a aw.table place tor 

t hem and it woul.d be Goahen. 10 

rtalbia tells us that Joseph did not tell Plaaraoh •-•

diately tAat tlle brothers had come to settle peraanently- in 

the land, aerely 'lb.at tile brothers had come from Canaan. At 

tlla t point, Joseph a ppointed fiTe of his brothers to tell 

Pharaoh of their s pecific intentions. The ~rothers apoke 

twice to Pharaoh. Kalbim says that the first tiae, ~aaraell 

initiated the conTersation by aakinc a queatien. Tlle aecond 

ti.Jle the brothers initiated the exchan«e. 11 Abravanel sqs 

that tae reas• •Q' tae text ea.ye they s poke the second time 

because Pharaoh did not respond to their ploy. 12 

Accordi.ne to Mulbia, ?haraoh did not really &rant tlle 

brothers anything otker than t hat which he allowed any stran

ger to do • .Pllaraoh told thea tha't tlley could dwell in the 

laml until the f amine ceased. In o'ther words, they could 

rem:!.in for a short period, for whicll exeoutiTe a pproval was 

not requi red. Like Abravanel, llalbim iapliea tha't l)llaraell 

was shrewd and th.at he real.l y understood Joseph' s inteDtions. 

Lherefore, when t llaraoh answered Joseph, he was saying: I 

know that your family did not really come to ae'ttle in Eg:,pt. 

i a lbim makes r haraoh SBJ to Josepa 'tilat ae (Joseph) need not 
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trol and ne may t ,.e ref ore r- lace his .faitily whereYer he deeirea. lJ 



Abravanel points out a discrepancy in Genesis 47:6: "And 

i f you know an;, capa ble men among t hem, put thea in o.aarce •f 

my livestock." If livestock were an abomina tion, .It.ow oou.ld 

.>r1araoh huve owned livestock?14 ldalbim ignores the probl•. 

I o Genesis 47: 8, Pharaoh asks Jacob's ~e. Botil ldalbia and 

l..brav:ll'lel comment on ?haraob'a question and Jacob's reply. 

t.uu.bim says that J a cob differentia ted between two terms. 

The first y•mai Bh'nei cha..yecha and z••i ah'nei m•guri. Ac

cor ding to Malbim, Jacob first answers a question whcih 

.'haraon did not ask. llalbim Wlderstanda y•mai ah •nei cha,.yecha 

to mean the s piritual and intellectual years of Jacob's life. 

Tue term z'aai ah'nei m•guri signifies chronological age. Ac

cordin« to t he text, Jacob's first answer wa■ tha t his earth

l y years are one lumdred and t hirty, but his s piritual and 

intellectu.al years are few in number as compared wi th his 

f orefathers. During their years they were abl e to devote 

mor e t i me to worshipping t heir God. Malbim a lso sa,ys that 

y •mai ah•nei cha.Yav signify t he happy and successful years, 

a.~d J acob replies tha t those years are few in nuaber. 15 

J.bravanel stresses ?haraoh'a question and not Jacob's 

answer. Pl:a.araoh was rea lly making a sta tement: How great 

and mi:,.gni f icent are Jacob's years. 16 Therefore, t he ciiffer

ence be tween the two comoent a tors in this secti on is in the 

:ac t th·:t Malb:im chose to comment on Jacob' s answer and 

,bravanel 1nter p~eted Pharaoa•s statemen~. 

142 
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,\BRAVANEL: J r.COB IN t.;GY T 
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Abravanel asks: "~ is it neceaaary tor 'tlle text te 

tell u t11.at Jaoeb lived seventeen years in the l.and ot 

Egypt?• 1 Abravanel answers that originally Jaceb Jaad 

intended only te visit Joseph and taen retllrn to Canaan. 

yet 1n his litetime Jacob never ret\lrned te Canaan, l'er 

"taie reason we are ~ormed how many years Jace) lived 1A 

Eapt. God had told him in Beerueba tllat •• woud t&l'l'J 

in Eapt with all of hi■ llouseaold and taere lle would die. 

Tllu, tllia propllecy •as fulfilled. 

Abravanel quote• Nacbmeotl\ea• comment: "We learn trom 

Jacob ta.at a man should not wait u.ntil lle is pb.yaicall.7 111 
\ 

to draft hie •111, because tllen lle will not be able to tllink 

clearly. Tllia ia exaotl.7 way Jacob cave Joseph instructions 

concerning his burial. 

Way, aaka Abravanel, did Jacob call Josepa and not the 

otaer brothers? Abravanel accepts Rashi's explanation tllat 

Josepa aad tlle capability and authority to execute Jacob's 

instruoticma. Abravanel cites tae Midrash: 2 "It was 

Joeepa wao sent tor his f ather to come te '1&7Pt. Taere

fore, Joseph will be tae one to return ais f ataer to tae 

place from whence he came." Abravanel Sa.JS tllat Jaoe- was 

able to see by means of his ruach hakodeu tut Josepa•a 

bones would remain in EDJ)t until Israel would be redeemed. 

tfacob tel t that Joseph m18ht decide to leave his tataer•a 

body in EDPt until botll tatller and eon might be cal.led 

out togetaer. Therefore, Jacob coJ11nanded Joseph to bur'T 

him immediately outside Egypt and not to wait until tae 
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time of redemption. Therefore, the text read•: •It 70• 

wellld please me, place your lumd under '/IJ;f thich as a 

pledge of your lo.7alty; pray do not bury me in Ec,n>'t. • 3 

In doin& tais, Joeepa was takin& an oath: tae hand 

is a symbol •f tranepert~ from GD• place to anotaer. 

This is precisely what Joaepa and lt.is brotaer• are to 

do, to carry Jacob'• coffin from Emt to Canaan, 

Abravanel aau, "Wa.at is tae meaning of the word ~..J ? 

liq ia it f.wld ttice in tlle same sentence?• 4 AbraYanel. 

explains tllat tlle word~ is the equiTalent of the word 

, J , 1 , .!!!• Taere:Core, Jacob is real.ly sa,,ying that •• deea 

net want te be buried in EQPt .!!! and later on reburied 
' in Canaan. Thia accounts for the first /<..J • 

Tae second CJ signifies Jacob's act\&al req\leat. In 

other worda, Jaoob 1a ea.yin&: "Take me and immedi&tel.7 

allow me to lie with my fathers." Joseph, in turn, an

swers that he would ebey aie father's wieaea. 

A'braYanel cite• tae ldidraaa 5 which sa,,ya tllat Joeepa 

remarked to Jacob: "I see how muca it means to yO\l to be 

buried in Israel. Tllerefore, I, too, will carry out your 

words. Upon '/IJ;f death, l will al•• request to be buried 

out side of F.g,ypt." 6 

Jaoeb, who was now an old and sick man, anticipated 

his cteatA. H• therefore went to aie sons and grandsons 

in order to bless taem, b\lt he feel.a stronger when ae 1• 

abo~t to bless Joseph's sons. After haviJlc blessed Ephraim 

wid Menaaaea, Jacob blessed Joseph. Tae fatller intended te 
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reaoTe frOII ReQben t•e priTilege of tlle first-born eon and 

to transfer it te Joeepll. Because this might appear to be 

a distortian et j~stice, Jacob explains that ae was inap1red 

to do this by tae ~G 1~ WAO had appeared to hill at Luz wllc ae 

was coming from Laban• a house. 7 

Wlly does tae text tell us about Racllel'• blll"ial place 

precisely when Jacob is blessing Joseph's sons? 8 AbraTanel 

replies: Jacob tell■ Joseph that because Jacob bad net been 

able t• bury Rachel in Macapelah, Joseph had been ■lipted. 

To ooapensate, Joseph's children will haTe t}u,- adTSntqe ot

bein& like Jacob'• sons. Jacob, accordiJl« to AbraT&nel, feels 

that Eparai.ui Will be tae progenitor ot a separate tribe be

cause Rachel had been buried on tae way to Ephrat, and 

Ephraim's name ie a deriTatien ef Epllrat. 9 

Jaceb gaTe Joseph three gifts when he made Josepa•s 

sons tae progenitors of t"u.ture tribes. First, he gaTe 

Jos epa re■peot, glory, and great helinees. Second, Jacob 

was telling Joeepa that llis sons and deecendents would be 

a s numerous as the descendants of the otaer brothers in 

toto, since each of Joseph 's eons will aaTe found a ■e.

arate tribe. Taey wili reoeiTe two indiTid\l&l pertiens 

of inheritance, as opposed to Joseph's airing one tribe 

and only receiTing one share of inlleritanoe. 

Jacob was old and nearly sightless. He did not rec

o~ni ze the people who were near hilD. Therefore, ae asked 

Joseph; "'lho are these people who stand near ua and li■ten 

to our secrets?" 1Nhen Joseph heard the secrets which Jacob 



taen reTealed, he said: "Tllese are my children whoa God 

}las given JU." Then Josepll placed his sons on hie ta

tlaer•s lap. Later on, Ae removed them from Jacob, because 

ae thought they were too heavy for his father to bear. 

once again, we see Jos eph, the perfect aan, tae consid

erate son who ia worried about hi.a 1.nfira fatller. Joseph 

now brings them closer to their grandfather••• blessea 

t hem with a three-fold bleas inc. l O 

W~ does J acob use all of tll.ia descriptiTe ~• 

First, that tae one wao is to be blessed will wal.k upright 

in tile pat.a of Ged, and that he will be s uccessful. Sec

ond, that the persen to be blessed will not have to ••r
ry about mat t ers concerning time. Third, t hat tae per

son to be blessed will be saved from those harat\al inci

dents occurring out side of tke l and. J acob pra,yed tut 

J oseph's sons be granted t hese three blessings . 12 

By ceaatria Abravanel refers that J acob wants God to 

sus tain Joseph's sons for as long as God has s ustained Aim; 

namely, one hundred and fort;r-seYen years. He plays with 

the words •~1t N and il);i in Genesis 48: 15 . The word ~ ! ~ in 

gematria equal~ one aundred and thirty, and the word ~~ ~ 

eQuals seventeen. Altecetaer thi• equal.a one aundred and 

forty-seven. 

'lilly doe s Jacob a~ that an angel will watch over and 

protect tAe lads? Tae angel, answers Abravanel, is the 

instrument of God'a pro•idenoe. The ancestors were watehed 
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oYer by God's proYid.noe. When Jacob says that Joseph's 

sons will be reca1led in his name, he meant that the two 

of them will be equal to all the rest of the tribes. They 

will not only be recalled through his name, but also will 

be great and fruitful on this earth. 

Nay is Joseph grieved when his father places aia 

right hand on Ephraim's head instead of on Nenae..a•e aead, 

since as the elder, Maoaasea deserves the better bleeainc? 

Josepa thought Jacob's error was directly attributable t• 

failing health, which is eimil 

Therefore Jos eph was saddened. However, Jacob, wise and 

as astute as always, says to Joseph: "I know why I am 

doin~ this. I know why I gave an equal blessing to both 

of them. lf the blessing is equal, then llallaaaeh will also 

be a gr eat na tion and ~row in population. However, the 

yo~er brother will be greater than he, and to indicate 

this I cross ed my hands and put my right on Ephraim's head.'' 

J acob was sb.rewder than Joseph had surmised. 13 Joseph 

wonders : "If tbe blessings are equal, then why did Jacob 

cross his hands?" Abravanel sug«eets t hat the blessinc 

is to be understood in two parts: The first is an equal 

ol essi ng ; name:y, both will be great nations. The sec-

ond deals onl y wi th Ephraim. Altho~h Muaaaea will be 

a &7'eat na tion, uµhraim will be an eYen &reater one. 

Therefore , J acob knew exactly wha t he was doing when 

he blessed the you.r1&er one with his right hand. In order 

t r1c1 t jealousy and hatred would not be perpetuated between 
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~:ohr::ii m and Mana sseh, J a cob added t o t he fi r s t part of the 

blessi n~· t h e words , "May God make y ou. like Manasseh. 11 In 

this way t he older would not f ee l t ha t he hod been slight-

d 14 
e • 

---
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Genes i s 47 : 28 t ells Wt t a a t Jacob lived seventeen of 

his one bundred and forty-seven years in Egypt. AbraTane1 

aekS whs this is stated. 1 He answers t hat Jacob had in

tended onl y to visit Joseph and t hen return to Canaan, but 

Jacob neYer r e turned to Canaan during his lifeti me.2 Ma1bim 

of f er s a totally di£f erent explanation. Th••• l a st seTenteen 

we r e moa t ful.filling and successful for Jacob. Befere 

came 'to F.gypt, he had l i ved in pain and sorrow. il/Jum 

came to Bc7Pt, he became a complete auaan Hi• fi-

reaa• we are told tbat J acob lived s even teen years in Ec,pt. 

~albim says at the end of a person's life all of his da,.ys are 

measured. When one has suf£ered, it is dif f icul.t to f orget 

pa s t troubl es. NeTerthelese, Ma1bir.i suggests, one should 

di r ect one's tbou«hta to those f ew moaents which were s µent 

in hl:l fJpiness . ETen thou«ll Jaceb had s uffered so mu.ch during 

his l i f eti me,•• are to remember Jacob as if the years of his 

l ife were years of success and f ul.f'illmen t . 4 

Jaceb, wi th death a pproa chi~, calls Jose ph in order to 

instruct him a bout llia t'u.neral. ~a.lbi m says t ht:r.t J acob 's re

t u.e a t was addressed to two people: J oseph i n both lli.a capac i t y , 

us his son and as t rime Minister ef Ec7pt. 5 

J a cob a uea.ks to Jos eph the Priae Winis ter: 

a . lf I have foWld t'avor in yow- eyes. 

b. Dea1 witA me oom~aas iona tel,1. 

J aco b to Joseph the s on: 

a . r-l ace your hand under my thi gh and 
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take an oath. 

b. tor you are obligated as 93 aon to ful.

fill sq requeat out of respect for your 

father. 

o. Por you must fulfill taia eata, ainoe 

once it has been sworn, it represent■ 

truth. 6 

Malbia, like AbraTanel, point• out taa t Jacob ia in

struc·u~ Josepll not to bUJ7 Aim in Egypt e-.en for an aour, 

a father. Mal.bill 

cites three r easons f or J acob's wantill& to be buried in Canaan. 

lie says that Eretc Yiarael is a holy pl.ace and tha t ia where 

his fathers are buried. He tells Joseph to take hi.JI from an 

impure land to a pure and spiritual aoae. Taird, he wants to 

be buried in the CaTe ef Maohpel&h, and t his would require 

J ose~h•s takin« hie father•• body from Egypt to Hebron.7 

In hia ceanenta17 on Geneaia 47: 29-30 Mal.bim portrays 

Jos eph a s a cood and respenaible son. Joseph tells bis fa

ther th~t ae would r a ther not have to make an oata, he pr .. -

ises to fulfill hie father•e wisaea. lnatead, ea.,s Joseplt., 

it would be much better if he would Yolu.ntaril,T fuli'ill aia 

I'f!t her•s request uut of a sense of r espect and aonor. If•• 

mus t t ake an oa th, this implies that he is forced to fulfill 

Jacob's request . J oseph would ~refer not to be obliga ted by 

an oath. He wants to a ppear as a concerned eon who care■ for 

his aged father. NeYertheless, Joseph swore in order te sat

i sfy Jacob. Thie oath was si.Qly a si~ for Jacob wao in 

152 



,. 

turn wou.ld feel that his son wou.ld not for•ak• aia. 
IVhen tl:le aged Jacob became ill, Joseph waa notified. 

Nitll his twe eona Jdanaaseh. and Ephraim, he visita hie f

ther. 11a.lbi.m. explains that u lon« u Jacob livea, lie haa 

tlle riga.t to give tlle land of Canaan as a cift to waoaeTer 

he chooses. Olll,T it he had died, wou.ld the lend autoaat

icall,T become the propertr of his aena. Tllerefore, llalbill 

explains, Genesis 48:4 indicate• that God 1'1.ll give the land 

to Jaoob•a descendant• a s an everlast!n« possession. It was 

not understood as a ;:,arsenal. inheritance but rataer a geeric 
--- ----

poaseaaion. Bo'Ul llalbi.m end Abravanel try to account for the 

fact tba t both Ephrai.11 and ldanassell were entitled to a por

tion of the future inheritanoe. 

When it oame time for Jacob to bless Jeaepn•a children, 

both Malbim and Abravanel tell wa tAat Jacob did not recog

nize .his grandchildren. Ephraim and llanassell were Ntll dressed 

in re.ral attire, as waa the cuatoa of the children of Egyptian 

nobleaen. 14.aJ.bim a.lao points out that even if they had been 

j ressed ill non-royal carb, Jacob probabl,T wou.ld not have rec

o6~ized them for Eaptian dress was different !'rom that of the 

Hebrews.9 ~evertheleas, Jacob, aurprised, asked: Who are these 

r,eo1- le s tandin& iL the rooa •i 1:a us? Joseph replies that these 

J.re his right&ous and Ged-fearing children. Tae reasons fer 

the caildren•a different appare1 is because of m:, position 

i n t he 18.lld e.f t..UPt. The e.foreaentioned ia Ka.lbia•e under

~t:il'lding of this e pisode. i4a.lbia explain• t hat when Jacob 

blossed 1.-raia and Manaeau, he was Yer.,- much aware of waat 
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he was doing. Jacob knew wall that Manasseh was the ol.dest 

and Ephraim was the you.ngest. To prove this, J acob lifted 

hi• left hand above us right hand. However, J acob was coe

nizant af the fact that EpJaraim was being blessed with hia 

ri&}it hand and Manasseh with llis laft.10 Malbim sa,s that 

tnere are two types •f diTine be.tiaYior. In one instance God 

employs natural law to influence werd.l.7 events, and in tu 

otaer he aupercadas nature. Jacol:» believed that God laad ea

ployed Bl,lpernatural 11ean.a in dealing with Abruaa and Iaaac. 

In otber words, God perforaed airaclea and wondro\1.8 deada 

f or tllaa. Jaoab belieYad taat God'a behartor toward hi.a 

was within tae context af nature.ll 

Malbim aaya taat Jacob said to both Epllraim und ldanas■u 

that t hese two typaa of phencmena waul.d be wita taea. Tai• 

i s t he general portion, ao to speak, of the bless inc. Taar9 

was a s pecific reason, accordi~ to llalbia, f or Jacab•s bless

ing Epbraia with tae right hand and Manasaaa wit h tae left. 

~p.araim•s greatness will live in his greater qualities. In 

other words, God will ~ertorm miracles for him and do great 

wonJers at Ephraim 's behest. This is al.l s ignified in Jaceb's 

r i~ht hand . Manasseh will be a great na tion and wil l ha•e to 

c-ely on its own p.>wer . Another difference is that Bphraim•s 

blessing wil l ~• effect i llll.lledi&telJ, but ~anas seh •s bless

i n,..--: of becomir14; a .irea t nation will not come to fni tion until 

a 11ter time. Therefore, WAen Jacob said tha t Ae knew what he 

wus doir;g ne said: I know that Manasseh will not become a great 

r. ation u.ntil later. But he will then be p-eat in number. How-
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ever, Ephraim will be greater, not 1n numbers, but in RP► 

rior qualities and attributes of aolineas. Por one of Ephraim's 

J escendants will be equal i n attributes to the nWllbera of great 

nations. Tais will be Joehua.12 
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Bota AbraYanel and Malbim take for granted that Jacob 1• 

astute and ehrewd. He ie in full control of Aia mind. AbraYBl'.lel 

expl ains that there are twe parts to tlle bleasin«. Tl:ae firet 

part ie that Ephraim and Manasseh will botll be creat natiena. 

The second part ie t l1a t Ephraim will be tile greater et tae twe 

natione.13 llalbia 8a.J8 taat Eparaim will be greater, not in 

nwabers, but in qualities and attributes of holiness. Thia i8 

the advanta«• which Ma.lbiln sees Epl:arai.Jn to acquire in relation 

to his brother Manasseh. 
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CHAPTER XXIII 

A.B.tAV AflEL: J ACOB ' S T~:::> '1',JiJ·~KT 



After Jacob had blessed Joseph's eons and aad ci,Ten 

J osepa instructions about hie burial., J acob called to

getker tae remainder of hie family. Tae wise father re

ali zed that if ae communicated his final wiaaee enl,7 te 

Josepll, diseention would s pread througll the family. 

In Genesis 49 :1-2, we find two word• waica MBA te 

••tller. · ' ;;,,, ,;c,·, ;, .• , ·• ' ' ~ ti ~; , tC 

:Jay, Abravanel aslcs does tke text employ dif ferent teraa 

ie eaprees tae SBJlle idea? Tae first , "heastu, " ia a aore 

general term. 

Jacob knowing the brothers• mutual suspicion real

i zed t hat he had to address them a s a group. Taeretore, 

he gathered thea togetber. 

The second term .. hekabtz\l" is a more intimate term 

whi ch is indicative of an intense conferring between J acob 

and bis sons f or t he purpose of r eass uring t hem. Taerefore, 

t ae neces s ity for emJloy~ two terms in this section of the 

text. 

He says, .. Coae closer and lis ten to your f a ther, Israel , 

t he man who wrestled with God and wit• man, tae man who is 

your f lesh and blood. Come now and give heed, for these 

re wor ds of dept h and of propAesy. " In addition, by •ataer

i n ~ toge t her, they wi ll merit a blessing, as the sons of 

, braharn and Isaac did not. 

J acob was abl e to see througa his power of prephecy 

tha t his seed would be fruitful. He t heref ore felt it in

combent upon himself' to explain to hie sons whi ch of the 
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twelve tribes would r eign in I srael. Jacob' s desire wu to 

a ppoint a l eader and ruler in order to prevent~ oon.fliote. 

Taeref ore . Jacob made an inves t i gation int• the OlLarao

ter of each of hi s sons in order to determine wao was wor'Uly 

of assumin« the role of l eader in Israel. Jacob mew that 

the descendants of the leader of thi• tribe would inaerit 

thei r pr ogenitor's posi t ive attributes, because the dHd• 

of the f a ther• are a aig:n to the children.1 Jacob called 

the brothers together, not f or the purpose of reveali.q 

t heir f uture, not tor the sake of blessi.Jl« them, not te 

rebuke, nor to tell th- of their forthco■in« inheritance 

of the Land, but rather to i nform t hem of t heir statua with

i n t he hierarchy of Israel. Jacob recalled in each ene ef 

t hem the traits of each and the future of t heir off aprin«. 

Ttie Torah does not give us t his information. In fact, it 

im.,lies t ba t J a.cob ia bleaein« hi e sons as tJ:le l a.at testa

ment of a f a ther. 

Accordin« to Abravanel, Jacob begins hie " inves t iga t ion" 

witlt Reuben, the oldest of tae broti1era. J acob tell a hi.a 

t hdt t here i s an advant 8'e in bein« the oldest and the strong

ont . This would be very iaportant and valuable 1n a kingdom. 

Ho.vever, Reuben i 3 unsta ble, l.i ke wa ter, antl triYOlANa. He 

v:i ll excel no l .on,ger f or ae does not deeerye tae advantace 

of primogeniture, since ae lacks discernment. J aoob's re•

el ~tion to Reaben ia tha t Heuben would not be the fi r st born 

f or t he purpose of assuming leadership. Abrlivanel cites 

Chroniclea2 to the etfeot taat the kingship did not &O te 
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Reuben because he was unworthy ot it. 

Jacob tllen investigates the character of Simeon and 

Levi, the two next oldaet oaildren, •he share slllilar traits. 

J aoob tell• thaa that all their thoU&hta and action• are Yi

olent. (Jacob is referrinc to tbs Dinaa epiaode of Geneaia 

JS.) He would have t hanked them it tbe7 llad killed ODlJ 

those who had raped their sister, but tae7 elaucatered u 

entire city 1D order to leot and pill.ace. Jacob is alao 

t hinking of what Koraoh and the son■ of LeYi did to Mo•••• 
Tlaerefore Jacob S&¥B: Siaeon and Len will not be together 

in t heir inheritance. Si.Jleon will aha.re a portion of tlt.e 

inheritance. Simeon will ■hare a portion et taa inlleri't

ance wit• tae remainder et 'tlle Tribe■; he will not haYe a 

~ortion for hie descendant■• 

To the eons of Levi Jacob says: •1 will scatter you 

in Israel." 3 The forty-eight citiea of ref'uce were for 

th~ uevitee who were scattered amon&at the l ands of the 

tribes. ) Jao•~ perceived that Siaeon and Levi were not 

wortby of tae kingship because of their violent natures. 4 

This is contrary to the biblical injunction: "A king will 

!"t.tle i n justice and not in violence." 5 Taeir seed will 

be scattered among the other tribes. 

Taese words of Jacob are not his ewn. In reality, 

t hey constitute the Word of God. Had they been Jaoeb•a, 

he would have g iven the Jdn&ship to Joseph and not Judah, 

f or he loved Jos e ph more than Jwiah. Hie next choice would 

n~ve been Benjamin, who• he loved aore than Judaa because 
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Benjamin was hie youngest eon. &lt taia was God's will, and 

J acoo was His prophet. God wanted Jacob to inform Reuben, 

~imeon, and Levi about their evil deeds to teach them that 

reven«e l eads to sin. Jacob does not mention any'Ulin« about 

the Tribe of LeYi se"iDC in the Temple, tor tAia function 

is bestowed upon thea after tae sin ot the Golden Cal.t. 

Joseph then addresses hiaself to Judah, assurin« hill 

tha t he poaaesees tae qualities of kingship: 

l. The brothers will not be jealous ot 

h.ia, for Judah will acknowleqe them. 

2 • Jwiaa will be victorious in battle, 

and therefore it ia tittin« that ae 
ti.pt God's ware. Se the text in

dicates: "All of your enemies will 

flee trom you and you will pursue 

them and catch up witk them." 6 

Because of t his the brothers will 

respect hill. 

3. Judaa is not sinful and bitter like 

Silleon and Levi, nor is he unstable 

like Reuben. Judaa is righteous, 

honest, and nenYiolent. (Abravanel 

aa.,e t hat perhaps t he text is reter

rinc to Judah's urging the brothers 

net to kill Joseph.) 

4. In Juda.a are found the qualities of 

stability and courage like these ot 
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the lion. Abravanel expl ains that Judah 

p•sseseea all t he g ood traits of the lion. 

For these reasons, t.te kingship will not depart fi-oa 

J uuah, and, aa,.ys Abrava11el, the tribe of Judah will last 

w1til the mess ianic-kin& comes and will «ataer all _peo,iea 

t ogether to serve him. Abra vanel continues to explaiJI 

Jacob•• prophecy to Judah by saying that tae land•! Judaa 

wil l be tu.11 of vineyards, sheep, and cattle. In otAer 

words, t here will be an a bundance of everythin&.7 

l.61. 

A.f~el" aa¥ing si1okM w:aa J:u.da.b, _.J...,aao.ic~o,t_jbw_t.l!,!ell.,l,!,,lfo!s!i!..._,z"'e~'i;IW,'"""---- ----- ---!!5 

t hat he will be a s uccessfu.1 sea merchant, and t nere!ore 

he will be unwortliy of the kingship. ts ll"eaollar is also 

wtwortb,y of the kingship, since his people will be farmer■, 

and t J1ey will pay tribute to the king in order to exempt 

themsel ves from combat. Jacob wants to differentia te be-

tween Zebulen who •ill be warlike and I•••oller who will not 

be. 9 

Jacob then in.f'orra■ Dan t hat he is unworthy to rul.e, 

becaus e he is not f it to judge any of tlle tribes except 

his own. A king mu.st be able to jl.ldge all of the tribe■, 

not only one . Not only will Dan be unable to judge tlle 

ot1er tribes , but he wi ll not have the courage to !ipt 

i1i a enemies f a ce-to-face. Dan Will not rea ch t he level of 

Judah, tha t of a lion, because Dan is a snake.10 

Jacob then tells Gad t .. a t he is fit to serve the kill&, 

b~t not himself to be Jd.D&. J acob t h en inf orms Aaaer tha1 

nie t ribe likewis e will not be sl.litable for the ki.ngahip, 



for tlley will be workers for tile kinc.12 

Jacob tereaees Naphtali as a faithful worker. He rill 

a lways fulfill the order• of Ais master. The tribe ot 

Naphtali are aen of language and style. !lie•• are al.l geed 

t raits for ooWLBelor• and dipleaata, but not tor the kine 

himSel.f. 13 It is notewortll,J tlla t Jacob placee Zebulun be

f ore Isaachar eYen tho~• Iasachar ia older. ~bravanel 

says that aea JDerohanta are more important and aore val

\l&ble than worker• in the field who are trivolou. 

Next in line is Joseph. J acob reminds Joseph tha t he 

had been aated by aia brothers, who had been je m. 

Because of this Joseph ie not as well-suited for the ld.n&

ahip as Judah. The king must depend upon hia people'• lon. 

Since God did not want Joseph to merit t ne kingship , Joseph 

will merit other blessings. Here Jaoeb blesses Joaep~ as 

a separate tribe. 14 

Jacob tells Benjamin that he also is not fit to be 

kin«, for he is not a man of justice.15 At the conclu

sion of his testament, J a cob says to his sons: "Even though 

some of 7ou I eateem and some I despise, you are all tribes 

of Israel, all from honored stock and all are perfect in 

your deeds . Therefore, you. are called tribes." Accordin& 

to Abravanel, Jacob first addressed each of his sons and, 

taen blessed each sevarately. 

Next, he instructed them about his buria l,16 because 

he feared that Paaraoa might not all ow Joseph to travel to 

Canaan t o bury his f a ther. Therefore the brothers would 
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have to know waat to do. P\lrthermore, seven 7eara Aad elapsed 

since the brothers .b.aci come to Egypt and Jacob was oonoe.rnecl 

that his aona aigllt not raaeaber the cave of Machpalah. In

deed, he worried that when the brothers would arrive at tile 

cave, the inhabitants of t.b.e area might aak, "What right do 

you have to it?" Therefore, Jacob explains fully about~ 

cave and its hiatorioal •icnifioanoe. 

Abravanel aska: "Wq does the text use the verb "Va,Ji~a" 

instead of "Vqaaut" to indicate Jacob's death? Abravanel 

cites a statement b7 .Rabbi Yon~enan wit.b. ••• Ae ooncura. 

The atatneiif" reada: ~-- -_.f ...!' rL_ '-1. 
r 

In other worda, the naae of JacoD, Israel, will always live 

on. The people of Israel will never die. 18 

after Jacob's death Pharaoh granted Joseph and b.ia brotll~ 

ers ~er.m.i.ss ion to bury th.air f a tller 1n Canaan. However, 

?haraoh was afraid that Joseph and his brother• mi&ht not 

return to ED]lt. Therefore he sent hie servant• with them. 

He also ensured t .,at the brothers would return by requiriJ::ac 

them to l eave t dei r wives, children, and ca ttle in Goshen. 

Once &&a.in, Pb.araoa is portrayed as a wise man, accordizl« 

to :\bravanei.19 

The respect accorded to Jacob in EQpt is illustrated 

by the fact that wben the children of Esau saw a great en

t ourage of horses for battle and weapons f or war and mourn

i ng f or a period of seven days, they thought that an Egyptian 

king was to be buried. They si.DlpJ..y could not conceive that 
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a ceremony of such :nagnitwi• woul d be held for a collllloner. 

Because of the protracted ••'U..l"Xlin& (.!!!! kaYed) , the7 called 

t he name of t his pl ace.!!!]; mitzrya.20 

The brothers now worry about Jos eph'• attitwl• toward 

thea, now tlla t their f a ther is no more. Joseph tell.a thea 

t hat he will protect tllem and susta in tllem as God will.a him 

to do, just as it wa s God'• Will for hia to be aet into hie 

hi&h pos ition. Their f eara allayed, taey returned wit& 

J os eph to F.Qpt. 21 

Jos eph was one hundred and twent7 7eara eld waen u 
dad. Way waa u not bw'ie_d in tl!e Ca•• ef llaohpelaa? 

~braTanel o!fera t hree reasons. tirs t, Jos eph knew tha t 

t he CaYe was res ez-yed only f or the patriarchs and their 

wiyes. Second, he did not want to deJa&n his brothere b7 

a~propriating a privile&e t hey coLlld not share. Taird, he 

Im•• taat t'haraoh would net ~i•e hi s brothers permission 

to bury him outside F.cypt. Joa••• aad done so mu.ch for 

::gy p t tha t he cou.ld not r efuse the honor of burial in 

.. t . · 1 22 :,CY"'P l all 801 • 

I n conclusion, we llaYe seen tllree main charachers: 

The fire t is Jacob, aa the perfect man, s eeking content

m~n t, har mony, and wiodom. The second ia Joseph, por

tr83ed a s a perfect man, singled eut by hia f a ther be

ca~se of hie sensitive, intelligen t, and ■oral n~~w-e . 

?i na l l.y, we see t he brothers who are but instrwunt■ 1D 

God' s plan, whose onJ..y guilt i s t hat of t heir eTil iD

tentiona. Abravanel views t hese characters in his caa

_c~ tury on ,,enesis 37, 39- 50. 



165 

CHA: T R lll.V 
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J acob, who is clos e to aeath, c1;1lls toge t her hi s sona 

a:1d gives t hem his f i nal testament. J.4alb1m, like Abravanel, 

ais tinguiahea betiieen t he two r oots meaning "to gather• in 

Jenes i s 41 :1- 2. The root ka va tz means the comin& toge'tber 

of ~eo~l e who h~d been scattered in v:.rious pl aces; the root 

~ describes thelr wiiting into a group with a single pur-
l pose and goal. Malbim cites t he Midrash which Sa,T8 that 

t he verb qantz is invariably L1Sed to rerer to the tribea 

of Judah and Benjam.in. 2 The verb~ i s used in regard to 

t he others. ~bravanel, on the other hand, says that~ is 

a more gener al tera, 3 which Jacob employed to alleviate his 

sons• fears. He could t hen proceed to e~ea.k with each about 

his des tiny. 4 

The firs t SQJl J acob uddress ea is Hauben, t he oldest. 

;1.ccording to Malbim, Jacob tells him t u:i t ao the oldest he 

has two jefinite advant ages. Fi rst, because he is the firs t

born, he has a superior a bili t y t o r l..lle ; to be µart of the 

gevenmeat. ln addition, he will command ~rea t er res~ect 

t fJ, :.n the r est o f his brothe r s. Second, becaus e Reuben 1s 

tue first of J ,icob' s progeny, he has an acWJda.nce of dig

nity ~d gr ~a t nese. In a.<1uition, Reuben has t ne advanta&e 

of excell ing i n p.h,yslcal power and strengt h . ' ~albilll di ffer

~.r.i.i :.i tes be tween two nouns meaning "strent.{t h ," ~ and koach. 

(l.aloim s ays t il:.1t t he t erm koach refers to inner s trength or 

~o t ent ~al. 6 The term~ s igni fies the r ealization of this 

yotential stren«th.7 Ther efore Reuben no t only possesses the 

capability t'or s trength out also the Cai)uci ty to use it. Malbim 

166 



cites the rabbis who say that these qualitiea are prieati, 

anrt royal qualities which Reuben ab.oul.d poeee■s. 8 Hewenr, 

t he t ext continues, Jaoob t hen rebuke■ Reuben. He 1elle ll1a 

taa t because he is a.a unstable as water he will not reoeiYe 

the ri~hts and privileges of primogeniture, and will forfeit 

us superior qualities.9 

A!ter addressing Reuben, Jacob s oeaka to SiMon and Leri. 

~albia tells us t hat after Jacob bad told Reuben tha t he could 

not bestow the kingship upon hia, Jacob should have «iven it 

t o Simeon or Levi, the next oldest.10 Jacob tells th• that 

taey are 06th ~it to fule because t hey are men who posses■ 
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the faults of anger and vengefulness, qualities not befitting 

rulers. A leader wi t h t hese flaws will des troy much human life: 

such a man personifies continuous violence. 11 Jacob reminds 

Simeon and Levi or t heir massacre of the city of Shechem as 

•el l a s t heir treatment of t heir brot her Joeepla. Malbia ex

ol aina that Jacob tel la t hem t hat they reigned t o honor his 

name oy s l awthtering t he peo:ile of Shechem f or t he rape of 

Dinah.12 However, they acted not because of a s ense of jw,

t i ce but out of a desire for reverv;e. Not onl y did they pil

lQKe and loot but al•• des troyed a people. In this saae man

ner, tneir anger was manifes t a&ainet Joseph whoa they wanted 

to kill. It was only becaus e of Judah's intervention t hat 

J os e oh was saved froa death. Jacob conti nued t o repr ove them: 

:,t ti:x:es, f ury and r ~ e must be &µ?eased, and one mu.et do jus

tice t o the wicked. But your &J1ger is a curse, not a blessing, 

becaus e it ie not motivated by a ·desi~e f or justice. 13 Malbill 
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a.gain differentiates betwe en two synonyms, evrall and at. 

He says that the word af r efers to someone's an«er againat 

another human being who hae offended him.14 The wor d en-ah 

refers to uncontrol led anger.15 Therefore_!! refers to the 

anger against Shechem ben Hamor, and evrah raters to the an

ger against an entire city. Anger and wrath in proper aeaa

ure are legitimate emotions. Yours (Simeon•a,Levi'•) we.a 

exees ive. Therefore, I will appor11• your anger and wrath 

amon« all t he tri bes tor occa.aions when t hese emotions are 

r e ~uired . But even more. "I 1'ilJ. scatter tltua through Iarael" 

refers to t he l eaders of the people so t J.at t hey may be moved 

by ri~hteoue an~er t o do justice with those who s purn God.16 

~br avanel interprets the text to mean that t he tribes of Levi 

and Simeon will be scat·tered among t he other tri bes. 17 Ma lbim 

unders tande 1 t more figurat ively: 'l'he anger of Si meon and Levi 

will be dispersed among the tribes. Bot h Abravanellb and 

Malbia19 see Jacob's testament a s an analysis of each of the 

tribes• attributes and detects in order to det ermine who is 

wort hy of a s cending to t.he leadership in Iarael. 

According to Malbia, J a cob tells Judah: Even t ho~h you 

ar e not t he ol dest, nevertheless, you are wortny of kingship. 20 

Your brothers will g ive you the honor and r es pect due a ruler. 

'''her e are two r eqllirements .for being a king: One must rule in 

just i ce and in stre~th.21 Jacob cou.ld have µe r soni f ied Judah 

a~ a lion who oreys upon man for food. I nstead , J acob person

ified J udah as a lion whom all would reTere because of his 

-;r eatnesst his mili tar,y ability , and hi s s tren&tn . 22 There-
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fore rulers and legislators will al.ways come from his triH. 

,/hen t he peopl e wili be exiled and when there will be no Jew-

i sn k i ne, , t here vlill be 1.::.wmakers from the tribe of Judah. 

This will continue unt:..l Lile Mes s i anic King wao will be from 

his t r i be will come to rule t he µeo ple . 23 According to Kalbi.a, 

J a cob's view of the Mess iah is identical with ta.at ot Zecharic.h. 24 

The t essiah wi ll ride on a donkey r a ther than on a hor se, tile 

symbol of war. Malbim and Abravanel interpret Jacob's bleas-

i ng of Judah al.most identica.J.J.y. Indeed the only diff erence 

is ~l a t Abravanel c om~ares Judah's t r aits with those of Reuben, 

Simeon, and Lavi, and sa,ys t hat Judah does not possess t hese 

negative qualities but r a ther poaitiTe ones. ~5 

J J.cob turns to Zebu.lun and says t hat he will work near 
26 tb.e sea. He will deal in international trade, since he is 

not a\lited to ~ r icu.lture. Unlike Abravanel , Malbim does not 

tel l us t hat becauae of Zebulun•s role as a successful sea 

mercaant he will therefore be unworthy of t he thr one. Abravanel 

emj.,hasi7.es this in his co111rientary since t nia is t he sole basis 

of J acob' s rejecti on. 27 

Issachar, on the other hand, is by n.atui·e sedentary. There

f ore Jacob likens h im t o a donkey whicb pr'efere to be d.lwn under 

nis burdens. 28 Since Iaaacnar•s t erritory borders on Zebulen's , 

the latter will ex~ort lseachar'a f roduce and the two will di

vide the profits. b.blbia infers th~ t lssachar will need this 

peace and 4~iet not only to werk the land , but in order to study 

Torah. 29 Finally , Jacob tells Issachar t h~t his descendent• 

will nave to pay a tax to the king. Maloim cites the rabbis 



who say tha t Iesachar received the gi f t of studying Torah 

and that the tax was the obligation to teach Torak to al.l 

I sraei.30 

Abravanel makes no mention of lssachar's concern for 

·rorah. Because I s s achar will be occupied wi tJa agricu.l ture, 

the tribe will be exempt fro11 n..i litary ser,-i ce.31 )(al.bi.a 

makes no aention ef this idea. 

Dan is the next eon whom J acob addresses. Malbill ex

olains that the tribe of Dan had to guard against IIO\Ulted 

warriors who attack from the rear. Dan will bear tlLe re

sponsibility f or maintaining the security of Ieraei.32 

J acob next s pealce to Gad. Malbim says t hat t here will 

be two military groups. One will f i gh ~ in front of I s rael's 

lines, and the other will locate and ambush potential in

vaders. The l a tter is Gad's tu.nction. 33 ,tbravanel stresses 

t he fact that Gad ia f it onl.,Y for working t he land and not 

f or ruling. He sees Gad•a inability to confront his eneaies 

face to face as a wealcnee■ which renders t he tribe unsu.itable 

f or l eadership.34 

Both Abravanel and Malbim portray Asher as a servant 

to the k:1.ng. Abr~vanel tells us SiJecifically t hat Asher is 

sui ted to be a serv-mt to t he king and not to rul e h.imselr. 36 
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Naphtali is t he next son to be addressed by Jacob. Malbim's 

interµreta tion of the passage differs from Abravanel••· Malbim 

says t ha t Naph tali is like a tree which spreads out and has 

mim,v beautiful branches. In other words, the tri be of Naphtali 

.vill occupy a gr ea t area of Canaan. 37 Abravanel explains t hat 



J acob foresees Naphtali as a faithful worker. He Will al.W9T11 

fulfill the orders of his master. The tribe ot Naphtali is 

ski lled in langua&e and style which are good traits tor coun

selors and diplomate.3° 

Tlle laat two sons whoa J acob addressee are Josepll and 

Benjaain. AcoordJ.ng to Malbim, J acob tells Joseph t hat e'f'eD 

t hough Naphtali is a beautiful tree, Joseph is one which bears 

fruit.39 Tai• haa three ad'f'anta&••: One, it is a vine which 

bears fruit . is better than a tree whiali doe• not. 'rwo, it 

stands by the water whioll makes it fresh and verdant. Three, 

the branches of this vine grow h i gh and are fruitful. They 

are eo high t hat they reach the wall. hl.l of this Malbia 

explains in ihe foll owing aanner: One, Joseph is t all and 

llud•••• Two, he will possess wisdom and comu:.and respect. 

Three, God has r a ised him to greatness and honor. 40 Mal.bim 

explains tnat even though there were those wao ha ted and 

slandered Joseph, (an allusion to .t'otiphar's serTant• and 

t o nis brothers), Joseph did not respone with violence but 

rat her meddah keneged meddah. He showered them with go1d 

and silver and gave them wealth and g i f ts. Becaus e he did 

t his, God will help Joseph forever. At a time when God will 

~how His aDGer to t)'le world, He will oont inu.e to sustain 

Jose~h because of his righteouaness.41 

Abr avanel tells us t hat since J ose~h was envied and 

hated by hie brothere, he would be unsuitable for the kin&

snip.42 A ru.ler is dependent on hie people's love. 

J acob tells Benjamin t hat he ie like a wolf who preys 
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in the evening and leaves the s ~oil till the morni.ng.43 

•rhis indicates that 3enjamin will be a successt"u.l WB.l'

rior;44 it looks to the time of King Saul.. Abravanel 

sees Benjamin as wiworthy to be king because he is not 

a man of Justice. A warrior should not utilize hie power 

to loot and pillage. 45 

Malbill tells us t ha t J acob blessed each of his twel•• 

sons separately. The number twelve ia significant: There 

are twelve signs 1n the Zodia c, twelve gatea to heaven, 

twelve monuments which Moses erect ed, and twelve atone 

altars built by Elijah. 46 

According to Malbilll, before Jacob, God's presence was 

manifest in only one individual in each generation and he 

was f ortunate to gain in s ~iritual advant..:i.ges. ~ow, how

ever , God's providence bas s ~read from one person to twelve 

different tribes. 47 Malhi.a compares Jacob and his fami ly 

t o ~ tree . Jacob is the root, and the tribes the branches. 

God 's presence has now s pread f rom the root to t he branches. 48 

Malbill cites the Atid rash whioh s~ys that no one blessing is 

more important t han any of the other bleesinp;s.49 Each bless

in~ i s needed for the benefit of all. Malbim, who bases his 

ex .. lanati on on the . idrash, tells us that a ll bless ings were 

one d.Jld it was not neces sary to divi de them. But now t hat 

J a cob is about to die, these small blessings mus t be connect

ed into one. Jacob tells them t ha t they will be able to re

~ain the essence of his holiness and goodness. However, if 

they do not behave vroperl,y, Jacob will de part not onl7 phys-
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i cJ.lly but s pirituall y a~ well. The im~l i ca tion is tut '1ecl'a 

t,resence would leave t uem. 50 

Before Jacob dies, he i nstructs his eons about hie bu.rial. 

As Maloim explains Genesi s 49 :29-30, J a cob w.mts to be buried 

with nie fathers so t ha t his oody wil.i. rise with th. .. a't tae 

time of ~he resurrection. Until now, J~cob's soul was out

s ide the boundaries Where the righteous souls are placed ai'ter 

death. When Jacob says that t1e is ~bout to be gathered to hie 

ld.n he means that his soul will no longer be boWld inside ot 

his ~leah but placed wi t h all of the other righteou.s in th• 

bou.nd of life. Both ?Aalbi.m and Abravanel say t r.a t Jacob re

minded .b.is sons of the s pecial signifi cance of t he Cave of 

.:achpelah. Both oollllr.entators agr ee t ha t Jacob was making 

s ure th:.:. t t here would be no error on the pd.rt o:- the sons. 

rnerefore he refreshes t heir recoll ecti on of facts of the 

~urcnase of Ma chpelah. 

Jhen Jacob has completed nis ins tr~c t i ons, he jies. 51 

~albim tells uo J acob is like a~ who goes from one land 

t o another, finally s elect ing the ~14ce he des i res. He makes 

a rrangements for ~rovisions a lo~ tne w~y , IDu.ps out his di

r ection, anJ instructs his sons on how t o behave while he 

is ~one. MalbiJR comp...res Jaco~•s dea t h to a voy:.i.ge. Jacob 

::o .:-ds the s hi p wluch will take Aim to hi s f i nal des t in~tion. 

Malbim ci tes t he r a bbis who sa:, t hat Jacob did not die . 52 

r .. a l bim ex.t>lalns the word vayigva• to U1eW1 tha t t he s pirit 

th .twas in J acob left him. 53 Abravanel ci tes a statement 

by ita bbi J oens.nan wilo s aid tha t Jacob will alwa_ys live on. 54 
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Jose ph kissed Jacob's body after he had expired. Malbia 

says that although it is cus tomary not to touch cadaYer• ter 

t hey are impure, J aoob' a body was holy and not rendered \ID

clean by death. 55 Kalbia says that Jaoob's grea-meae oan be 

recogni zed in the s pecial doctors whoa he had as aervanta. 56 

Nay did Joseph embdlm Jaoob•e holy body? 57 /llalbi.Ja tella WI 

tha t the puroose of burial. is to aiiow the body to retunl to 

dust. The divine aou.l which is in man de~Jrts from the body 

i mmedi a tely after death and re1atrna to i ta So\lrce. However, 

the spirit does not depart rrom the body immediately. There 

is a process by which the s piritwil. and t he material. body are 

separated. However, there are instances when the s piritual 

part is not separated from the physical part until t he body 

returns to duet. Therefore, the corpse is made unholy by 

tae connection of BOiritual and material parts and remains 

so until buria i. 58 

Malbia tells us thut in the case of Jacob, w.t:to was lloly-

3.rlc'I ?erfeot, the S?irit separated i mmedia tel y fro• the phys

i cal body and t flere was no impurity to t he body. Therefore, 

Malbi1a tries t o t each us that the bodies of the r ighteous do 

not become impure. Therefore, the doctors embalmed the body 

to kee p it as a pure vesse l whlch cont ained wi thin it this 

!llal<;nifice.nt soul, Israei. 59 Of the forty days r equired t o 

embalm J acob, the brothers wept for t hirty.60 

J oseph gave t>haraoh f ow- reasons •h.Y he sould permi t 

hi m t o bury J a cob in Canaan • .Pirat, it is a mitzvah to hon

or ~':lrenta. Second, he had taken an oath. Third, it is a 
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m.itzvall to fulfill the wishes of a dead person. Pourfi, ~• 

nad made a pact with Jacob duri111; his lifetime to reaember 

his gr aveside and he is obliga ted to fulfill it.61 Josepll 

insists that he is asking permission to go and return. He 

has not gone to Canaan se mu.ell u once since he became lTime 

Minister while Jacob was still a live and all tha t he desires 

now i s to bury hie father. 62 Pharaoh grants Joseph permis

sion to go and t hen to return. 

On verse 7 and 8 of chapter 50 Malbim observes tha t 

Pharaoh had elevated Joseph in t hree steps. First, he made 

Jos eoh master over all of his kingdom. Second, he made him 

chief over all of Egypt. Third, he made him hi~ second-in

co~-and. Corresponding to the first, ~haraoh allows hi• 

~ervants to go with Joseph. Corresponding to the second, 

he a llows the elders of F.gypt to aocoapa.I1.7 Joseph. Corre

s oonding to the third, ~haraoh now ~ives him horses and 

horsemen ao that he will be prejJ&.red f or war. The only 

~ossesa ions which ?haraoh did not allow Jose ~h to take 

,vere nis young children and his animals, for t hey remained 

t ~ere as a gua.t"antee of his r e turn. 63 Malbim tells us tha t 

s oma exer e tes have s ugges ted that Pharaoh's refusal to al.low 

the children to 6 0 indicates th.11t t he slllvery of the Hebrews 

can be traced to tr.is time, tho\.i.'{h it did not go into full 

et'f'ect until after Jose ph's dea t n . 64 Abrava.nel s ays tha t 

Jose Jh and his ~rothers had t o l eave t heir wives , children, 

·.1ntJ cattle in the l and of Goshen. 65 Malbim S,)ecifically points 

out t a t their wi ves accompanied them alow, the way . Only 
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t neir s mall childr en and beasts remained in Goshen. llalbim 

ex~l a ina that when the Egyptians accompanied Joeepk and laia 

household to Goren~•~ beyond the Jordan, the7 realized 

t n.~t they had lost a great deal b,1 not llaving Jacob buried 

in t neir land. The Canaanites remarked that this was a 

period of great sou.ming f or the Egyptiana, but they th

selves did not mourn. Malbim tells us that t ney were OTer

joyed for they were go.in~ a tzadik:, a righteous man e1nce 

Jacob would soon be buried in Cane•n. 67 Abrava.nel writes 

t ha t the Canaanites were so overwhelmed by the entourage 

of norses and we apons tha t t hey believed their ~eo~le wer e 

buryine the King of Egypt hims el.:f. 68 Malbim tells us tha t 

the s ons alone lifted up their f ~ther and placed him into 

the ~ave as Jacob had i nstructed them to do. 6Y All of the 

brot hers together returned to Egypt, no one r emained in 

,;anaan . Accordi ng t o Mal bim, tha t t.h e mourners l eft first, 

e.s was t he custom, and t hen the rest of the entourage.70 

Ai'ter t he brothers h ad returned to ~gypt and reawaed 

t nci r .1 .1i ly coutimes, t heJ r ealized t r.at w11ile t .heir fa

t her lived tnere was unity among t aem, because of J acob's 

c oncern f or all of t hem. Th.is unity and comradeshi-::, ha d 

continued during t .he t ime of J a cob• s .funeral, since all 

were b~sy mourning t ~eir father, but now they reckoned that 

t uis hud subsided. t-- othilli{ r emained to oind t ne brothers 

to ·ether. Jos e ~n WJuld be a ble to take revenge upon them. 

,io.,c h t :1en al..leVL!tee t oeir r ea rs and remin ds the■ t hat 

b ey are ;:,:irt of God • s plan. God had set Jos e ph in Egypt; 

1.1, 



t he,y were only His tools. God's intention was for Jos eph 

to :-'erfect the brothers• characters. How t nen could Joseph 

h3ve second t houghts about an act of God? 71 

Finally we learn th·::l.t Joseph merited the blessing of 

seeing four generutions of children.72 

AbraYanel sees Jacob as a Jewish philosopher and scholar. 

Malbim portrays Jacob as a simple, righteous human being pos

sessing a good Jewish soul. 
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