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CHAPTER 37

Prologue to the Joseph Story  (w.1-36)

Va-Teshev The rest of the Book of Genesis is devoted to the story of Joseph-—except for the abrupt and puzzling
intrusion of the episode of Judah and Tamar (chap. 38) and Jacob’s moving last testament (chap. 49).
The present section and the preceding chapter are linked by their depiction of the contrasting
fortunes of Esau and Jacob. Esau has already attained peoplehood and has established kingship and
tribal territory in the hill country of Seir, to which his clan had migrated (36:6-8,43; cf. Deut. 2:5). But
Jacob must go down to Egypt where his offspring will become enslaved, as foretold in the covenant
God made with Abraham: “Your offspring shall be strangers in a land not theirs” (15:13). This same
picture of contrasting destinies appears as an explicit element in Joshua’s farewell speech to the tribal
confederation delivered at Shechem: “I gave Esau the hill country of Seir as his possession, while
Jacob and his children went down to Egypt” (Josh. 24:4). Both events belong to God’s scheme of
history; from now on, however, it will be the fortunes of Israel alone that will engage the attention of
the biblical Narrator.

The importance of the Joseph story lies in the fact that it initiates the chain of events that leads to
the descent to Egypt; it is the prelude to the drama of oppression and redemption that constitutes the
overriding motif of biblical theology. Joseph’s experience is the culmination of a series of episodes set
in motion by causes that were often temporal, petty, sordid, and mundane. A father’s favoritism,
tittle-tattle, sibling jealousies, egotistic boyish dreams—all these are elements of a family situation
that culminates in explosive tragedy.

The story of Joseph and his brothers differs markedly from the preceding patriarchal narratives.
By far the longest and most complete narrative in Genesis, it is set forth by a master storyteller who
employs with consummate skill the novelistic techniques of character delineation, psychological
manipulation, and dramatic suspense. Another unique feature is the outwardly “secular” mold in
which the narrative is cast, the miraculous or supernatural element being conspicuously absent. There
are no direct divine revelations or communications to Joseph. He builds no altars. He has no
associations with cultic centers. God never openly and directly intervenes in his life. No wonder that
Joseph is not included among the patriarchs (cf. Exod. 2:24) and that Jewish tradition restricts that
category to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Ber. 16b). Nevertheless, the secularity of the story is
superficial, for the narrative is infused with a profound sense that God’s guiding hand imparts
meaning and direction to seemingly haphazard events: when Joseph is lost he meets “a man” who
knows exactly where his brothers are (37:15); the caravans of traders happen to be going to Egypt
(37:25,28); the Lord is with Joseph in Potiphar’s house (39:2) and in prison (39:21f.). It 1s significant
that the name of God comes readily to Joseph’s lips at critical moments: when he is confronted by
Potiphar’s wife (39:9); when he interprets dreams (40:8; 41:16 et seq.); and when he tests his brothers
(42:18). The ultimate interpretation of events is given by Joseph himself at the dramatic conclusion of
the narrative: “God has sent me ahead of you to ensure your survival on earth, and to save your lives
in an extraordinary deliverance. So, it was not you who sent me here, but God” (45:7,8).

THE BEGINNING OF HOSTILITY (vv. 1-4)

1. Now Jacob was settled in the land  In contrast to Esau, who had migrated.!

where his father bad sojourned That is, the land of Canaan, which only Isaac, of the three
patriarchs, had never left. More specifically, the reference is to the Hebron region (v. 14), where Jacob
had gone to visit his aged father and where his father had died (35:27). Actually, according to the
Genesis chronologies, Isaac was still alive when the events in this chapter took place. This may be
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calculated as follows:2 to the 13 years Joseph spent in slavery must be added the 7 years of plenty and
the 2 years of famine that elapsed before Jacob’s migration. To these 22 years must then be added the
17 Jacob spent in Egypt before he died, at age 147. If one deducts the resultant 39 years from the 147,
Jacob would have been 108 when Joseph was sold by his brothers. Since Isaac was 60 when Jacob was
born, and died at 180, Jacob must have been 120 at the time of Isaac’s death. Hence, Isaac lived on
another 12 years after the sale of Joseph (see Comment to v. 35).

2. This, then, is the line of Jacob Contrary to usage, no genealogy follows this formula.?
Mention of Joseph and his brothers is here, in effect, an abbreviated genealogy, the full version of
which was already listed in 35:22-26.

tended . . . with his brothers Hebrew ro‘eh ‘et may carry a subtle suggestion of what is to
follow since it can also be translated, “he used to lord it over his brothers.”*

as a belper Hebrew na‘ar is also used in this sense in describing Joshua’s relationship to
Moses.®

sons of ... That is, he fraternized, in particular, with Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher.

Bilhab and Zilpah The order of the wives is here reversed® since Joseph would have been
naturally closer to Bilhah, his late mother’s maid. The concubines were until now referred to as
“maidservants” when mentioned together with Rachel and Leah. The use of “wives™ here, as Ramban
suggests, may indicate a new status acquired after their mistresses had both died.

bad reports of them  This is the first of the several causes of enmity between Joseph and his
brothers. The nature of the “reports” is not given.

3. Israel loved Joseph best This is the second cause of enmity. Jacob’s favoritism was
perhaps understandable, for Joseph was the son of his beloved wife Rachel, born after so many years
of heartbreak and frustration. It is quite clear from 30:25 that the patriarch looked upon Joseph’s birth
as signaling the beginning of a new period in his life. Jacob’s undisguised partiality intensified the
hostility caused by his son’s behavior.

Israel Throughout the narrative the two names of the patriarch interchange indiscrimi-
nately.

the child of bis old age  He was the last of Jacob’s sons to be born in Paddan-aram.”

an ornamented tunic  The precise meaning of Hebrew ketonet passim remains unclear. In
2 Samuel 13:18-19 the garment is mentioned as the distinctive dress of virgin daughters of royalty.
Josephus describes it as “a long-sleeved tunic reaching to the ankle.”® In Aramaic and rabbinic
Hebrew pas means the palm of the hand and the sole of the foot. Radak took passim to mean
“striped.” The Sepruagint and Vulgate rendered the Hebrew “a robe of many colors.”

Ancient Near Eastern art may shed some light on the subject. An Egyptian tomb painting at
Beni-hasan from about 1890 B.C.E. features a Semitic clan with the men and women wearing
multicolored tunics draped over one shoulder and reaching below the knees. Another Egyptian tomb
has a representation of Syrian ambassadors bringing tribute to Tutankhamen. They are dressed in
elaborately designed long robes wrapped around the body and over the shoulders. A mural fresco in
the palace of King Zimri-lim at Mari, in southeast Syria, shows figures dressed in garments made of
many small rectangular panels of multicolored cloth. The discovery of a “pas garment” (165 psm) in a
list of various articles of clothing from the town of Ugarit, dated not later than the thirteenth century
B.C.E., provides a parallel to the biblical phrase but little clarification.®
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GENESIS 37:5

hated him so that they could not speak a friendly word to
him.

50nce Joseph had a dream which he told to his brothers;
and they hated him even more. He said to them, “Hear
this dream which I have dreamed: 7There we were binding
sheaves in the field, when suddenly my sheaf stood up and
remained upright; then your sheaves gathered around and
bowed low to my sheaf.” 8His brothers answered, “Do you
mean to reign over us? Do you mean to rule over us?” And
they hated him even more for his talk about his dreams.

He dreamed another dream and told it to his brothers,
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It may well be that the tunic was a sign of high social standing. It plays a key role in the narrative
both because of the jealousy it aroused and because it was the only means by which Jacob could have
been convinced that Joseph had been killed (vv. 31ff.).

4. loved him The Hebrew places the object ‘oto in an emphatic position before the verb:
“It was he whom his father loved. . . .”

speak . .. to him Hebrew dabbero is unique. Usually the sufhix attached to this verb carries a
possessive sense, meaning “his speech.” The passage would then be translated, “They could not abide
his friendly speech.” In other words, they rebuffed every attempt by Joseph to be friendly.1?

JOSEPH’S DREAMS  (vwv. 5-11)

The third and most menacing source of discord was Joseph’s dreams. This situation is easily
understood when we view it against the cultural background of the times. Everywhere the dream was
recognized as a means of divine communication. In the dreams previously described in Genesis, the
revelation is straightforward and the message is conveyed verbally. In the case of Joseph’s dreams,
however, the language of communication is symbolic. God does not figure explicitly in the content of
the dream; yet it is taken for granted that He is the source of the message being conveyed. The
predictive aspect of dreams was universally assumed in the ancient world, and this was reason enough
for the brothers to take Joseph seriously. However, since the dream was also recognized to be
inseparable from the personality of the dreamer, reflecting his own needs and wishes, Joseph bore, in
the eyes of his brothers, a measure of responsibility for his highly egocentric vision of superiority and
lordship. Joseph’s aspirations raised such hostility in his brothers as to inspire a conspiracy to murder
{vv. 19-20).

THE FIRST DREAM (vv. 5-8)

5. to bis brothers Not to his father, who does not figure in the first dream.

7. binding sheaves The documents found at Mari mention that pastoralists, although
they were all shepherds, were employed to bring in the harvest. The agricultural motif here hints at
the circumstances that will occasion Joseph’s rise to greatness (chap. 41).

stood up . . . bowed low A clear assertion of authority by Joseph and of acquiescence on the
part of his brothers.

8. Joseph’s dreams are self-explanatory in contrast to those of the Egyptians, who need an
interpreter to extract meaning from their enigmatic imagery (40:5-13; 41:1-8). The same need is
present in the case of Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams in the Book of Daniel (chaps. 2, 4). There is no
record of an Israelite ever requiring the skill of an interpreter of dreams.

And they hated bim The threefold repetition of this phrase (vv. 4,5,8) suggests an ever-
increasing intensity of hostile emotions.!!
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for bis talk about bis dreams That is, for his boastful narration of them. Since the phrase is,
literally, “for his dreams and for his words,” the latter may refer to his reports of their bad conduct.

dreams The plural is odd at this point. It either anticipates the second dream or implies a
previous, unreported history of similar vainglorious dreams, 12

THE SECOND DREAM (wv. 9-11)

9. another dream Throughout the Joseph narratives, dreams come in pairs!? in order to
demonstrate their seriousness, as noted in 41:32. The possibility of an idle dream was recognized by
the ancients. From the literature of the ancient Near East we have accounts of double, triple, and even
sevenfold repetition of dreams in which one symbol is successively substituted for another, although
the basic meaning and central theme remain the same throughout the series.

the sun . .. This time the dream has a celestial setting and reproduces Joseph’s secret
thoughts and aspirations in a more obvious manner. The dream now includes his parents among
those who are to be subservient to him.

stars This symbolism for the brothers is perhaps suggested by the repeated image compar-
ing Israel to the stars of the heaven.!4

10. and brothers Joseph now recounts his dream a second time, in the presence of his
father as well. The brothers’ silence on both occasions is ominous.

berated him Publicly, hoping thereby not only to relieve the tension, burt also to curb
Joseph’s sense of self-importance.1%

your mother Since she was long dead (35:19), this is either a distortion, which is not an
uncommon element in dreams, or a reference to Joseph’s stepmother, Bilhah.1¢ Some scholars believe
that this verse, along with 4.4:20, betrays an earlier version of the narrative in which Rachel was still
alive at this time. However, if this were so, ten stars, not eleven, would be expected, since Benjamin
would not yet have been born.

tothe ground Joseph has not urtered this phrase. In adding it, Jacob subconsciously echoes
the manner in which he himself had made obeisance to his brother Esau (33:3). Its use here is an
intimation of future developments, for it appears in the narrative each time the brothers bow to
Joseph in Egypt.}7

11. The repetition of the dream has established the authenticity and seriousness of the
message. Jacob muses upon it. The brothers now look upon him with passionate hatred.

THE SALE OF JOSEPH (vv. 12-36)

12, his brothers In contrast to the report in verse 2, Joseph was not with them, probably
because he was now exempt from labor (see Comment to v. 2).
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GENESIS 37:14

brothers are pasturing at Shechem. Come, I will send you
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to them.” He answered, “I am ready.” *And he said to
him, “Go and see how your brothers are and how the flocks
are faring, and bring me back word.” So he sent him from
the valley of Hebron.

When he reached Shechem, !*a man came upon him wan-
dering in the fields. The man asked him, “What are you
looking for?” !*He answered, “I am looking for my
brothers. Could you tell me where they are pasturing?”
17The man said, “They have gone from here, for I heard
them say: Let us go to Dothan.” So Joseph followed his
brothers and found them at Dothan.

18 They saw him from afar, and before he came close to
them they conspired to kill him. *They said to one
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at Shechem See Comment to 12:6. Being pastoral nomads, the brothers periodically move
to temporary centers in order to secure pasturage for their livestock. The area around Shechem is
blessed with an adequate water supply and fertile soil, and the city itself holds rich associations for
Jacob and his family. The patriarch encamped there after returning from his long exile abroad,
bought a plot of land, and set up an altar to the “God of Israel” (33:18-20). Joseph’s remains were to
be later interred in that very plot (Josh. 24:32).

13-14. In view of the relationship between Joseph and his brothers, Jacob’s action is
surprising and Joseph’s ready response no less so. Clearly, the brothers had hitherto successfully
disguised their true feelings and, indeed, there is no record of their having uttered any threats against
Joseph. Shechem had been the site of a bloody massacre carried out by the brothers, who had
apparently captured the city (chap. 34). This incident must have occurred very recently since Dinah
was about the same age as Joseph (30:21-24) and could hardly have been younger than about fifteen at
the time. Joseph is now seventeen (v. 2). The danger inherent in the brothers’ presence in the vicinity
of Shechem (cf. 34:30) may have been the source of Jacob’s anxiety.18

14. bow...are...word Hebrew shalom ... davar, the same two words, but in reverse
order, as used in the hostile context of verse 4. The verbal association suggests the underlying tragedy
of the situation.

valley of Hebron A name found nowhere else. Hebron itself was located on a hill (see
Comment to 13:18), but the Cave of Machpelah, in which Abraham was buried, was located in a field
outside the city and the text may well refer to this area.!® One midrash sees in the extraordinary
mention of this place a hint that the first stage in the fulfillment of the prophecy made to Abraham
(15:13) is about to begin.

Hebron . . . Shechem A distance of some 50 miles (80 km.). The south-north watershed
road that traversed the central hill country connected these two cities. It split into two at Shechem,
one branch turning northwest to Dothan (v. 17).

15-17. The entire journey must have taken about five days by foot. Joseph here exhibits a
dogged persistence, undoubtedly a quality that later earned him the confidence of his Egyptian
masters during his captivity.

The exchange between Joseph and the man is reported only in briefest outline. To be of help, the
stranger surely must have asked for the identity of the brothers.

17. Dothan An ancient fortress town about 13 miles (21 km.) northwest of Shechem,
lying in a valley known for its rich pastureland .20 '

18. The brothers are now far from their father’s restraining presence. The mere sight of
Joseph ignites their hatred and murderous passions.
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GENESsIs 37:20

another, “Here comes that dreamer! 2°Come now, let us
kill him and throw him into one of the pits; and we can say,
‘A savage beast devoured him.” We shall see what comes of
his dreams!” 2But when Reuben heard it, he tried to save
him from them. He said, “Let us not take his life.” 22And
Reuben went on, “Shed no blood! Cast him into that pit
out in the wilderness, but do not touch him yourselves”—
intending to save him from them and restore him to his
father. 2When Joseph came up to his brothers, they
stripped Joseph of his tunic, the ornamented tunic that he
was wearing, 2%and took him and cast him into the pit. The
pit was empty; there was no water in it.
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20. kill him Hebrew b-r-g, which connotes ruthless violence, is the same verb that is used

when Cain slays Abel.

one of the pits These would be cisterns hewn out of rock intended for gathering and storing
water in the rainy season. Large numbers of such cisterns have been found in excavations all over the
Land of Israel. They vary in depth from six to as much as twenty-four feet. Dried out cisterns were
occasionally used as temporary places of detention.?! Murderers seem to have deliberately slaugh-
tered their victims near such pits in order to dispose of the corpses there. One has only to bear in mind
that lack of proper burial was considered to be the supreme dishonor in order to imagine something
of the frenzied intensity of the brothers” hatred for Joseph. His wearing of the special tunic at the time

probably was an added provocation.

21.  The approach of Joseph galvanizes Reuben into action. On an earlier occasion he had
impetuously asserted his rights as the first-born by taking his father’s concubine (35:22); now he
desperately asserts the authority that belongs to that status. His being under a cloud sharpened his
sensitivity to the fact that he would surely bear the main share of blame for any misfortune. Perhaps
he also hoped to regain his father’s favor. There is no need, however, to question Reuben’s sincerity.
Still troubled by his failure to save Joseph (42:22), he is willing to go to extreme lengths in order to
convince his father to let him be the protector of Benjamin (42:37).

be tvied to save him Hebrew va-yatsilehu, which normally means “he saved him,” has the

sense of “he came to the rescue.”

“Let us not”

Rather, “We shall not!” The statement is made with a decisiveness that

tolerates no opposition. The use of the first person plural makes clear that this is to be their collective
decision.?? Indeed, the brothers do not say another word, either of assent or dissent (contrast v. 27).

22.  After leaving suitable pause for his words to take effect, Reuben presses his psycho-

logical advantage.

“Shed no blood!”
the idea.

out in the wilderness

Now he uses the second person plural to emphasize his own loathing for

Hebrew midbar here refers to the extensive, uninhabited pastureland

in the region of Dothan. The brothers believe that Joseph will die of hunger and exposure, while
Reuben thinks he can rescue him somehow without their noticing.

23. the ornamented tunic The explanatory comment is necessary in light of verse 33.

24. cast him into the pit

The narrative is abbreviated here, as in verse 28, for it says

nothing of Joseph’s reactions to their deeds. It is clear from 42:21 that the boy was no silent
participant in his own misfortune but pleaded to be released.

no water in it
necessary.??
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GENESIS 37:25

25Then they sat down to a meal. Looking up, they saw a
caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, their camels
bearing gum, balm, and ladanum to be taken to Egypt.
26Then Judah said to his brothers, “What do we gain by
killing our brother and covering up his blood? ?Come, let
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25. sat down to & meal In callous indifference to their brother’s anguished pleas. The
action allows time for further discussion of Joseph’s fate in the absence of Reuben. At the same time,
it provides an interlude until a fresh and final opportunity for vengeance develops.

There is something portentous about this meal, as there is about the merchandise of the cara-
vaneers, for later in the narrative both reappear, and in the same language, as symbols of the reversal
of fortunes between Joseph and his brothers.24

a caravan of Ishmaelites The wandering traders are again so described in verse 27, and it is
apparently they who buy Joseph, take him down to Egypt (v. 28), and sell him to Potiphar (39:1).
However, Midianite traders are mentioned in verse 28, and these (or “Medanites™) are also said to be
responsible for selling Joseph to Potiphar (v. 36).

The discrepancy in names has been variously explained by traditional commentators. Genesis
Rabba 84:20, followed by Rashi, postulates that Joseph was traded several times. Ibn Ezra identifies
the Ishmaelites with Midianites on the basis of Judges 8:24, which relates that Midianites possessed
golden earrings “because they were Ishmaelites.” This passage suggests that the term “Ishmaelite”
was used as an epithet for “nomadic traders” rather than in an ethnic sense. “Midianite,” on the other
hand, indicates a specific ethnic affiliation. Even if the two names are indicative of originally distinct
narrative strands that have here been interwoven, it must have been the close connection between
Ishmael and Midian in biblical tradition—both being offspring of Abraham (25:1-2,12)—that led to
their fusion.

The fact that all those who had a hand in the sale of Joseph into foreign slavery were his own
kinsfolk serves to heighten the tragedy.

from Gilead The central mountainous region east of the River Jordan (see Comment to
31:21). Spices and perfumes probably formed an important source of income for its inhabitants.25 The
caravaneers would have traveled from Gilead by way of the Valley of Beth-Shean (Beisan). The road
southward passed by Dothan and then turned westward to link up with the route to Egypt.

camels See Comment to 12:16.

gum . .. Gums and resins played an important role in the economy of Egypt as they
constituted the ingredients of perfumes, cosmetics, and medicines, all of which were put to a wide
variety of uses in the cult of the gods, in embalming the dead, as sanitizing and deodorizing agents, as
insect repellents, and, above all, for cleansing and conditioning the body in the absence of soap. The
identification of the products mentioned in this verse is not at all certain, and there is no unanimity of
translation among the ancient versions and traditions. The term translated here “gum” (Heb. nekb’ot)
is generally taken to be “gum tragacanth,” a sticky substance that exudes from the bark of shrubs of
the genus Astragalus, which is native to arid high mountainous regions in the Near East. “Balm”
(Heb. tse/ort) may be either a fragrant plant or a resin (Ker. 6a) derived from Commiphora opobal-
samum. Its medicinal properties were widely recognized, as shown by Jeremiah 8:22 and s1:8.
“La(b)danum” for Hebrew lot is similarly uncertain. If correct, it would refer to the oleoresin that
exudes from the cistus shrub.

The uncommonly detailed account of the fragrant wares, which the brothers could not possibly
have spotted from the distance, is explained in Genesis Rabba 84:16 as indicating a providential
amelioration of Joseph’s suffering on the road to Egypt in that, at least, he was not subject to the
usual malodors that characterized nomadic caravans.

26. Judabh He now assumes leadership, a role he is later to take once again in the
protection of Benjamin.26 The text leaves unclear whether Judah’s suggestion is a desperate com-
promise to save Joseph’s life, or whether his “What do we gain?” is an expression of sordid hostility.
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At any rate, this narrative reflects the history of the Israelite tribes. Reuben’s authority is on the
decline while Judah rises to prominence. In consonance with this is Jacob’s acceptance of a proposal
by Judah (43:11-14) after having previously rejected the same advice from Reuben (42:37f).

killing By leaving him to die in the pit. It is also possible that in Reuben’s absence (v. 29)
the idea of murdering Joseph had been revived.

covering up his blood In the biblical idiom, the blood of a murder victim was said to “cry
out” for justice (see Comment to 4:10). Uncovered blood thus served as a constant reminder of a
crime and as an incitement to revenge.?’

27. flesh Used figuratively for kinship relationship.?®

agreed Literally, “heard.” The Hebrew verb here is neutral. It may connote listening in
stony silence as well as willing assent.??

28. Midianite Sece Comment to verse 25.

they pulled . . . sold The subject of the two Hebrew verbs is ambiguous. On the basis of 45:5,
it is generally taken to be the brothers. However, if the Midianites and Ishmaelites are not identical,
then it might be assumed that, to avoid hearing Joseph’s cries, the brothers had removed themselves
some distance from the pit while they ate their meal. In the meantime, the Midianites chanced by and
kidnapped Joseph. In 40:15 Joseph describes himself as having been kidnapped.

twenty pieces of silver The price of a slave would, of course, fluctuate with the market. The
sum mentioned here corresponds to the monetary value of a male aged between five and twenty, as
stated in Leviticus 27:5, presuming that the standard shekel is referred to in both instances. Twenty
shekels is the average price of a slave in the laws of Hammurabi 3¢

to Egypt In order to sell him in the slave market. Although war with foreign countries
provided the main source of slaves in Egypt, commercial slave-trafficking was well established with
both Syria and Canaan. This particular type of trade in human misery is well illustrated in Egyptian
documents. One such document is the last will and testament of King Amen-em-het II1 (end of the
19th cent. B.C.E.), in which he provides for the disposal of four Asian slaves he had received as a gift
from his brother. More interesting is a papyrus (BAP 35.1446) from ca. 1740 B.C.E., which contains an
inventory of servants on an estate. Thirty-seven of the ninety-five slaves listed are Asian. The
document derives from an age when there was no known military activity in Canaan and Syria and
when there was active commerce between these two countries. There s thus evidence for a brisk trade
with Egypt in Asian slaves. The sale of Joseph into Egyptian slavery accords well with what is known
about the importation of slaves into that country from Canaan.

29.  bhe rent bis clothes  Clearly, Reuben knows nothing about the sale and believes Joseph
to be dead (cf. 42:22). This token of grief, called keri‘ab in Hebrew, may have replaced an earlier
custom of gashing the flesh.3! Keri‘ah has remained a traditional sign of mourning among Jews to the
present time. Before the funeral, a rent of at least four inches in length is made in the lapel of the
mourner’s jacket, on the left lapel for parents and on the right for the other five relatives for whom
formal mourning rites are obligatory (cf. Lev. 21:1-3). The mourner stands while the keriab is per-
formed (cf. Job 1:20) and then recites a blessing acknowledging divine justice. Until modern times it
was customary for the mourner himself to make the rent in his garment (YD, par. 340:1).
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brothers, he said, “The boy is gone! Now, what am I to
do?” 3'Then they took Joseph’s tunic, slaughtered a kid,
and dipped the tunic in the blood. 32They had the orna-
mented tunic taken to their father, and they said, “We
found this. Please examine it; is it your son’s tunic or not?”
33He recognized it, and said, “My son’s tunic! A savage
beast devoured him! Joseph was torn by a beast!” 34Jacob
rent his clothes, put sackcloth on his loins, and observed
mourning for his son many days. 35All his sons and daugh-
ters sought to comfort him; but he refused to be com-
forted, saying, “No, I will go down mourning to my son in
Sheol.” Thus his father bewailed him.
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30. to his brothers Who had removed themselves from the scene after the sale (see

Comment to v. 28).

is gone!  Or, “is no more!”32—perhaps meaning that Joseph must be dead.

what am I to do? An agonized cry. Literally, “as for me, whither do I go?”—to escape my

father’s grief.33

31. The brothers now use the alibi they had originally planned (v. 20).

tunic Compare verse 23.

a kid There is a touch of subtle irony here since years before, a kid and the garment of his
brother had played key roles in Jacob’s deception of his father, as told in 27:9,15,16. Now his own sons
deceive him through the instrumentality of a kid and their brother’s garment.

32. ormamented Its distinctive feature is mentioned because that is what establishes for

Jacob the identity of its owner.

had ... taken Literally, “Theysent...and they brought,” preserving a separate subject for

each verb. Hoping to avoid any suspicion of involvement in Joseph’s fate, the brothers apparently
sent the bloodstained tunic to their father by way of others who pretended they had found it.34 This
interpretation overcomes the difficulty of the brothers’ harsh and unlikely statement about “your
son’s tunic” when speaking to their father about their brother.

33. 'The full horror of the situation penectrates Jacob’s consciousness only in stages. First he
recognizes the tunic; then its bloody and tattered state leads to the inference that a wild beast had
devoured his son; then he has a vivid mental image of his beloved Joseph actually being torn to
pieces.?> Jacob has been trapped into uttering the very words the brothers had originally planned to
say (v. zo).

34. rent bis clothes See Comment to verse 29.

sackeloth  Another symbol of grief,3¢ a coarse material probably made of goat hair or camel
hair.

many days His inconsolable grief was perhaps intensified by feelings of guilt at having sent
Joseph alone on such a long and perilous journey.?”

35. daughters Thatis, Dinah and his daughters-in-law.38
go down mourning That is, never cease to mourn until the day of his death.

Sheol The most frequently used term in biblical Hebrew for the abode of the spirits of the
dead. The region was imagined to be situated deep beneath the earth and to be enclosed with gates.
There is no concept of “heaven” and “hell” in the Hebrew Bible. The underworld received all men—
good and bad, great and small—and all are equal there. It was a place of unrelieved darkness and
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gloom and of complete silence. None who entered it could return.?® The etymology of the word
“Sheol” is uncertain, and the term is unknown in other ancient Semitic languages.

bis father bewailed him  The slight ambiguity of the pronouns gave rise to the notion that
Isaac wept over his grief-stricken son Jacob.4® Isaac, in fact, was still alive at this time, according to the
biblical chronologies (see Comment to v. 1).

36. The real fate of Joseph (v. 28), the main theme of the narrative, 1s repeated after the
digression (cf. 39:1).

the Midianites See Comments to verses 25, 28. In 39:1, the ones who sell Joseph are termed
“Ishmaelites.”

Potiphar The name of Joseph’s master is almost identical with that of his future father-in-
law, Potiphera (41:45). This latter name has been explained as the Egyptian Pa-di-pa-re, meaning “he
whom Re (the sun-god) has given.” It may be conjectured that Potiphar, a form not otherwise
known, has been deliberately abbreviated in our narrative in order to avoid confusion of the two
persons.

courtier  Hebrew saris, from Akkadian §a-7251, “the one at the head,” that is, an officer of
the reaim. Because of the practice of castrating court officials, the term acquired the sense of
“eunuch.” However, this meaning cannot be applied indiscriminately, for Akkadian texts show that
not all who held the title were emasculated, especially if they did not need to come into contact with
the harem. Moreover, there does not seem to be evidence of eunuchs as an institution in ancient
Egypt. Potiphar’s wife plays a crucial role in Joseph’s fortunes (chap. 39).

chief steward Hebrew tabbah yields the possibility of either “cook” or “slaughterer,” that
is, executioner.*! The title “chief cook” would correspond to the Egyptian wdpw, which originally
also meant “cook,” but which came to be a general designation for persons attached to the services of
nobles, princes, and kings.

CHAPTER 38

Judah and Tamar — (w.1-30)

The story of Joseph’s fortunes is abruptly interrupted by a narrative about Judah that seems to be
entirely unconnected to what precedes and follows it. Judah separates himself from his brothers,
marries, and has three sons. In time, he finds a wife for his first-born son. She dies childless soon after
his marriage. The second son refuses to follow what was then the common procedure and marry his
dead brother’s wife. Then he, too, dies. When the widowed Tamar realizes that her claim for a
husband is unlikely to be satisfied even through the third son of Judah, she deceives her father-in-law.
Oblivious of her identity, Judah is intimate with her. Tamar gives birth to twins.

This digression heightens the reader’s suspense at a critical moment in the Joseph narrative, but
the skillful blending of the chapter into the larger story shows that the digression is deliberate and the
result of careful literary design, as noted in Genesis Rabba 85:3.

The concluding statement of chapter 37, about the sale of Joseph to Potiphar, is repeated in the
first verse of chapter 39, thus providing continuity after the intervening diversion. The recurring use
of certain key words also forges verbal links berween chapter 38 and its preceding and following
chapters. Thus the Hebrew root y-#-d appears in 37:35 Cered, “I will go down™), 38:1 (va-yered, lit. “he
went down™), and 39:1 (burad, “was taken down”); the root n-kh-r is found in 37:32 (bakker, lit.
“recognize™), verse 33 (va-yakkirah, “he recognized it”), as well as in 38:25 (hakker) and verse 26 (va-
yakker); the root n-b-m 1s used twice in 37:35 (le-nabamo, “to comfort him”; le-hitnabem, “to be
comforted™) and in 38:12 (va-yinnahem, “was comforted”); while the root “r-r is employed in 38:17,
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18, and 20 (‘eravon, “a pledge”) and in 43:9 (e‘ervennu, lit. “I will pledge myself for him™) and 44:32
‘arav (“has pledged himself”). A kid from the flock plays a role in the Joseph story (37:31) as well as in
this one (vv. 17,20). Deception occurs in both narratives; a point is proved through the production of
tangible evidence (37:32-33; 38:25-26); the theme of female temptation is central to this and the
following chapter; and the genealogy of Judah is repeated in 46:12 in a way that requires knowledge of
38:3-10, 29—30 in order for it to be understood.

All this shows that the story of Judah and Tamar serves a function that is more complex than a
simple suspenseful pause. It cannot be an accident that all the places mentioned—Adullam, Chezib,
Timnah, and Enam—are contained within the later territory of the tribe of Judah. Nor can it be
coincidental that Adullam is connected with incidents in the life of David, that Bath-shua and Tamar
are names similarly linked with the biography of that king, and that the episode here recounted closes
with the birth of Judah’s sons, of whom Perez attained preeminence among the Judahite clans and
became the ancestor of King David. This chapter, then, is replete with certain historic associations
that place Judah, and by inference Joseph too, in a context far wider than that of their own individual
personalities.

Reuben is the first-born of Jacob; yet it is not he but Judah, the fourth son, who rises to prom-
inence in the Joseph narrative. It was Judah who suggested the sale of Joseph to the caravaneers
(37:26f.), and it is he who will soon become the spokesman for his brothers to their father (43:3-s,
8-10). It is Judah who assumes a position of leadership when the delegation runs into trouble in
Egypt (44:14-16) and who negotiates on behalf of the family for the release of the youngest brother
(44:18-34). Finally, it is Judah whom Jacob selects to spearhead the migration to Egypt (46:28). So
these narratives, while they recount the rise of Joseph, subtly register as well the ascendancy of Judah.
The stage is being set for the future fulfiliment of the divine promise to Abraham—“kings shall come
forth from you” (17:6)—and to Jacob—*“Kings shall issue from your loins” (35:11). Two kingdoms
resulted from these divine promises to the patriarchs: Judah became the name of the southern
kingdom, while the northern kingdom of Isracl was known as Joseph (cf. Zech. 10:6). The present
chapter, then, provides a foil to the Joseph-centered episodes. It hints, ever so obliquely, at the future
Joseph-Judah polarity in the history of the people of Israel.

There is much in the narrative that testifies to great antiquity. Judah’s wanderings take place in
the border regions of the future tribe, not in its main area of settlement. He is not portrayed as a
conqueror or even as a settler. He is still a pastoral nomad, not a city dweller. There is no hostility or
tension between him and the Canaanites; later tradition would hardly have invented the uncomfort-
able account about his marriage to one. Thus the image of the tribe of Judah reflected here is, in
general, not that of the postconquest situation. As regards the social situation, the head of the family
still has the power of life and death over its members. Moreover, the levirate institution here, unlike
that of Deuteronomy 25:5—9, presupposes that the main obligation rests upon the father-in-law,
allowing no possibility of voluntary renunciation by the brother-in-law. Finally, both the fact that no
stigma is attached to what would, in later times, be the offspring of an incestuous marriage and the
Narrator’s need to offer an apologia for Judah’s behavior (see Comment to v. 15f.) combine to
confirm an early date for the details of the action.

JUDAH’S MARRIAGE (. 1-5)

1. Aboutthattime The phrase clearly intends to connect, in time, the sale of Joseph with
the marriage of Judah.! However, the events here described can be compressed into the twenty-two
years that elapsed between the sale of Joseph and the descent to Egypt, only on the assumption that Er
was born about a year after Judah’s marriage and that Onan and Shelah followed in successive years.
Er would then have been about eighteen when he married Tamar and died soon after, and Onan
about seventeen when he repeated the experience of his brother. If Tamar waited a year in vain for
Shelah before taking the initiative, the twins Perez and Zerah would have been born about twenty-one
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years after Judah’s original marriage, which had taken place soon after the sale of Joseph. Thus they
would have been about a year old upon arrival in Egypt. However, this assumption of a close
temporal connection between the events of chapter 37 and Judah’s marriage is clearly incompatibie
with the mention in 46:12 that two sons of Perez were in Jacob’s company when he went down to
Egypt. Accordingly, some modern scholars assign this last notice to a different strand of tradition.
Others regard the Hebrew phraseology in 46:12 as indicating that Hezron and Hamul were not yet
born and were included in the list simply for the sake of completeness (see Comment to 46:12). One
or two traditional commentators treat the introductory formula “About that time” as a general
phrase not meant to be precise, and they suppose that the marriage of Judah had occurred much
earlier than the sale of Joseph. Against this is the clear intent of the phrase “About that time” in 21:22.
Furthermore, the omission of the gencalogy of Perez at the end of chapter 38, in contrast to 46:12,
shows that no grandsons had been born within the time span encompassed by the events described in
the chapter.

left bis brothers Literally, “went down from . . .,” that 1s, from the hill country of Hebron
(37:12,14,32). One midrash (Tanh. B., Gen. 183) connects this event with the brothers’ anger at Judah
for his unfortunate advice, as given in Genesis 37:26f. The narrative reflects the isolation of Judah
from the other tribes in premonarchic times caused by the presence of Canaanite enclaves. Deuter-
onomy 33:7 also alludes to this isolation: “Hear, O Lorp, the voice of Judah / And restore him to his
people.”

Adullamite A man of Adullam, a city in the northern sector of the Judean shefelah
(lowland), about ¢ miles {14.4 km.) northeast of modern Beit Guvrin. This Canaanite royal city,
captured by Joshua and made part of the tribal inheritance of Judah, was also associated with the life
of David.?

2. Canaanite In1 Chronicles 2:3, this identification is given to the wife herself. Simeon,
too, had a Canaanite wife. In both cases it is the foreign woman who is absorbed into the Israelite
tribe. Conscious of the later prohibition on intermarriage with Canaanites (Deut. 7:1,3), Jewish com-
mentators have generally understood Hebrew kena ‘ani here in the sense of “merchant.”?

daughter . . . Shua Her name is not recorded. In verse 12 she is termed “the daughter of
Shua” (Heb. bat-shua). In 1 Chronicles 2:3 she is called “Bath-Shua the Canaanite woman.” Bath-
sheba, David’s wife, also appears in the variant form Bath-shua in 1 Chronicles 3:s.

3. henamed him Some Hebrew manuscripts read here “she named,” as do the Samaritan
version and Targum Jonathan. According to that reading, the mother names all three sons (cf.
Comment to v. 29).

Er No interpretation of the names of Judah’s sons is given. Er was probably understood to
mean “watchful, vigilant.” A midrash and Targum Jonathan connect it with Hebrew ‘arers, “child-
less.”

4. Oman DPossibly understood to mean “vigorous.” Targum Jonathan and Genesis Rabba
85:5 connect the name with Hebrew ’on, “grief.”*

5. Shelah DPerhaps meaning “drawn out” (namely, out of the womb).®

Chezib  Doubtless, the city that is elsewhere called Achzib, situated in the territory of
Judah, southwest of Adullam. Later the clan of Shelanites® included a Cozeba among its descendants
(1 Chron. 4:22). This clearly indicates that the clan had occupied the city of Chezib, and it explains
why Judah’s wherecabouts are noted only in connection with Shelah. Because the Hebrew roots used
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SJudah got a wife for Er his first-born; her name was
Tamar. But Er, Judah’s first-born, was displeasing to the
Lorp, and the Lorp took his life. 3Then Judah said to Onan,
“Join with your brother’s wife and do your duty by herasa
brother-in-law, and provide offspring for your brother.”
?But Onan, knowing that the seed would not count as his,
let it go to waste whenever he jomned with his brother’s wife,
so as not to provide offspring for his brother. 1What he did
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here of clan and city—=k-z-» and sh-I-h—both mean “to deceive, disappoint,” some commentators sce
here a word play referring to the mother’s disappointment at the absence of her husband or a
suggestion of Tamar’s subsequent disappointment at not being given to Shelah.

THE LEVIRATE OBLIGATION (wv. 6-11)

6. Judah, the father, selects a bride for his son, as was the custom in biblical times.”

Tamar The word means “a palm tree.” As a personal name, it appears in the Bible only in
the Davidic family.®

7. displeasing Hebrew ra‘, a word play on Er. The inversion of consonants may sym-
bolize his disordering of nature (cf. Comment to 6:8). The text does not specify the sin, but as Bekhor
Shor notes, it is that he refused to consummate the marriage, perhaps simply wishing to avoid having
children. According to a rabbinic tradition, Er did not want Tamar’s beauty to be marred by
pregnancy (Yev. 34b).

8. The death of Er without a son made Onan subject to the levirate law. Marriage between
a man and his brother’s wife is strictly forbidden in the Pentateuchal legislation of Leviticus 18:16 and
20:21. The only exception to the prohibition occurs when the brother dies without a son. According
to Deuteronomy 25:5, a man has an obligation to his widowed sister-in-law: “When brothers dwell
together and one of them dies and leaves no son, the wife of the deceased shall not be married to a
stranger, outside the family. Her husband’s brother shall unite with her: take her as his wife and
perform the levir’s duty.” This institution is known in Hebrew as yibbum, or “levirate marriage”
(from Latin levér, “a husband’s brother”). The basic root meaning of the Hebrew is uncertain, butitis
believed to be “to procreate.” In Deuteronomy 25:7, the brother of the deceased husband is called the
yavam (3 “progenitor”) and the widow yevamah (> “progenitrix™).

The levirate institution long antedated the Pentateuchal legislation. In fact, it is widely docu-
mented in one form or another in several extrabiblical sources. The compendium of laws from the
Middle Assyrian Empire (1sth-14th cent. B.c.r.) apparently provides that a widow who has no son
should be married off by the father-in-law to the son of his choice (A, par. 33). The text, however, is
fragmentary, and its full import and application are matters of scholarly dispure. Far more explicit are
the Hittite laws (14th~13th cent. 5.c.e.), which lay down that if a married man dies “his brother shall
take his wife, then [if he dies] his father shall take her” (par. 193). The text does not distinguish
between a childiess widow and one who has offspring. A contract from the town of Nuzi from the
middle centuries of the second millennium B.C.E. specifies that should the daughter-in-law be wid-
owed, she is to be married to the second son and, if necessary, to the others in turn.

It is widely interpreted that the levirate institution had its origin in the notion that the widow
had initially been purchased, through marriage, by the head of the family and so became part of the
dead husband’s estate. As such, she remained the property of the clan after his death. At the same
time, she would be assured of livelihood and protection.

provide offspring for your brother There was no requirement to name the son of such a
union after the dead brother.® This is evident from verses 29-30 and from Ruth 4:5, 10, and 17. Rather,
the surviving brother became a surrogate for the deceased husband who posthumously gained a child,
socially acknowledged to be his progeny and heir.
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shearing.” 14So she took off her widow’s garb, covered her
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9. would not count as his The callous refusal of Onan to perpetuate the line of his brother
may have been due to a lack of a sense of duty to the dead. An even more powerful motivation would
have been the fact that with the death of the first-born, Onan inherits one-half of his father’s estate.
However, should he provide an heir to his brother, his portion would be diminished.

let it go to waste Literally, “he let it spoil on the ground.” Genesis Rabba s5:5-6 under-
stands that he practiced a primitive form of birth control through coitus interruptus. Another
tradition (Yev. 34b) interprets the act as unnatural intercourse. Clearly, society at this time had made
no provision for voluntary renunciation of the levirate duty as is found in Deuteronomy 25:7-9.

10. What he did was displeasing The text does not make clear specifically why Onan
incurs divine wrath. The development of the narrative favors the explanation that it 1s due to the
evasion of his obligation to his dead brother rather than because of the manner in which he acts. By
frustrating the purpose of the levirate institution, Onan has placed his sexual relationship with his
sister-in-law in the category of incest—a capital offense. The unusual emphasis given to the particular
socio-legal background of the story clearly shows that the point at issue is the levirate obligation and
not the general topic of birth control.

11. as a widow in your father’s house She was not free to remarry but could return to live
with her parents, although still subject to the authority of her father-in-law (cf. v. 24).1°

Jor be thought Judah had no intention of ever marrying her to Shelah.

THE DECEPTION OF JUDAH (vv. 12-26)

12. A long time afterward In accordance with the chronological scheme required by the
present position of the narrative (see Comment to v. 1), about a year would have clapsed. In 1 Samuel
7:2, the same Hebrew phrase is defined as twenty vears.

died The death of Judah’s wife is probably mentioned as an extenuating circumstance to
account for his consorting with a harlot.

his period of mourning was over Literaily, “he was comforted™; the official mourning rites
had ended.

went #p In contrast to “went down” (v. 1).

Timnab Probably not the locale of the Samson stories in Judges 14:1 but another place in
the hill country of Judah, mentioned in Joshua 15:10,57.

sheepshearers See Comment to 31:19. The season of shearing was one of joy and revelry.!!

14. her widow’s garb The mode of dress characteristic of a widow in mourning.12 Itis not
known of what it consisted or the length of time it was worn. In the case of Tamar, she may have
continued to wear such clothing beyond the usual period as a symbol of the unfulfilled levirate
obligation. At any rate, the presence of the widow’s garb (cf. v. 19) provides a tacit contrast with
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face with a veil, and, wrapping herself up, sat down at the
entrance to Enaim, which is on the road to Timnah; for she
saw that Shelah was grown up, yet she had not been given
to him as wife. 15When Judah saw her, he took her for a
harlot; for she had covered her face. 1¢So he turned aside to
her by the road and said, “Here, let me sleep with you”—
for he did not know that she was his daughter-in-law.
“What,” she asked, “will you pay for sleeping with me?”
17He replied, “I will send a kid from my flock.” But she
said, “You must leave a pledge until you have sent it.”
18And he said, “What pledge shall I give you?” She replied,
“Your seal and cord, and the staff which you carry.” So he
gave them to her and slept with her, and she conceived by
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Judah’s completion of his period of mourning (v. 12). At the same time, it forges a link with the story
of Joseph, in which clothing also plays a role in deception.

aveil See Comment to 24:65. From verses 15 and 19, it is clear that Tamar was not normally
veiled and that she simply wanted to conceal her identity (cf. 24:65). Interestingly, the Middle
Assyrian laws (A, par. 40) require an unmarried cult prostitute and a harlot never to be veiled. The
harlot who contravened this law was to be flogged fifty times, and pitch was to be poured on her head.

Enaim Probably to be identified with the village Enam in the territory of Judah.13

Shelabk Nothing more is reported of him here, but his clan is mentioned in Numbers 26:20,
and one of his sons was named Er, according to 1 Chronicles 4:21.

she had not been given  Apparently, Tamar has no claim against Shelah, only against Judah.
It seems that the responsibility for the enforcement of the levirate obligation rested at this time with
the widow’s father-in-law, as in the Hittite laws (see Comment to v. 9). The legislation of Deuter-
onomy 25:5—-10 modified the existing levirate institution by restricting the duty of ysbbum to the
brothers of the deceased.

15fF The text is very careful to emphasize that had Judah known the identity of the
woman, he would never have had relations with her: “she had covered her face”; “he did not know
that she was his daughter-in-law” (v. 16): “he was not intimate with her again” (v. 26). All this is
explication by the Narrator, who is conscious of the contradiction berween the moral standards of his
own, later age and the fact that the offspring of Judah’s venture with Tamar bore no stigma of
illegitimacy.

17.  akid from myflock The fact that Judah carried nothing at that moment with which to
pay for the woman’s services proves that he acted on impulse in “turning aside to her by the road”—
another example of the biblical motif of God using human frailty for His own purposes.

a pledge Security to be held pending the fulfillment of the obligation.

18. seal...cord The reference isto the widely used cylinder seal, a small object made of a
hard material, engraved with distinctive ornamentation. The center was hollowed out and a cord
passed through so that the seal could be worn around the neck. When the cylinder was rolled over soft
clay, the resultant impression served as a means of identifying personal possessions and of sealing and
legitimating clay documents. It was a highly personal object that performed the function of the
signature in modern society, a kind of extension of the personality. Judah leaves part of himself with
Tamar when he gives her his seal.

staff Hebrew matteh can mean either “staff” or “scepter.” It is attested as the symbol of
power and leadership in Isaiah 14:5 and Ezekiel 19:11-14, and also of royalty in Psalms 110:2. Numbers
17:17 states that each of the chieftains of the tribes of Israel in the wilderness had his own staff. Judah’s
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him. ¥*Then she went on her way. She took off her veil and
again put on her widow’s garb.

20Judah sent the kid by his friend the Adullamite, to
redeem the pledge from the woman; but he could not find
her. 2'He inquired of the people of that town, “Where is the
cult prostitute, the one at Enaim, by the road?” But they
said, “There has been no prostitute here.” 2250 he returned
to Judah and said, “I could not find her; moreover, the
townspeople said: There has been no prostitute here.”
23Judah said, “Let her keep them, lest we become a laugh-
ingstock. I did send her this kid, but you did not find her.”
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2About three months later, Judah was told, “Your
daughter-in-law Tamar has played the harlot; in fact, she is
with child by harlotry.” “Bring her out,” said Judah, “and
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staff must have had some personalized identifying sign. Bronze staffs topped by small lions’ heads
have been found in Syria dating from the time of the Assyrian Empire (8th~7th cent. 8.c.E.). Similar
scepter heads, some incised with names, have been discovered over a wide area of the Near East.

Herodotus (Histories 1.195) reports that every Babylonian carried a seal and a stick with a carved
ornamented top. Whether the same custom prevailed in Canaan in an earlier age is not known.

Judah must have been willing to part with these valuable identifying items temporarily only
because he was a man of substance; for him the payment of a kid was inexpensive and could have been
accomplished with ease in a very short while.

20. the woman The relationship had been so casual that he had not even bothered to find
out her name.

21. cult prostitute Hebrew kedeshah seems to have referred to a woman who practiced
prostitution in the service of a deity, probably in connection with a fertility cult. Deuteronomy 23:18
outlaws such an institution in Israel. The ofhice of gadishtu is known from tablets listing Mesopo-
tamian temple personnel and from Babylonian and Assyrian laws, but the nature of her religious
function remains unclear.

It should be noted that the term “cult prostitute” is employed in the dialogue, whereas “harlot”
appears in the narration (v. 15). Clearly, the use of “harlot™ reveals the Israelite view of such a
perversion of religion (cf. Hos. 4:14). It is possible that Hirah is expressing Canaanite notions or that
he is deliberately using the term kedeshakh to avoid embarrassment.

24. Judah wastold He had not seen her himself because she had returned to her father’s
house (v. 11).

“Bring her out” To the city gate, where justice was administered (see Comment to 19:1).
The order has a magisterial ring to it.'* By virtue of his status as head of the family, Judah here
exercises his power of life and death (see Comment to 31:32), even though Tamar lives with her
parents.

“let ber be burned” The tie between the childless widow and the levir exists automatically
from the moment of widowhood. Tamar’s status was thus what is termed shomeret yavam (“awaiting
the levir”) in rabbinic parlance, and any extralevirate sexual relationship would have been adulterous.
This offense carries the death penaity in biblical legislation, as specified in Leviticus 20:10 and
Deuteronomy 22:22, though the particular mode of execution is not stated. In rabbinic tradition, all
cases of unspecified capital punishment involve strangulation (Sanh. 52b). In other instances in the
Bible, the mode of execution for sexual crimes is stoning by the public (Deut. 22:21,24; cf. Ezek.
16:40). Death by burning is prescribed only in two cases mentioned in Leviticus 20:14 and 21:9.
Judah’s extreme verdict may reflect contemporary Canaanite practice. Ramban raises the possibility
that the exceptional severity of the punishment was dictated by Judah’s exalted status, so that the
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let her be burned.” 25As she was being brought out, she sent
this message to her father-in-law, “I am with child by the
man to whom these belong.” And she added, “Examine
these: whose seal and cord and staff are these?” 26Judah
recognized them, and said, “She is more in the right than I,
inasmuch as I did not give her to my son Shelah.” And he
was not intimate with her again.

27When the time came for her to give birth, there were
twins in her womb! 28While she was in labor, one of them
put out his hand, and the midwife tied a crimson thread on
that hand, to signify: This one came out first. 2But just
then he drew back his hand, and out came his brother; and
she said, “What a breach you have made for yourself!” So
he was named Perez. 3%Afterward his brother came out, on
whose hand was the crimson thread; he was named Zerah.
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violation of family honor was felt all the more keenly. Another possibility is that the body was to be
burned after the administration of death by stoning. An analogous case is that of Achan who was
ordered to be burned for violating the ban on Jericho but who, in practice, was first executed by
public stoning and then burned. This is related in Joshua 7:15,25.

25. The dramatic denouement comes as Tamar, who has sustained her remarkable self-
restraint until the very last moment, confronts Judah with the at once overwhelming and unimpeach-
able evidence. Yet her tactic of indirect accusation assures a minimum of embarrassment and so elicits

a noble response.

26. he was not intimate with ber again Sce Comment to verse 1s5. There is a distinction
between the levirate law of Deuteronomy 25:5 and this incident. There the widow becomes her
brother-in-law’s wife; here it would appear that Tamar has only a clear right to conceive a child but no
claim on marriage. Again, the narrative reflects a much ecarlier sociojuridical stratum than the

Pentateuchal legislation.

THE BIRTH OF THE TWINS (vv. 27-30)

27. When the time came . . . twins
apparently not expected.!s

twins

Unlike in Rebekah’s case, as told in 25:24, twins were

Perhaps in compensation for Judah’s two deceased sons.

28. came out first The narrative secems to echo a history of rivalry between the two clans

and is to be compared with 25:22-23.

29. shesaid That is, the midwife.

breach Hebrew perets. This is a play on Perez, the only name in this chapter for which an
explanation is given, a fact that reflects the preeminence of the Perezite clan within the tribe of Judah.
David was descended from Perez, according to Ruth 4:18-22 and 1 Chronicles 2:5, 9—15. The fact that
ten generations separate David from Perez—symbolic of a complete and significant unit of time (see
Comment to chap. s)~—shows that the birth of Perez is taken to be a historic turning point.

So be was named Literally, “so he called his name”; that is, Judah did, basing himself on
the midwife’s words. Some ancient versions read here “she called.”1s

30. Zerah No interpretation of the nameis given. The Hebrew stem means “brightness,”
which suggests an allusion to the crimson thread. The Zerahites were a clan of Judah.!?
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CHAPTER 39

Joseph in Potiphar’s Household — (w.1-23)

1. Resuming the story of Joseph, the narrative now recapitulates the concluding verses of
chapter 37.

a certain Egyptian The national identity of Joseph’s master is repeated three times for
emphasis (vv. 1,2,5), probably because the sale of Joseph into Egyptian slavery sets the stage for the
looming enslavement and subsequent redemption of Israel. The prophecy of 15:13 to Abraham is
being fulfilled.

Potiphar  So 37:36. The full name and titles are here given to draw attention to the
aristocratic nature of the housechold into which Joseph is sold, a detail essential to the development of
the story. Otherwise, the name of the master is of no significance—indeed is not mentioned again.

2. The Lorp The divine name YHVH, used only in this chapter of the Joseph story,! is
confined exclusively to the narrative framework and never used in speech. The preference for this
proper name of the God of Israel, as opposed to the generic ’elohim, is determined by an underlying
intent to emphasize that the unfolding events in the odyssey of Joseph are key elements in God’s plan
for the people of Isracl. The use of YHVH gives an appropriate nuance to this wider national
inflection in the narrative.

was with Joseph This seminal phrase appears four times in this chapter,? forming a literary
framework within which the narrative is encased. The repetitious use of the phrase imparts coherence
and meaning to what superficially appear to be merely random events. The phrase enables the reader
to understand how the spoiled lad of seventeen, utterly alone in a foreign land and in dire adversity,
suddenly matures and acquires great strength of character. He can rise again and again in situations
that would surely have crushed others.

a successful man The phrase expresses the idea that innate gifts of intelligence and skill
cannot achieve fruition without divine support.?

he stayed in the house The first of four stages in the rise of Joseph. He 1s not sent to work in
the fields. It was not uncommon for slaves in Egypt to be employed in professional tasks such as
household management and the administration of property. This situation is illustrated by an
Egyptian papyrus (Brooklyn 35.1446) deriving from 1833-1742 B.C.E., which lists the names of nearly
eighty slaves in an Egyptian household, together with their occupations. Strangely, the Asian slaves
clearly enjoyed superior status and performed the skilled jobs while the Egyptian slaves were given the
more onerous and strenuous labors in the fields. By working in the house, Joseph has the opportunity
to display his administrative talents and to win the favor of his master. But he is also brought into
close and constant contact with his master’s wife!

3. when bis master saw  Joseph’s competence in fulfilling his duties—not here specified
(cf. vv. 11,22)—1s visible proof to the master of divine support for his slave.*

4. be took a liking Literally, “Joseph found favor in his eyes.”s He wins the esteem and
confidence of his master—the second stage in his rise.
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attendant and put him in charge of his household, placing
in his hands all that he owned. *And from the time that the
Egyptian put him in charge of his household and of all that
he owned, the Lorp blessed his house for Joseph’s sake, so
that the blessing of the Lorp was upon everything that he
owned, in the house and outside. ¢He left all that he had in
Joseph’s hands and, with him there, he paid attention to
nothing save the food that he ate. Now Joseph was well
built and handsome.

7After a time, his master’s wife cast her eyes upon Joseph
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his personal attendant Compare Exodus 24:13; 2 Kings 6:15. This is the third stage.

in charge of bis housebold The fourth and final rung on the ladder of success. Joseph is now
overseer of the entire estate, a function that conforms to that of the title frequently encountered in
Egyptian texts as mer-per, “comptroller.”

5. the LORD blessed That is, He brought great prosperity to the master.®

in the bouse and outside  Literally, “in the house and in the field.” The phrase is a merism, a
figure of speech that combines two contrasting elements to express totality.

6. Joseph has now reached the pinnacle of his career as a servant in the wealthy household,
having won his Egyptian master’s complete and unqualified confidence in his ability and integrity.

He left . . . in Josepb’s hands The Hebrew phrase “z-v beyad in place of the usual n-t-n
beyad, as in verses 4, 8, and 22, is unique, for elsewhere the phrase “z-v beyad means “to abandon to
the power of > and has a negative connotation, as in Psalms 37:33 and Nehemiah 9:28. The exceptional
style here is probably a deliberate literary device to hint at impending evil and to allude to a cause-and-
effect connection with verses 12, 13, and 15, which employ the same phrase but in a different
association.

the food that he ate 1n view of the parallel passage in verse 9, early exegesis understood the
term as a euphemism for “wife.” Support for this may be found in Proverbs 30:20: “Such is the way of
an adulteress: / She eats, wipes her mouth, / And says, ‘I have done no wrong.’” An alternative inter-
pretation sees a connection with the ritual separation said to have been practiced by Egyptians at
meals, mentioned in 43:32.7

well built and bandsome No other male is so described in Scripture. The Hebrew phrase
also is used of Rachel, Joseph’s mother, in 29:17. Joseph’s physical attractiveness is not mentioned as
an element in Jacob’s favoritism or as an additional cause of his brothers’ envy. Its insertion here
serves solely to introduce the next episode.

THE ATTEMPTED SEDUCTION  (vv. 7-20)

Has Joseph’s success corroded his moral fiber? His character is about to be put to the test. The picture
of Joseph as it emerges from the pages of this narrative is far different from that of the boy back in his
father’s home. So skillfully is the story set forth that, in our sympathy and admiration for the hero’s
nobility of character, we forget those displeasing traits that alienated us at the outset. Joseph is now
the unwitting instrument of God’s providence, and his behavior in the face of temptation demon-
strates his worthiness for the role.

7. After atime Sufficient time has elapsed for Joseph’s relative independence and author-
ity to be accepted as commonplace.
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bis master’s wife She remains nameless throughout the story.® Her designation serves a
dual purpose. It draws attention to Joseph’s dilemma in antagonizing someone so powerful, and it
emphasizes the inherent irony of the situation: She, the mistress of the house, is a slave to her lust for
her husband’s slave!

cast ber eyes upon  With longing,? lasciviously.

Lie with me There are no verbal preliminaries, no expressions of love. Her peremptory
mode of speech flows from her consciousness of Joseph’s status as a slave. In no other biblical
narrative does a woman brazenly proposition a man in this manner.10

8-9. Joseph’s spontaneous responsc is a categorical no. His moral excellence can be
appreciated all the more if one remembers that he is a slave and that sexual promiscuity was a
perennial feature of all slave societies. Moreover, an ambitious person might well have considered
that the importuning woman had presented him with a rare opportunity to advance his personal and
selfish interests.

Conscious of his subordinate position, Joseph dares not display anger. Nor does he preach. He
only explains his personal reasons for refusing her advances, and he presents these in an order that
reflects his perception of her hierarchy of values. First he points to the abuse of trust that would be
involved, then to the violation of the husband’s proprietary rights over his wife, then to the religious
and moral nature of the offense. The second of these reasons reflects pagan legal theory that adultery
was largely a private injury, an affront and indignity to the husband. The third line of argument
conforms to the distinctive Israelite concept of morality as having its source and sanction in divine
will, not in social convention or utilitarian considerations.

before God  Joseph here uses ’eloim, not YHVH, because he is speaking to one of another
people.

10. The woman does not reply to Joseph’s arguments. Her tactic is to wear down his
resistance by her relentless importuning.

she coaxed Hebrew ke-dabberah, the verb indicating repeated speech (cf. vv. 17,19).

to lie beside . . . to be with . .. The unique usage of the Hebrew preposition ’etsel in this
context may indicate that she moderated her demands on him. In that case, as Rashbam suggests, the
second clause would mean simply “to be in her company.” Another possibility is that the phrase “to
be with her” is a euphemism for sexual intercourse, as in 2 Samuel 13:20, in which case the clauses
express successive states of intimacy.

11. into the house As 43:26 shows, Hebrew ba-baytah means “into the interior of the
house.”1!

to do bis work Not here specified (cf. vv. 3,22), but excluding menial labor. Early exegesis,
as reflected in the Targums, has Joseph attending to his master’s accounts. A rabbinic tradition (Sot.
36b) interprets the phrase as a euphemism: Joseph actually succumbed to the woman’s blandish-
ments, but at the critical moment a mental image of his father inhibited him from sinning.

theve inside In that part of the house—not necessarily that no one was around (cf. v. 14).
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hold of him by his garment and said, “Lie with me!” But he
left his garment in her hand and got away and fled outside.
13When she saw that he had left it in her hand and had fled
outside, 14she called out to her servants and said to them,
“Look, he had to bring us a Hebrew to dally with us! This
one came to lie with me; but I screamed loud. 1>And when
he heard me screaming at the top of my voice, he left his
garment with me and got away and fled outside.” 16She
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12.  she caught hold Her verbal assaults having failed to achieve their end, she resorts in
desperation and frustration to physical aggression.12

garment The loose-fitting outer garment of the well-to-do, which was removed on enter-
ing the house. The poor usually possessed only one garment (Exod. 22:26; Deut. 24:13). The use of
Hebrew beged (six times), a general term for clothing, in place of the regular me%l, evokes an
association with the homonymous Hebrew stem &-4-4 employed for marital infidelity.13

got away and fled Literally, “he fled (va-yanos) and went out (va-yetse’) to the outside.”
The first verb describes his spontaneous and abrupt withdrawal from the room; the second suggests
the assumption of a normal gait, once outside, in order not to attract attention.

13-18. The turn of events must have left the wife terror-stricken at her vulnerability should
the truth get out, while her feeling of anger and humiliation fueled a desire for revenge. Realizing that
the abandoned coat can serve as prima facie evidence for a case against Joseph, she loses no time in
accusing him of committing the acts she had wanted him to perpetrate.

13.  bad fled outside For the sake of brevity, the second verb is omitted in the recapitu-
lation.

14. and said Hebrew va-to’mer, indicating a succinct report (cf. vv. 7,10,17).
g p

to her servants Literally, “the people of her house,” who are in another part of the
building.

Look She may have held up the coat for all to see, but, more likely, Hebrew re’u is just a
synonym of the demonstrative hinneh, “behold.”14

he bad to bring us The subject is indefinite, but verse 17 indicates that the sarcasm refers to
her husband.

a Hebrew Whatever the origin of the term (see Comment to 14:13), there seems to be no
doubt of a derogatory intent here. In contrast to her report to her husband (v. 17), the woman does
not term Joseph a slave. She artfully knows how to adjust her language to the needs of the situation.
In addressing her domestics, probably Egyptians, she appeals to their suspicion of foreigners and
flatteringly employs the plural “us” (contrast v. 17), as though to imply that Joseph is threatening
their common values and that she and they have mutual interests to defend that erase differences in
class and status.

to dally The Hebrew stem zs-b-k is the same as that used in 26:8, though with a different
preposition (here &; there ’et). It can also mean simply “to mock us, insult us” (cf. v. 17).

I screamed The scream was regarded as evidence of resistance to attempted rape and,
hence, was a sign of innocence, as is formulated in Deuteronomy 22:24, 27. She well knows that none
of those to whom she speaks had been close enough to hear her (v. 11).

15. withme The same phrascology as in the report to her husband (v. 18), but she subtly
avoids mentioning that the garment was left in her hand (vv. 12,13).

and fled outside See Comment to verse 12. Again she is cautious in her formulation, just in
case anyone might have seen Joseph leaving her room and walking normally.
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16. his master Not “her husband,” since it was in the capacity of slavemaster that she
would confront him.

17. Hebrew slave This time she emphasizes Joseph’s slave status (cf. v. 14).

inte our house Literally, “to us,” as though to say, “The whole house suffers from him.”
Cunningly, however, she goes on to use the singular, “to dally with me,” not “us,” as before—a fine
psychological touch designed to arouse her husband’s jealous instincts and sense of outrage. Signif-
icantly, she does not repeat to her husband her previously stated charge of attempted rape. This
omission was probably a powerful factor in saving Joseph from the executioner. Perhaps she secretly
nourishes the hope that, by having Joseph incarcerated, she might be able to break his spirit and finally
get him to succumb to her.

19. be was furious The text does not say at whom, an omission that may hint at an
underlying ambivalence in his reaction. He must also have resented losing the services of so accom-
plished an administrator as Joseph.

20. bad bim put Literally, “took him and put him.” It is known that high administrative
officials in the Egyptian government also performed judicial functions.

in prison  Hebrew beit ha-sobar, perhaps dcriving from a stem s-b-7, “to be round” (cf. Song
7:3), which appears in postbiblical Hebrew as sabar, “moon,” “enclosed area.” Employed eight times
in this narrative, but nowhere clse, beit ha-sohar may then be, literally, “a house of enclosure,” “a
prison fortress.” It might aiso be an as yet unidentified foreign term. At any rate, the prison detail is
characteristically Egyptian, for the punishment of imprisonment was unknown in ancient Near
Eastern law but is well attested in Egyptian documents. The prison, of which there was one in each
town of any size, served as a penal institution for convicted criminals, as a labor camp for those forced
into the corvée, and as the seat of the criminal court. In the present instance, the prison is under the
jurisdiction of Joseph’s master and is housed on his property, as is clear from 40:3,7 and 41:10;
compare Jeremiah 37:15f. This recalls an Egyptian papyrus (Leiden 1.368.7-9), which tells of slaves
who were committed to “the little prison of the Overseer of the Treasury.”

where the king’s prisoners . .. Being an officer of the court, Potiphar puts Joseph in the
section reserved for royal prisoners, a detail vital to the understanding of the next episode. Why does
Joseph escape execution, which would certainly have been the fate of a slave who attempted to assault
his master’s wife sexually? Is it because of Potiphar’s extreme fondness for him, or because he really
doubts the veracity of the woman’s story?!$ Support for the latter notion might be sought in the
vague description of his reaction upon hearing the accusation in verse 19 and in the unusual fivefold
repetition of forms of the Hebrew stem d-6-7 (vv. 17,19; cf. v. 10) as opposed to the previous use of the
verb -m-¥ (vv. 7,14); there is an implication here that a profusion of words is needed on the part of the
wife to overcome her husband’s reluctance to accept her story. As has already been noted, she did not
explicitly report to her husband, as she had to the domestics (v. 14), that Joseph had intended to rape
her (v. 17). Furthermore, it must not be assumed that Joseph silently accepted his unjust fate. The
narrative is mute on this point; but it also recorded no reaction from Joseph when he was thrown into
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kindness to him and disposed the chief jailer favorably
toward him. 22The chief jailer put in Joseph’s charge all the
prisoners who were in that prison, and he was the one to
carry out everything that was done there. 22The chief jailer
did not supervise anything that was in Joseph’s charge,
because the Lorp was with him, and whatever he did the
Lorp made successful.

4:0 Some time later, the cupbearer and the baker of the
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CHAPTER 40

the pit (chap. 37), while a subsequent incident reveals that he had indeed pleaded with his brothers for
his life (4¢2:21). Here, too, it is reasonable to assume that he defends his innocence in a manner that at
least raises some doubts about his guilt in his master’s mind. It is also pertinent to mention here that
there are many versions in ancient literature of the motif of the blameless accused who honorably
repels the amorous advances of a married woman, and that the innocent victym generally escapes
death. On this topic, see Excursus 29.

IMPRISONMENT  (vv. 20-23)

20. But even while Literaily, “He was there in prison.” To avoid the apparent redun-
dancy of the clause, Radak took it to mean “he remained there,” that is, he had no expectation of
release. However, it is better to attach the phrase to the next verse, as is done in this translation,
following Shadal. This has the advantage of making verse 21 almost exactly parallel to verse 2.

21. When Joseph was a slave in Potiphar’s household “God was with him” and gave him
success in his work, thereby enabling him to win his master’s favor. Here in prison he is at the lowest
point of his fortunes, forlorn and helpless. According to the tradition in Psalms 105:17-18, Joseph’s
feet were placed in fetters and an iron collar was put around his neck. God is again “with him,” but
Joseph has no opportunity as yet to prove himself. He first needs divine pesed (see Comment to 24:12)
to gain the prison keeper’s favor.

22. The chief jailer The jailer, who is responsible to the chief steward (cf. 40:3f.), gives
Joseph administrative duties not here specified (cf. vv. 3,11).

23.  This verse parallels verses 3 and 6.

Joseph in Prison  (w.1-23)

1. Some time later An indefinite statement. See Comments to si:1 and 21:1. We may
calculate that Joseph is now twenty-eight years old, for we know that in another two years, when he
appears before Pharaoh, he is then thirty.! Eleven years have elapsed since his sale into slavery; but we
have no way of determining how many of those years he spent in the service of Potiphar and how
many in prison.

the cupbearer . .. the baker The next verse identifies them as the respective chief officials of
their professions in the royal household. Since the cupbearer is crucial to the narrative, he is always
mentioned first.
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2Pharaoh was angry with his two courtiers, the chief cup-
bearer and the chief baker, 3and put them in custody, in the
house of the chief steward, in the same prison house where
Joseph was confined. #The chief steward assigned Joseph to
them, and he attended them.

When they had been in custody for some time, Sboth of
them—the cupbearer and the baker of the king of Egypt,
who were confined in the prison—dreamed in the same
night, each his own dream and each dream with its own

meaning. *When Joseph came to them in the morning, he

saw that they were distraught. 7He asked Pharaoh’s cour-
tiers, who were with him in custody in his master’s house,
saying, “Why do you appear downcast today?” 8And they
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The cupbearer was an important official in the Egyptian court. Because of the sensitivity of his
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position—he personally served wine to the king—his loyalty in what was a perpetually intrigue-
ridden household had to be beyond reproach. Ready access to the monarch could make a savvy
cupbearer a trusted advisor and place him in a position of great influence. Egyptian documents testify
to the wealth and power of such officials.

the king of Egypt This title (so v. 15), in place of the otherwise invariable mention of
Pharaoh, takes up the point of 39:20.

gave offense  The derails, being irrelevant to the narrative, are ignored.

2. The specific mention of the two men, following the general statement regarding the
officials, may be intended as an indication that the offenses of the two were separate and distinct. This
explains why they eventually received different treatment at the hands of Pharaoh.

3. incustody Hebrew be-mishmar, that is, in temporary detention pending final disposi-
tion of their case.?

4. The chief steward Thart is, Joseph’s own master, on whose estate the prison was
situated. The cupbearer later characterizes Joseph as “a servant of the chief steward.”?

When . . . for some time Literally, “There were days. . . .” Hebrew yamim may indicate
indefinite time#* or “a year.” In the latter case, as their confinement ended on the royal birthday, their
offenses could have been committed in connection with the celebration of the preceding birthday, as
Shadal suggests.

5. bothofthem Fordreams in pairs, see Comment to 37:9. In this case, the two are needed
to establish Joseph’s reputation as an interpreter of dreams® (cf. 41:11-13). Joseph’s own dreams
caused his misfortunes. Now the dreams of others lead to his prosperity.

dreamed See Comment to 37:5—11.

each . ..own meaning Literally, “each according to the interpretation of his dream”—the
same phrase used by the cupbearer later, in 41:11. The Hebrew can be variously taken to mean that the
interpretation turned out to be appropriate to the content or that each dreamed as if his dream were a
prediction.

6. distraught The anxiety normally brought on by the accepted seriousness of dreams is
here intensified for the prisoners by the uncertainty as to their fate and by their being denied access to
a professional dream interpreter. The coincidence of the two officials having simultaneous dreams
doubtless also heightened their tension.

8. thereisnoone Herein prison.
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said to him, “We had dreams, and there is no one to
interpret them.” So Joseph said to them, “Surely God can
interpret! Tell me [your dreams] .”

9Then the chief cupbearer told his dream to Joseph. He
said to him, “In my dream, there was a vine in front of me.
1%0On the vine were three branches. It had barely budded,
when out came its blossoms and its clusters ripened into
grapes. "Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand, and I took the
grapes, pressed them into Pharaoh’s cup, and placed the
cup in Pharaoh’s hand.” 12Joseph said to him, “This is its
interpretation: The three branches are three days. 13In three
days Pharaoh will pardon you and restore you to your post;
you will place Pharaoh’ cup in his hand, as was your
custom formerly when you were his cupbearer. 14But think
of me when all is well with you again, and do me the
kindness of mentioning me to Pharaoh, so as to free me
from this place. 3For in truth, I was kidnapped from the
land of the Hebrews; nor have I done anything here that
they should have put me in the dungeon.”

“Surely God can interpret!”
Tellme. ..

THE CUPBEARER’S DREAM  (vv. 9-15)
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Compare 41:16.

“Perhaps, then, He will reveal the meaning to me,” implies Joseph.

9-11.

The cupbearer seems to find Joseph’s response persuasive, while the baker remains

skeptical and hesitant. The dream’s blend of reality and fantasy is recounted in a series of staccato
scenes, often without a conjunction between the short clauses. The effect 1s a telescoping of time in
which the grape-growing season, the production process, and the serving of the finished wine each
takes place instantaneously, and follow one another in swift succession.

12-13.

Joseph deciphers the dream by a scheme of equivalences. The rapidity of the action

suggests imminent fulfillment. The recurrence of the number three indicates specifically three days,
three branches, three stages of growth, three actions performed; and both “Pharaoch” and his “cup”
are mentioned three times. It is quite likely that Joseph actually has knowledge of Pharaoh’s impend-
ing birthday celebration, as Bekhor Shor and Ibn Ezra suggest. Moreover, he cannot help noting that
in the dream the cupbearer is actually performing his duties in the presence of Pharaoh.

13. pardon you Literally, “lift up your head,” that is, you will regain your dignity, honor,
and independence. The inability to “raise the head” is synonymous with indignity, shame, and a state
of subjection.® In Akkadian, the equivalent idiom #a$# 7&52 may mean “to summon a delinquent, to
call someone into the presence of the king.” This meaning admirably fits the context here and in

verses 19 and 2o0.

14.  this place

Hebrew bayst, literally “house”——short for beit ha-sobar, “prison,” or “the

house of my master” (v. 7; 41:10). The professional diviner and dream interpreter expected to be paid
for his services, as is illustrated by the case of Balaam in Numbers 22:17f. Joseph therefore feels free to
request a personal favor instead, a tactic that also enhances the credibility of his interpretation.

15.  Joseph assures the cupbearer that he would be intervening on behalf of an innocent

man.
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kidnapped The reference would be to the development described in 37:28, 36, in which case
it would have been the Midianites, not the brothers, who drew Joseph up from the pit. However,
Joseph may simply have used this term because he was ashamed to tell his fellow prisoner that his own
brothers had sold him into slavery.

land of the Hebrews That is, the land in which the Hebrews sojourn, either Canaan or the
Hebron area in which they were concentrated and were buried. The term is not likely to be an
anachronism since the designation was not used in later times. It recalls the description in the Mari
documents of the Middle Euphrates region as the “land of Hana,” after the Haneans who wandered
and resided there. On “Hebrews,” see Comments to 10:21 and 14:13,

Aungeon Hebrew bor, literally “pit,” another term for “prison,” deriving from the subter-
ranean nature of the place of detention,” the same term as used in 37:20-29.

THE BAKER’S DREAM  (w. 16-19)

The baker’s skepticism has vanished. He is now eager to talk because he recognizes the points of
similarity between his dream and that of the cupbearer. Bug, all too humanly, he disregards the crucial
differences.

16. openwork Hebrew bori, a term of uncertain meaning,. It has variously been connected
with bor, “a hole,” and hvr, “white,” and explained as describing either the nature of the baskets,
“perforated,” “wicker-work,” or their contents, “white bread.” Another interpretation is “cakes
baked on glowing coals” or “thick cakes.”®

on my bead Repeated in verse 17 and of special significance for the interpretation.

17.  uppermost basket Only the contents of this one are described because it is the one
accessible to the birds.

all kinds . . . The dream here reflects native Egyptian foods. No less than fifty-seven
varieties of bread and thirty-eight different types of cake are known from hieroglyphic texts.

birds The baker has neither the strength nor the presence of mind to drive them away®—an
ominous detail.

18-19. Joseph notes that, unlike the cupbearer, the baker does not prepare the delicacies
himself and does not personally serve Pharaoh in his dream. In fact, the food does not even reach
Pharaoh, for it is eaten by the birds. This symbolizes the devouring of the baker’s own flesh by the
vultures.

19.  will lift off your bead This looks like a grim play on words (see Comment to v. 13).
However, since verse 20 uses a single phrase to indicate the fate of both officials, and since the
“temoval of the head” is expressed in Hebrew by a different verb (cf. 1 Sam. 17:46), and verse 22
indicates that his punishment was not decapitation but impalement (41:13), many scholars regard the
preposition “oft” (Heb. me‘-aleikba) as a dittograph, an unintentional scribal insertion influenced by
the last word of the verse. As a matter of fact, the word does not appear in all Hebrew manuscripts or
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200n the third day—his birthday—Pharaoh made a ban-
quet for all his officials, and he singled out his chief cup-
bearer and his chief baker from among his officials. 21He
restored the chief cupbearer to his cupbearing, and he
placed the cup in Pharaoh’s hand; ?2but the chief baker he
impaled-——just as Joseph had interpreted to them.

23Yet the chief cupbearer did not think of Joseph; he
forgot him.

MIKKETS
1 After two years’ time, Pharaoh dreamed that he was
standing by the Nile, 2when out of the Nile there came up
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in the Vulgate translation. It is quite likely that the idiom “to raise the head” (Heb. n-5s-" vo’sh) here
has the meaning of “call to account” or “bring to justice.”

impale you If we hold to the rendering that the baker is, indeed, to be decapitated, then he

CHAPTER 41

Josepl’s Libevation and Ruse to Power

cannot also be “hanged.” We must assume that what is meant here is that his corpse is to be publicly
exposed after execution by being hung over a spiked pole set in the ground. Impaling, and not
hanging, was a widely used mode of execution in the ancient Near East. (Cf. Deut. 21:22f.; Josh.
10:26; 1 Sam. 31:10.)

pick off your flesh  The theological beliefs of the Egyptians motivated them to pay special
attention to the preservation of the body after death. Hence, the punishment foretold here is
particularly loathsome.

FULFILLMENT AND DISAPPOINTMENT (vv. 20-23)

20. singled out Literally, “lifted the head” (see Comments to vv. 13,19).

21.-22. The narration employs the very words of Joseph to indicate the precision with
which his predictions were fulfilled.

23. did not think of . . . forgot The combination of negative-positive formulation has led
to varying interpretations: He did not recall Joseph, not out of malice but because he forgot—so
Bekhor Shor; he remembered him neither at the time he gained his freedom nor subsequently—so
Rashi and Rashbam; neither in speech nor mentally did he recall him—so Ibn Ezra. Actually, the
wording is purely idiomatic and means complete forgetfulness.1°

The ingratitude of the Egyptian cupbearer prefigures the later national experience of the
Israelites in Egypt (cf. Exod. 1:8).

(vv. 1-56)

The wheel of fate has turned full circle. Joseph’s misfortunes began with dreams and now end
through dreams. Because of their critical role in the subsequent history of Joseph and Israel,
Pharaoh’s dreams are narrated immediately and then repeated by Pharaoh himself.
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seven cows, handsome and sturdy, and they grazed in the
reed grass. 3But presently, seven other cows came up from
the Nile close behind them, ugly and gaunt, and stood
beside the cows on the bank of the Nile; *and the ugly gaunt
cows ate up the seven handsome sturdy cows. And Pharaoh
awoke.

SHe fell asleep and dreamed a second time: Seven ears of
grain, solid and healthy, grew on a single stalk. But close
behind them sprouted seven ears, thin and scorched by the
east wind. 7And the thin ears swallowed up the seven solid
and full ears. Then Pharaoh awoke: it was a dream!

8Next morning, his spirit was agitated, and he sent for all
the magicians of Egypt, and all its wise men; and Pharaoh
told them his dreams, but none could interpret them for
Pharaoh.

PHARAOH’S DREAMS (vv. 1-8)
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1. After two years’time Literally, “at the end of two years of days”; that is, two complete
years have clapsed since the release of the cupbearer. Possibly the dreams and the events connected
with them also took place on Pharaoh’s birthday, as suggested by Shadal.

the Nile

Hebrew ye’or, an Egyptian loan word also found as ya-r#-s in Assyrian.! The Nile

as the setting for Pharaoh’s dream is fateful, for the river was literally the lifeline of Egypt, the source

of its entire economy.

2. seven cows

This is a touch of local color, for cows were abundant in Egypt and

important to the economy. The motif of seven cows is a familiar one from Egyptian paintings and

texts.

reed grass

Hebrew “abu, from an Egyptian loan word that originally meant the land

flooded by the Nile and then came to be used for pastureland in general. From Egyptian it passed into

Hebrew and other Semitic languages.?

3. close bebind themn That is, in time.

5. grew Hebrew ‘lot, the same word as in verses 2f. for the “coming up” of the cows.

on a single stalk A clear symbol of abundance.

6. scorched by the east wind  This is usually taken to refer to the hot, dry, withering wind
known as the hamsin, or sirocco, which is frequently used in the Bible as a symbol of destruction.?
Here, however, as in Exodus 10:13 and 14:21, Hebrew kadim may signify the south wind that blows in
from the Sahara since Egypt was oriented southward to the source and headwaters of the Nile.

7. it was & dream Much to Pharaoh’s surprise, for it all seemed so vivid and real. It
should be noted that this phrase is not found in verse 4 after the first dream and that the singular
“dream” is used in verses 8, 15, and 25, although the reference is to both dreams. The text hints at the
underlying identical nature of the interpretations (cf. Comment to v. 22).

8. Next morning . . . agitated
sleepless night, anxiously awaiting the dawn.
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°The chief cupbearer then spoke up and said to Pharaoh,
“I must make mention today of my offenses. 1°0Once Pha-
raoh was angry with his servants, and placed me in custody
in the house of the chief steward, together with the chief
baker. 1'We had dreams the same night, he and I, each of us
a dream with a meaning of its own. 12A Hebrew youth was
there with us, a servant of the chief steward; and when we
told him our dreams, he interpreted them for us, telling
each of the meaning of his dream. 3And as he interpreted
for us, so it came to pass: I was restored to my post, and the
other was impaled.”
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magicians Hebrew hartumim, probably an Egyptian loan word. It appears in the Bible
only in connection with Egypt and Babylon.4 Magic was a feature of Egyptian life. It should be noted
that although Israel shared with its pagan neighbors a belief in the reality of dreams as a medium of
divine communication, it never developed, as did Egypt and Mesopotamia, a class of magicians; quite
the contrary, the religion of Israel banished magic and sorcery from its midst (cf. Lev. 19:26; Deut.
18:10f.).

wise men Hebrew hakbamim, the first use of the stem b-£-m in the Bible. Here the term
refers to those who possessed a fund of specialized, utilitarian knowledge and skill in the magic arts.

bis dreams Literally, “his dream,” in the singular. See Comment to verse 7.

none could intevpret them for Pharaok It is inconceivable that the professional dream
interpreters are unable to provide “interpretations.” The key phrase, therefore, is “for Pharaoh,” that
is, their solutions do not satisfy him.® The fact is that there is nothing in the dreams that relates in a
personal way to Pharaoh himself. This, incidentally, is in contrast to ail previous dreams in Genesis in
which the dreamer plays a central role. It is therefore clear to Pharaoh that his dream experience has a
wider, national significance. The customary fawning and flattering expositions of the magicians are
therefore unconvincing.

The failure of the Egyptian professional dream interpreters has a significance that reaches far
beyond the immediate story. This incident—the first clash recorded in the Bible between pagan
magic and the will of God——constitutes a polemic against paganism. The same motif recurs in the
contest between Moses and Aaron and the court magicians of Egypt in Exodus 7-9, in the rivalry
between Daniel and the magicians of Babylon in Daniel 2 and 4, and in the story of Balaam in
Numbers 22-23.

THE CUPBEARER REMEMBERS JOSEPH (vv. 9-13)

9. I must make mention Hcbrew mazkir, the same stem as used by Joseph in his plea in
40:14 and by the Narrator in reporting the ingratitude of the cupbearer in 40:23. The similarity of
language conveys a direct relationship between the events. Hence, he speaks of his “offenses” in the
plural, that is, against Pharach and against Joseph.

10. Compare 40:1-3.
11.  with a meaning of its own Compare 40:5.

12. A Hebrew youth . . . a servant Rabbinic tradition understood this description as
being deliberately derogatory, as though the cupbearer paid his debt to Joseph only reluctantly.®
While there is nothing in the text itself to suggest other than a simple factual statement, it is to be
noted that the cupbearer actually stops short of recommending that Joseph be brought to Pharaoh.
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'4Thereupon Pharaoh sent for Joseph, and he was rushed
from the dungeon. He had his hair cut and changed his
clothes, and he appeared before Pharaoh. 15And Pharaoh
said to Joseph, “I have had a dream, but no one can inter-
pret it. Now I have heard it said of you that for you to heara
dream is to tell its meaning.” %Joseph answered Pharaoh,
saying, “Not I' God will see to Pharaoh’s welfare.”

17Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “In my dream, I was
standing on the bank of the Nile, *when out of the Nile
came up seven sturdy and well-formed cows and grazed in
the reed grass. 1”Presently there followed them seven other
cows, scrawny, ill-formed, and emaciated—never had 1
seen their likes for ugliness in all the land of Egypt! 2°And
the seven lean and ugly cows ate up the first seven cows, the
sturdy ones; 2!but when they had consumed them, one
could not tell that they had consumed them, for they
looked just as bad as before. And I awoke. 22In my other
dream, I saw seven ears of grain, full and healthy, growing
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JOSEPH’S DREAM INTERPRETATION (vv. 14-32)

14. The six verbs indicate a series of actions performed in swift succession in the atmo-
sphere of urgency and stress that is created when Pharaoh’s wishes are to be satisfied.

dungeon Hebrew bor. See Comment to 40:15. The term forges a connection with 37:20-29,
for Joseph’s misery began in a bor (“pit”) and ends when he is brought out of a bor (“dungeon™).

bis bair cut  The Hebrew verb g-I-b, “to shave,” applies both to the head, as in Numbers
6:9, and to the face, as in Jeremiah 41:5. For hygienic reasons, Egyptian men generally shaved both

argas.

his clothes

Clothing has been a constant factor in Joseph’s misfortunes.” This change of

clothing has symbolic meaning as the process of his liberation now begins.

15. noone can interpret  See Comment to verse 8.

yon ... Pharaoh believes Joseph is endowed with innate magical power.

16. God will seeto. ..

The precise meaning of Hebrew ya‘aneb shalom is unclear. If it is

connected with the phrase sha’al shalom (Pss. 122:6), “to pray for the welfare of,” then it implies,
“God will respond [to me and grant] Pharaoh’s welfare.” It is not that Joseph knows the inter-
pretation of the dreams in advance; rather, he is convinced that the sudden turn of events that has
brought him from the dungeon into the presence of Pharaoh is providential for him. And he believes
that he will receive a dream interpretation from God that will entirely satisfy Pharaoh.

17.-24. The recitation of the dreams to Joseph contains a number of expansions of and
verbal variations from the original narration. This literary device is a recurring feature of repetitions

in biblical discourse.

19. never bad I seen . ..
meaning of the dream.

This previously unstated personal observation points to the real

21. This entire verse is not in the original narrative. Here, again, it directs attention to the

key element (cf. v. 30f.).

22. Inmy...dream Significantly, the phrase (v. 5) “a second time” is omitted, as though
Pharaoh himself realizes thar the two dreams are really one (¢f. Comment to v. 7).
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on a single stalk; 23but right behind them sprouted seven
ears, shriveled, thin, and scorched by the east wind. 2¢And
the thin ears swallowed the seven healthy ears. [ have told
my magicians, but none has an explanation for me.”

25And Joseph said to Pharaoh, “Pharaoh’s dreams are one
and the same: God has told Pharaoh what He is about to
do. 2¢The seven healthy cows are seven years, and the seven
healthy ears are seven years; it is the same dream. 2"The
seven lean and ugly cows that followed are seven years, as
are also the seven empty ears scorched by the east wind;
they are seven years of famine. %It is just as I have told
Pharaoh: God has revealed to Pharaoh what He is about to
do. *Immediately ahead are seven years of great abundance
in all the land of Egypt. 3%After them will come seven years
of famine, and all the abundance in the land of Egypt will
be forgotten. As the land is ravaged by famine, *'no trace of
the abundance will be left in the land because of the famine
thereafter, for it will be very severe. 32As for Pharaoh having
had the same dream twice, it means that the matter has
seen determined by God, and that God will soon carry it
Jut.

24. none has an explanation
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Hebrew maggid, literally “told,” a verb often used in

connection with elucidation of what had been obscure.® The phrase refers to what was related in

verses 8 and 1s.

25. one and the same

Both dreams, although separate and successive, form part of a

single whole and give expression to the identical phenomenon.

bas told
27. famine

Hebrew higgid, that is, “has disclosed” (see vv. 24, 28).

Pharaoh elaborated upon the negative aspects of his dreams (vv. 19,21)

emphasizing the elements that had deeply disturbed him. Joseph, therefore, mentions the famine
first, inverting the order of the dream phenomena. In this way, the narrative indicates that it is the
famine that causes Joseph’s emancipation and elevation to high office and brings his brothers down to
Egypt. It is these events that are the ultimate points of interest in the story.®

28. justas I havetold Compare verses 16 and 25.

revealed Hebrew her’ab expresses the language of vision—that is, of visual imagery—as

distinct from verbal articulation.

31. notrace Hebrew ve-lo’ yivvada literally “it will not be known,” echoes and interprets
verse 21 {cf. ve-lo’ noda“). The reserves of food set aside for the famine will be completely used up.

32. the same dream twice

See Comment to 37:9.

determined Hebrew nakhon, a word borrowed from Israclite legal terminology, meaning it

is established beyond the shadow of a doubt.10

soon  The seven-year cycle begins at once.

JOSEPH’S ADVICE (vv. 33-36)

Emboldened, perhaps by some silent gesture of satisfaction on the part of Pharaoh, and desirous of
imparting a sense of urgency, Joseph seizes the opportunity to offer unsolicited advice, the tenor of
which is concern for the welfare of the people. He suggests that three measures be taken to avert the
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33«Accordingly, let Pharaoh find a man of discernment
and wisdom, and set him over the land of Egypt. 3And let
Pharaoh take steps to appoint overseers over the land, and
organize the land of Egypt in the seven years of plenty.
35Let all the food of these good years that are coming be
gathered, and let the grain be collected under Pharaoh’s
authority as food to be stored in the cities. 3Let that food
be a reserve for the land for the seven years of famine which
will come upon the land of Egypt, so that the land may not
perish in the famine.”

37The plan pleased Pharaoh and all his courtiers. 3And
Pharaoh said to his courtiers, “Could we find another like
him, a man in whom 1is the spirit of God?” 3¥So Pharaoh
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dreaded menace of famine: the selection of a national commissioner, the appointment of regional
overseers, and the institution of urban grain storage.

33. Accordingly Hebrew ve-‘atab frequently introduces a new episode or development.!!
Joseph presents his advice not as part of the dream message but as a personal suggestion.

34. let Pharaoh Joseph is extremely tactful and cautious. He does not wish to raise any
suspicion that he is suggesting the creation of a new, and possibly threatening, focus of ruling power.
The repeated emphasis on “Pharaoh,” in fact, accords with the ancient Egyptian concept of govern-
ment, which stressed the ubiquitous, omniscient, and omnipotent nature of the king.

take steps Hebrew ya‘aseh. Joseph deliberately uses the same verbal stem he has used three
times before in connection with the impending divine action (vv. 25,28,32), as though to imply that
Pharaoh is the human counterpart of God.

and ovganize Hebrew bimmesh. This rendering connects the word with hamush, “armed,
equipped, prepared.” An alternative interpretation understands it to be derived from hamesh, “five”;
that is, the populace is to give a fifth part of the produce to the crown for storage purposes. Support
for this view may be found in the analogous shillesh, “to divide into three”; shishsheh, “to set aside a
sixth part”; 9sser, “to give /take a tithe.” It is to be noted that Joseph later institutes a permanent rax
of one-fifth on all produce (47:24,26) and that the number “five” recurs many times in the Joseph
story.!2

35.  Joseph sensibly suggests the stockpiling of grain in the plentiful years against the
forthcoming years of famine.

JOSEPH’S APPOINTMENT AS VIZIER (vv. 37-46)

37. Pharaoh and his courtiers recognize at once that Joseph’s interpretation of the dreams
is correct and his advice sound. They are impressed by his perception that the two dreams are actually
one, by his relating them to national affairs rather than to the king’s personal interests, and by the
social concern that he displays in his advice. Not content just to predict disaster, Joseph immediately
suggests measures to alleviate the lot of the Egyptian people.

38. Could we find Pharaoh’s question to his courtiers is rhetorical. He knows at once
what he must do. Although they had shown their pleasure at Joseph’s interpretation and advice, the
courtiers now make no comment. Perhaps they expected the new appointee to be one of themselves
and are disappointed.

in whom is the spirit of God  This is the first biblical mention of one so endowed. In Exodus
31:3 and 35:31, Bezalel is described as another who is endowed with God’s spirit and therefore has
“skill, ability and knowledge.” Belshazzar similarly describes Daniel: “I have heard about you that
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said to Joseph, “Since God has made ail this known to you,
there is none so discerning and wise as you. #°You shall be
in charge of my court, and by your command shall all my
people be directed; only with respect to the throne shall I be
superior to you.” ' Pharaoh further said to Joseph, “See, 1
put you in charge of all the land of Egypt.” 2And removing
his signet ring from his hand, Pharaoh put it on Joseph’s
hand; and he had him dressed in robes of fine linen, and put
a gold chain about his neck. ¥*He had him ride in the
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you have the spirit of the gods in you, and that illumination, knowledge, and extraordinary wisdom
are to be found in you” (Dan. s:14). Generally, possession of the “spirit of God” impels one to
undertake a mission (Num. 27:18), imparts extraordinary energy and drive (Judg. 3:10; 11:29), and
produces uncommon intelligence and practical wisdom.

39. discerning and wise Pharaoh repeats Joseph’s own words (v. 33).

40. in charge of my court This function probably refers to the position of “Overseer of
the Domain of the Palace,” one of the known Egyptian bureaucratic titles. Most likely, Joseph is given

controf over the king’s personal estates. A similar title was later employed in the kingdoms of Judah
and Israel.13

by your command . . . divected Hcbrew ve-‘al pikba yishshak kol ‘ammi may be rendered
literally, “on your mouth shall all my people kiss,” perhaps a figurative expression for paying homage.
However, none of the ancient versions understood it in this way. The first two words undoubtedly
mean “by your order,” as in Genesis 45:21 and Exodus 17:1. Yishshak has been connected with n-sh-k,
“to be armed, equipped,” that is, “provisioned.”!* The context requires a meaning “conduct them-
selves, be directed.”

41. Pharaoh further said In contrast to his previous loquacity, Joseph does not utter a
word in response to Pharaoh’s announcement. The threefold repetition of the phrase “Pharaoh said
to Joseph,” in verses 39, 41, and 4.4, probably indicates that the king pauses after each statement to
ascertain the young man’s reaction and then reiterates his decision in order to reassure the dumb-
struck Joseph that he really means what he says.

in charge of all the land The function reflects the Egyptian title “Chief of the Entire
Land.”

42. Pharaoh now performs a series of ceremonial acts that, in effect, constitute Joseph’s
investiture as “Grand Vizier of Egypt.”

signet ring Hebrew tabba‘at derives from Egyptian gb’.2, attested in Egyptian Old King-
dom texts (29th-23rd cent. B.C.E.). The transfer of the ring bearing the royal seal from the finger of
Pharaoh to that of Joseph signifies the delegation of authority; it enabies the new official to validate
documents in the king’s name.!® The ttle “Royal Seal-Bearer” was well known in the Egyptian
bureaucracy.

fine linen  Hebrew shesh is a loan word from Egyptian §§, “byssus,” used for cloth of
exceptional quality. The same material was used in Israel for the Tabernacle furnishings and the
priestly vestments. In later Hebrew, shesh was replaced by buts, the term current in the Mesopo-
tamian-Syrian area.
Joseph’s new robes bring to mind the passage in the autobiography of Rekh-mi-Re, vizier of

Upper Egypt in the days of Thutmose I1I (ssth cent. B.c.E.), where he describes how he “went forth . ..
clad in fine linen.”16

a gold chain This, too, is a well-known Egyptian symbol; the giving of a gold chain was
one of the highest distinctions the king could bestow upon his favorites. The three items mentioned
here in the investiture ceremony, as well as the one in verse 43, all appear in the report of the seventh-
century B.C.E. Assyrian conqueror Ashurbanipal concerning his campaign against Egypt. Describing
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his installation of Necho as pharaoh, which was performed according to Egyptian custom, Ashur-
banipal says that he clad Necho in a garment with multicolored trimmings, placed a golden chain
around his neck, put golden rings on his hands, and presented him with chariots.

43. chariot This is the first reference to a chariot in the Bible. The horse is not mentioned
here, but there is lictle doubt that the horse-drawn chariot is intended, for the ass was not used in
Egypt as a draft animal. The Hyksos invasion of Egypt in the cighteenth century B.c.E. first intro-
duced the chariot to that country as an instrument of warfare. The narrative here implies the use of
the chariot as a status symbol, as in 2 Samuel 15:1.

second-in-command This meaning of Hebrew mishneb is established by such texts as
1 Samuel 23:17, 2 Kings 23:4 and 2 Chronicles 28:7; it is so understood by Rashbam, Radak, and
Ramban. It would thus be a title corresponding to the Akkadian terdennu (= tartan, Isa. 20:1) and
equivalent to viceroy. The ancient versions, such as the Septuagint, Vulgate, and Targums, applied
mishneh to the chariot and took it to mean “his second one,” in accordance with the use of mishneh as
“double” in Genesis 43:12 and Exodus 16:22 and “copy” in Deuteronomy 17:18 and Joshua 8:32. A
similar phrase in 2 Chronicles 35:24., rekhev ha-mishneb, is itself ambiguous in its context.

they cried before him  The practice of having heralds declaim in front of the chariot rider is
recorded in Esther 6:9. It seems to have been customary to have runners preceding the chariot of a
dignitary in the early days of the Israelite monarchy, as is evidenced by 2 Samuel 15:1 and 1 Kings 1:5.

Abrek! An exclamation found nowhere else. Its meaning was already lost by rabbinic
times. A fanciful interpretation, ab rek (= rex), “father of the king” (cf. Gen. 45:8), is found in the
Targums (cf. BB 4a) and is reflected in the Peshitta, “father and ruler.” Medieval Jewish commen-
tators took the term to be a verb formed from the noun berekh, “knee,” meaning “bend the knee!”1?
In Akkadian, abarakku is the term for a steward of the temple and the chief steward of a private or
royal household. The word may well be Egyptian, and ’6-r.k, meaning “attention!”, has been sug-
gested.

44. I am Pharaob That is, I speak with the full authority of my royal office. See
Comment to 15:7.

Uift up band or foor A figure of speech meaning “no action shall be taken.”

45. The change of name signifies a new identity and a fresh start in life. See Comment to
17:5. In the case of Joseph, additional factors are involved. The king may have wanted to “Egyp-
tianize” Joseph. An analogy exists in the case of another foreigner, Ben Ozen, who rose to high office
at the court of Merneptah (ca. 1224-1214 B.C.E.) and was given two Egyptian names by his royal
master. The general tendency of foreigners to acculturate in Egypt is well documented. Hyksos rulers
adopted Egyptian names, and an eighteenth-century B.C.E. inventory of servants on an estate (se¢
Comment to 39:2) shows that most of the children of the Asians bore local names.

The changing of Joseph’s name is also connected with the key role that his elevation plays within
the larger story. For the prophecy of Genesis 15:13f. to be fulfilled and the Exodus accomplished, the
Israelites must settle in Egypt. The descent of Joseph’s brothers is the indispensable means to this
end, and the external Egyptianization of Joseph is pivotal, for his brothers must not recognize him.

Zaphenath-paneah Traditional exegesis connects the name with Joseph’s penchant for
interpreting dreams, seeing in the first element a derivation from the Hebrew stem zs-f-#, “to hide,”
and rendering the second, contextually, “clucidate.” The name would thus mean “revealer of hidden
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the land of Egypt.—*¢Joseph was thirty years old when he
entered the service of Pharaoh king of Egypt.—Leaving
Pharaoh’s presence, Joseph traveled through all the land of
Egypt.

“’During the seven years of plenty, the land produced in
abundance. *8And he gathered all the grain of the seven
years that the land of Egypt was enjoying, and stored the
grain in the cities; he put in each city the grain of the fields
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things.”'® However, an Egyptian origin is evident, and a widely held view regards it as the transcrip-
tion of dd-p’,-ntr-"iw.f-nl, “God speaks; he lives.” The Septuagint transcribed it psonthomphanech,
which seems to represent the Late Egyptian word psontenpa ‘anh, which means, “the creator /sustainer
of life.” This latter interpretation has the advantage of being appropriate to Joseph’s mission as vizier.

Asenath The form of the name is Hebraic.19 Its origin is Egyptian ’lw.s-(n)-Nz, meaning
“she who belongs to (the goddess) Neith.”

Poti-pbera  For this name, see Comment to 37:36.

priest of On  This city, situated 7 miles northeast of modern Cairo, was the great cultic
center of the sun-god Re, called Bet Shemesh in Hebrew (Jer. 43:13) and Heliopolis in Greek. On is
derived from Egyptian swnw, which means “a column.” The name reflects the city’s most outstanding
architectural features, which were columns and colonnades. The high priest at On?® held the exalted
title “Greatest of Seers.” Joseph thus marries into the elite of Egyptian nobility.

emerged in charge of Literally, “went out over.” The precise meaning of the Hebrew is
unclear. The present rendering is supported by the force of the preposition ‘@l in verses 40, 41, and 43,
and was so understood by the Targums and by Saadiah. The clause should probably be understood as
short for “he left Pharaoh’s presence to be in charge of the land of Egypt.”

46. Joseph . .. king of Egypt This parenthetic note, giving Joseph’s age as thirty at the
time his sufferings finally ended, corresponds to the recording of his age as seventeen when they
began (37:2). This provides a chronological framework for the narrative.

entered the service of This is the force of the Hebrew expression ‘amad lifnes, literally
“stood before.”?1

traveled . . . Egypt Joseph loses no time in familiarizing himself with local conditions
preparatory to his main task of enabling the Egyptians to survive the expected famine.

The elevation of Joseph by the king raises the question of whether a foreigner could really have
risen to such high office in the Egyptian government. The cases of the Semitic nomad Yanhamu, who
became Egyptian commissioner for Canaan and Syria in the days of Akhnaton (ca. 1370-1353 B.C.E.),
and of Ben Ozen, who came from a place situated cast of Lake Tiberias and rose to become the royal
herald, or marshal, at the court of Merneptah (ca. 12241214 B.C.E.) indicate that such elevation of
foreigners was indeed possible. In fact, a brother of the same Merneptah was given in marriage by his
father Ramses II (ca. 1290-1224 B.C.E.) to the daughter of a Syrian sea captain named Ben- Anath.
Thus it was not at all extraordinary for forcigners, and Semites in particular, to be welcomed by the
court and to rise to positions of responsibility and power in the government of Egypt.

THE SEVEN YEARS OF PLENTY (vv. 47-49)

47. in abundance Hebrew li-kematsim. The singular komets means “a handful” (Lev.
2:2). It is assumed that “by handfuls” means “bumper crops.” Another tradition takes the kematsim to
mean “storage pits for grain.”2?

48-49. From Joseph’s activities it is clear that he holds the well-known Egyptian office of
“Overseer of the Granaries of Upper and Lower Egypt,” whose duties were responsibility for the
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collection of tax payments on field produce (cf. Gen. 47:24), the storage of an adequate supply of
food in years of plenty, and the distribution of food during years of famine.

It was a strange quirk of fate that the shepherd boy should have become, in effect, “Minister of
Agriculture.” Joseph’s first dream, described in Genesis 37:7, perhaps contained a hint of his future
vocation.

JOSEPH’S TWO SONS  (vv. 50-52)

50. years Literally, “year of famine.” The use of the singular may imply that the sons
were born either before the first year of the famine or before the year when its effect first becomes
severe—that is, toward the end of the second year of famine, when the migration of Jacob and his
family took place. The information is inserted here in order to anticipate and explain the incident in
48:sf.

became the father of The use of the singular form of the Hebrew verb yullad here and in
46:27 may indicate that the boys were twins, but the same use is found in 35:26, which defies such an
explanation.

whom Asenath . . . bore Joseph seems to have remained monogamous.

51. Manasseh The primary meaning of the name is “he who causes to forget.” Such a
name would most likely be given to a child born after some misfortune, such as the death of an earlier
child or of the father. Joseph here adapts the name to his own situation.?3

meaning Hebrew ki, “because.” See Comment to 4:25.

my hardship and my parental home Since the second son is named in reference to Joseph’s
sufferings in Egypt (v. 52), this must refer wholly to his previous experiences in Canaan. Hence, 1t is
best, with Saadiah and Ibn Janah, to take the clauses as an instance of hendiadys, a single idea being
expressed by two terms. The combination, in effect, means “my suffering in my parental home.”
With the birth of an heir, Joseph now has founded his own nuclear family. He has achieved
physical, social, and psychological security and feels he can forget his miserably unhappy youth or at
least not allow it to intrude upon his future.

52. Ephraim The name originally must have meant either “fertile land,” from the stem
p-r-h, or “pastureland,” from ’afar, preserved in postbiblical Hebrew.24 Either etymology would aptly
describe the future territory of the tribe bearing this name, which was located west of the Jordan in the
central region. It was blessed with good soil and rainfall.

made me fertile Hebrew hifrani, an obvious word play on Ephraim (cf. Hos. 13:12,15). All
biblical Hifil forms of the stem p-r-b refer to the blessing of abundant posterity.25 However, it is
curious that such language should be used here after the birth of only the second child. There may be
a hint here of the later history of the tribe: Moses bestows upon Joseph a fertility blessing in his
farewell address in Deuteronomy 33:13—17, and he explicitly refers to “the myriads of Ephraim” and
“the thousands of Manasseh.”

289



GENESIS 41:53 o

5¥The seven years of abundance that the land of Egypt  :mayn  paxa M3 wN  pawn w
enjoyed came to an end, S*and the seven years of famine set Ao R 1Y APA 0 Yaw aebnm se
in, just as Joseph had foretold. There was famine in all o oo T T oy

lands, but throughout the land of Egypt there was bread. a1 ?:‘?5.5?;% m’*’?ﬁ‘:?"’?? a7 m aed

my affliction That is, where I spent thirteen years in captivity. The same Hebrew word ‘on:
1s often used of the later Israelite bondage in Egypt,?¢ and is most likely an intended allusion here to
the larger purposes of the Joseph story and to its role in the divine plan of history. This would explain
the antithetical usage of “affliction” and “fertility,” even though they do not form natural antonyms.

THE ONSET OF FAMINE (vv. 53-57)

Lower Egypt, the northern area of the country, is virtually rainless. Its entire economy, of which
agriculture was the core in ancient times, has always depended upon the Nile floods caused by the
river’s periodic rise during three summer months. The swelling of the river results from the torrential
rains in the Upper Nile Basin being carried down to the Delta by the Blue Nile. In ancient times an
elaborate series of artificially constructed irrigation works controlied the distribution and utilization
of the flood waters. The measurements of the maximum levels of inundation, as recorded by the
Nilometers placed at strategic points along the river, were noted in the royal annals.

Normally, the floods come with remarkable regularity. But there are years when the rainfall in the
southern Sudan provides an insufficient volume of water. A shortfall of only a few inches could deny
irrigation to the arid areas of the north, deprive the arable land of its productivity, and bring famine
to the inhabitants of Egypt.

The biblical story presupposes a succession of such low annual rises. This phenomenon and the
motif of seven-year famines are well documented in Egyptian and other Near Eastern texts. Several
pertinent inscriptions, dating from the First Intermediate Period in Egyptian history {ca. 2250-2000
8.C.E.}), have been discovered. Iti, the treasurer of the town of Imyotru, boasted that he supplied his
fellow citizens with barley in years of famine and helped other towns as well. The steward Seneni of
Coptus reported in his stela, or inscribed commemorative stone pillar, that “in the painful years of
distress” he had rationed out barley to his town. Ankhtify, “the great chieftain of Nekhen,” recorded a
seven-year famine in which the entire south of Egypt is said to have died of hunger and people
devoured their own children. He took pride in having foreseen the event, caused by a low Nile, and in
having been able to rush grain and grant loans of corn to various towns in order to alleviate the
situation. Another famine inscription from this period comes from Ameny, a chief in the days of
Senwosre I (ca. 1971-1928 B.C.E.), who recalled that in years of famine he had supplied wheat and
barley to the people so that no one went hungry “until the great Nile had returned.” The most
celebrated report of all is a late Prolemaic inscription purporting to derive from King Djoser (ca. 28th
cent. B.C.E.). A great misfortune had befallen the country: the Nile had not inundated the land for
seven years. Grain was scarce, seeds had dried up, and all food was in short supply.

The motif of a seven-year famine is present even in fertile Mesopotamia. In the Gilgamesh Epic
(6.102-106), the sky-god Anu threatens that “seven years of empty husks” could occur. From the
Syro-Canaanite area comes the Ugaritic Epic of Aght, which mentions the seven-year failure of Baal,
the god of rain and thunder (1 Aqht 1.42-46). In addition, a copy of a mid-cighth century B.c.E.
political treaty from the town of Sfire, about 16 miles (25.6 km.) southeast of Aleppo, has survived;
among the curses to be imposed for a breach of its stipulations it includes seven years of famine.
Finally, the same motif is found in Isracl where the prophet Gad presents David with a choice of
punishments, among them seven years of famine, as related in 2 Samuel 24:13. All this demonstrates
the existence of a widespread Near Eastern literary convention defining severe famine in terms of a
seven-year duration.

54. inalllands The phenomenon is emphasized three times in this brief section because
it is to be the essential factor causing the descent of Joseph’s brothers to Egypt. In actuality, of course,
there could not be any natural connection between the famine in Egypt and that in neighboring
countries since the two had entirely unrelated causes (cf. Zech. 14:17f.). The situation in Canaan
resulted from a prolonged lack of rainfall that had nothing to do with the failure of the Nile to rise.

290



GENESIS 41:55

55And when all the land of Egypt felt the hunger, the
people cried out to Pharaoh for bread; and Pharaoh said to
all the Egyptians, “Go to Joseph; whatever he tells you, you
shall do.” —$%6Accordingly, when the famine became severc
in the land of Egypt, Joseph laid open all that was within,
and rationed out grain to the Egyptians. The famine,
however, spread over the whole world. 57So all the world
came to Joseph in Egypt to procure rations, for the famine
had become severe throughout the world.

42 When Jacob saw that there were food rations to be had
in Egypt, he said to his sons, “Why do you keep looking at
one another? 2Now I hear,” he went on, “that there are
rations to be had in Egypt. Go down and procure rations
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55.  This verse, too, anticipates the next episode. It explains why the brothers have to

appear in person before Joseph (cf. v. 57).

56. For the sake of clarity and continuity with verse ss, the English has inverted the order of

the clauses.

within Hebrew babem, literally “in them,” has no antecedent. The ancient versions vari-
ously rendered “all the granaries” (Septuagint, Vulg., Pesh.), “all the granaries in which was grain”
{Targs.), and “everything in which was grain” (Sam.). These either reflect a different text or are

attempts to interpret the difficult Hebrew.

rationed out gratn  See Comment to 42:1.

over the whole world Literally, “over all the face of the land,” an inversion of the usual

word order.?”

CHAPTER 42

(42:1-43:34)

Joseph and His Brothers—Once Again
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Just when Joseph has reached a point in his life where he prefers not to be reminded of his past, he is
forced to confront it by the rush of events. Once again he finds himself face to face with his brothers.
On the previous, disastrous occasion, Joseph had been sent by his father to them; now it 1s they whom
Jacob sends, unknowingly, to Joseph. Then Joseph had been at the mercy of his brothers; now he is
master of the situation, and they come as suppliants.

THE BROTHERS’ JOURNEY TO EGYPT (vv. 1-5)

1. saw He observed his countrymen returning from Egypt laden with supplies.!

there were food rations Hebrew yesh shever. The term shever, “rations,” and its verbal forms,
as in 41:57 and 42:6, derive from a stem meaning “to break,” namely, “hunger/thirst,”2 and are
mainly used in emergency situations.

looking at one another Inactive and helpless. The Hebrew Hitpael verbal form is taken to
express reciprocal action. Elsewhere, this form of the verb #-’-b 1s always followed by panim, “face,” in
the sense of “to meet in combat.” Since the Hitpael conjugation frequently expresses affectation,? the
phrase may be rendered, “Why do you make an outward show” of being well supplied?
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for us there, that we may live and not die.” 380 ten of
Joseph’s brothers went down to get grain rations in Egypt;
*for Jacob did not send Joseph’s brother Benjamin with his
brothers, since he feared that he might meet with disaster.
5Thus the sons of Israel were among those who came to
procure rations, for the famine extended to the land of
Canaan.

6Now Joseph was the vizier of the land; it was he who
dispensed rations to all the people of the land. And
Joseph’s brothers came and bowed low to him, with their
faces to the ground. "When Joseph saw his brothers, he
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2. When the narrative spotlight last shone on Jacob, we witnessed a pitiable spectacle of an

inconsolable father mourning his lost son. Now, after an interval of over twenty years, the old
patriarch is once again the man of action, exercising authority and initiative in a critical situation.

3. ten of Joseph’s brothers Not “Joseph’s ten brothers,” because there were eleven in all.
The rations in Egypt must have been available on a limited per capita basis, so that the presence and
services of all ten were needed to purchase and transport sufficient supplies for their large households
(cf. Gen. 46:7-27). Reasons of security may also have dictated the need to travel as a convoy on the
journey, which lasted a week each way.
The descriptive “brothers of Joseph” (so v. 6) in place of the expected “sons of Jacob™ is a subtle
anticipation by the Narrator of the ensuing encounter.

went down Underlying the phrase (Heb. va-yerdu) is a possible allusion to the reversal of
fortunes that has taken place since Joseph was “brought down” (Heb. hurad) to Egypt (Gen. 39:1).

4. Joseph’s brother Benjamin The description explains the special status of Benjamin,
who has replaced Joseph as his father’s favorite (Gen. 44:20). At the same time, the reader is reminded
that the two were full brothers, a fact that will be significant in subsequent developments.

might meet with disaster Benjamin’s mother, Rachel, and his brother have both met with
misfortune in the course of a journey.*

5. the sons of Israel The change in designation (Heb. benei yisra’el) is significant—an
intimation that the journey to Egypt has national import. The brothers come as a unit, as a nation in
embryo.

amonyg those who came Just one among many such groups who came from neighboring
countries>—yet they alone attract attention.

THE FIRST ENCOUNTER WITH JOSEPH (vv. 6-17)

6. vizter This title of Joseph, in addition to “seller of corn,” explains in what capacity he
interrogated and accused the brothers. A man who was solely the dispenser of rations would not
normally be concerned with matters of state security.

The Hebrew term shallit, “vizier,” is otherwise only found in postexilic Hebrew texts. Neverthe-
less, 1t is of interest that the Hyksos founder of the Fifteenth Dynasty in Egypt was King Salitis, a
name that seems to reflect the same word. Furthermore, Saltum and ialitum appear in Old Assyrian
documents.

bowed low Joseph’s boyhood dreams (Gen. 37:7,9f.) are being fulfilied.

7. acted like a stranger Hebrew va-yitnakker, from nokhri, “stranger.” It may also be
rendered, “he hid his identity from them.” The Hebrew not only contains an internal play on
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recognized them; but he acted like a stranger toward them
and spoke harshly to them. He asked them, “Where do you
come from?” And they said, “From the land of Canaan, to
procure food.” 8For though Joseph recognized his
brothers, they did not recognize him. Recalling the dreams
that he had dreamed about them, Joseph said to them,
“You are spies, you have come to see the land in its
nakedness.” 1°But they said to him, “No, my lord! Truly,
your servants have come to procure food. !'We are all of us
sons of the same man; we are honest men; your servants
have never been spies!” 12And he said to them, “No, you

rpo

PIRD 10NN DOND PRD OI2X HRN N
om Yo Eh PN k2w
Twr nigbmn Ny AeP Do AT &Y
x> oox oI 8728 NN o7 on
ND Yo YN o DpN3 PINT MYYIN
v 053 SakgYh w3 TIM AW
I NTRD UMK 092 WY MR
PIRT MR N5 opoR MmN 2 n

have come to see the land in its nakedness!” !3And they TIW WY DAY IR 13 ‘mﬁ“? DDN?

293

words—va-yitnakker-va-yakkirem (“he recognized them”)-—but also is perhaps playfully aliusive to
Genesis 37:18—va-yitnakklu, “they conspired.” Joseph now schemes against the erstwhile schemers.

to procure food To each question the brothers respond with unsolicited information.

8. Joseph recognized The repetition of this fact is simply due to the stylistic need for an
equipoise to the new fact, “they did not recognize him.””

they did not recognize bim  Not surprisingly, for since their last meeting over twenty years
ago, Joseph has developed from boyhood into marture manhood. In addition, his language, his dress,
and even his name have all become Egyptianized.

9. Recalling the dreams The sight of his brothers prostrating themselves before him
suddenly reminds Joseph of those long-forgotten dreams, and he realizes for the first time that they
had actually presaged his future. Yet he cannot help but recall as well the hatreds they had engen-
dered. He must have heard his brothers mention those dreams derisively as they threw him into the
pit.8

Joseph now finds himself caught in a maelstrom of conflicting emotions. His sense of con-
tentment is shaken by his unpleasant memories. The instinctive desire for revenge is tempered by the
knowledge that his father and brother back in Canaan may be starving and are depending on the
acquisition of provisions in Egypt. He is desperate for news of their welfare but dares not give himself
away by overly anxious inquiry. Above all, he feels he must find out conclusively whether or not his
brothers regret their actions and have truly reformed themselves. He decides upon a series of tests.

You are spies They were foreigners and had entered Egypt from the northeast. This was the
land’s most vulnerable border. Incursions into Egypt by Asians coming via “the Way of Horus,” the
military highway from Canaan that led through Gaza to El-‘Arish, were a recurrent phenomenon.
Frontier guards would routinely check every traveler, for the discovery of spies might herald an
imminent artack.® Thus an allegation of espionage provided a convenient pretext under which Joseph
could have the brothers arrested and subjected to psychological pressure.

the land in its nakedness Hebrew ‘ervar ba-’arets has its analogy in Isaiah 20:4, “the
nakedness of Egypt,” in the sense of “the shame of Egypt” as a conquered state. Similarly, at the
downfall of Jerusalem, peoples are said to “have seen her disgraced” (Lam. 1:8). Thus the figure here
means to uncover any defects in its fortifications.

10. Truly, your servants Hebrew va-‘avadekha. The initial vav is here taken as having
affirmative force. It could also be adversative: “to the contrary.”

11. Weareallofus... Weareone family unit and would not jeopardize the lives of all of
us by collectively engaging in such a dangerous occupation.!® This refutation of the accusation of
espionage is felt to be so compelling as to warrant reiteration (v. 13).
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replied, “We your servants were twelve brothers, sons of a
certain man in the land of Canaan; the youngest, however,
is now with our father, and one is no more.” 4But Joseph
said to them, “It is just as I have told you: You are spies!
15By this you shall be put to the test: unless your youngest
brother comes here, by Pharaoh, you shall not depart from
this place! SLet one of you go and bring your brother,
while the rest of you remain confined, that your words may
be put to the test whether there is truth in you. Else, by
Pharaoh, you are nothing but spies!” 17And he confined
them in the guardhouse for three days.

180n the third day Joseph said to them, “Do this and you
shall live, for I am a God-fearing man. *If you are honest
men, let one of you brothers be held in your place of deten-
tion, while the rest of you go and take home rations for
your starving houscholds; 2°but you must bring me your
youngest brother, that your words may be verified and that
you may not die.” And they did accordingly. 21They said to
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13. omeis no more The phrasing may either reflect their uncertainty as to Joseph’s fate or
be a delicate way of saying that he was dead. Later on, Judah explicitly states the latter.!! Joseph does

not pursue the point.

14. Joseph peremptorily rejects their defense in a show of despotic arbitrariness. The

burden of disproof is on the brothers.

15. by Pharaoh Literally, “the life of Pharaoh.” This phrase gives the following state-
ment the character of an oath, validated and sanctioned by the awesome power of the king. An oath of
this type is found in an Egyptian inscription as early as the twentieth century B.c.E. In Israel, too, it
was the practice to swear by the life of the king (cf. 1 Sam. 17:55; 2 Sam. 14:19) as well as by God (cf.

1 Sam. 25:26; 2 Sam. 15:21).

16. This is the first of the tests Joseph imposes. How would they stand the strain of
imprisonment? What rivalries would surface as a result of their awareness that only one would return
to Canaan and that the fate of all others would depend on that one?

17. guardhouse

Hebrew mishmar (so v. 19), the same term as used previously for the

place of Joseph’s imprisonment. Its use hints at a sort of retributive justice.

THE SECOND ENCOUNTER WITH JOSEPH (vv. 18-26)

18. It is not clear whether Joseph originally intended only a three-day incarceration and
made his threat (v. 15) in order to exert psychological pressure, or whether he now changes his mind.
If the latter is the case, Joseph must have become conscious of the terrible suffering, perhaps fatal in
its consequences, that he would be inflicting on his father by detaining nine of the brothers. Further-
more, how would the starving families back home obtain food?

a God-fearing man Fearing God is the ultimate restraint on perfidy (see Comment to

20:1T).

20. that you may not die

Joseph has forced the brothers into a position in which they

have no choice but to bring Benjamin in order to avoid dying of hunger.

And they did accordingly
agreed to the conditions.

This editorial remark echoes verse 18, “Do this.” It means they

294



GENESIS 42:22

one another, “Alas, we are being punished on account of
our brother, because we looked on at his anguish, yet paid
no heed as he pleaded with us. That is why this distress has
come upon us.” 22Then Reuben spoke up and said to them,
“Did I not tell you, ‘Do no wrong to the boy’? But you paid
no heed. Now comes the reckoning for his blood.” 28They
did not know that Joseph understood, for there was an
interpreter between him and them. 2¢He turned away from
them and wept. But he came back to them and spoke to
them; and he took Simeon from among them and had him
bound before their eyes. 25Then Joseph gave orders to fill
their bags with grain, return each one’s money to his sack,
and give them provisions for the journey; and this was done
for them. 26So they loaded their asses with the rations and
departed from there.

27As one of them was opening his sack to give feed to his

21. Alas
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Hebrew ’aval apparently has this meaning also in 2 Samuel 14:5 and 2 Kings

4:14. The Targums understood it as having asseverative force, “assuredly.”

we are being punished Hebrew ’ashem can mean both guilt and its consequent punishment
(cf. Pss. 34:22), the two being inseparable in Israclite thought (see Comment to 4:13). In this moment
of common adversity, their long-smoldering, tortured consciences erupt.

anguish . . . distress
retributive justice.

Hebrew uses tsarab in both clauses, emphasizing again the aspect of

22. Do nowrong An embellishment of Reuben’s speech as reported in 37:22.

the reckoning for bis blood On this phrase, see Comment to 9:5. Reuben had warned his
brothers (37:22), “Shed no blood!” Apparently, he believes Joseph is dead (cf. 37:29-30).

23. aninterpreter This is the only instance in the patriarchal narratives when free and
direct communication is impeded by differences in language.

between him and them This is the force of Hebrew beinotam.12

24. and wept Joseph is deeply affected by the genuineness of the contrition behind the
exchange of words, but for the present he must hide his emotions and suppress his deep natural

sympathy for his brothers.

Simeon Having overheard that Reuben, the eldest, had tried to save his life, Joseph selects
the next in seniority to be detained. Besides, Simeon had a reputation for cruelty!® and may well have
been the one who actually led the others in persecuting Joseph.

before their eyes
solidarity.

To show that his threats were to be taken seriously and to test their

25. each one’s money Hebrew kaspeihem. This plural form of kesef, “money,” used also in
verse 35 and employed nowhere else in biblical Hebrew, indicates the several individual bags of
money. Did Joseph mean to test their integrity or intensify the psychological pressure? His motiva-

tion here is unclear.

THE RETURN TO CANAAN (vv. 27-38)

27. one of them The use of the definite article in Hebrew (ha-’ebad) led the midrash to
identify him with Levi, the next in seniority after Simeon.14
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ass at the night encampment, he saw his money right there
at the mouth of his bag. 28And he said to his brothers, “My
money has been returned! It is here in my bag!” Their
hearts sank; and, trembling, they turned to one another,
saying, “What is this that God has done to us?”

When they came to their father Jacob in the land of
Canaan, they told him all that had befallen them, saying,
30“The man who is lord of the land spoke harshly to us and
accused us of spying on the land. 3!We said to him, “We are
honest men; we have never been spies! 32There were twelve
of us brothers, sons by the same father; but one is no more,
and the youngest is now with our father in the land of
Canaan.’” 33But the man who is lord of the land said to us,
‘By this I shall know that you are honest men: leave one of
your brothers with me, and take something for your
starving households and be off. 3#And bring your youngest
brother to me, that I may know that you are not spies but
honest men. I will then restore your brother to you, and
you shall be free to move about in the land.””

35As they were emptying their sacks, there, in each one’s
sack, was his money-bag! When they and their father saw
their money-bags, they were dismayed. 3Their father Jacob
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night encampment Pastoral nomads did not stay in inns but in crude tent encampments. 13

bag Hebrew ‘amtabat is employed fifteen times in this story but never elsewhere in the
Bible. On the basis of Assyrian mat@hu, “to bear, carry, lift up,” it must mean “a pack,” and it was so
understood by the Targums. It is thus to be distinguished from “a sack.” It should be noted that befi,
“at the mouth of,” 1s used only with ’amtabat, never with “sack,” and that the latter term appears only
in the narrative framework, never in reported speech, which is concerned with the actual discovery of
the money.1¢ [t must be assumed, then, that the “pack” Camzabat) was inside a sack.

28. The unexpected find engenders a sense of foreboding. They know they must return to
Egypt, both to secure further supplies and to obtain the release of their imprisoned brother.

What is this . . .

Conveys the sense of being completely at the mercy of fate.

29-30. The brothers report to their father with an economy of information, narrating only
what is necessary to explain Simeon’s absence and to stress the importance of sending Benjamin next
time. They say nothing of the three days in detention, of the shackling of Simeon “before their eyes,”

or of finding the money.
33. andtake. .. bouseholds

Literally, “and take the starvation of your houscholds.” All

the ancient versions render the Hebrew as though a word has dropped out of the text.1”

34. free to move about Or, “to trade in .

34:10.

..”; for Hebrew stem s-b-», see Comment to

35. Itis obvious that all the brothers must have dipped into their packs for food or fodder
in the course of their six-day (or so) return journey. Therefore, each must have discovered his money
long before reaching Canaan. As a matter of fact, that is what they tell Joseph on the next trip (43:21).
We must assume, therefore, that they had prearranged to tell their father nothing of this and to stage

the “discovery” in his presence.

saw ... dismayed The Hebrew contains a word play (va-yir'u-va-yira’n).1®
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said to them, “It is always me that you bereave: Joseph 1s no
more and Simeon is no more, and now you would take
away Benjamin. These things always happen to met”
37Then Reuben said to his father, “You may kill my two
sons if I do not bring him back to you. Put him in my care,
and I will return him to you.” 3¥But he said, “My son must
not go down with you, for his brother is dead and he alone
1s left. If he meets with disaster on the journey you are
taking, you will send my white head down to Sheol in
grief.”

43 But the famine in the land was severe. 2And when they
had eaten up the rations which they had brought from
Egypt, their father said to them, “Go again and procure
some food for us.” 3But Judah said to him, “The man
warned us, ‘Do not let me see your faces unless your
brother is with you.” ¢If you will let our brother go with us,

36. It is always me that you bereave
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The translation is determined by the empharic

position of the accusative particle ahead of the verb. The sense is: “It is I who suffer; it is my sons who

disappear!”

37. Remben He assumes leadership for the last time.

my two sons  Since, according to 46:9, Reuben had four sons, the text probably means “two

of my sons.”*®

38. Mpyson This formulation, instead of “your brother,” may well imply a rebuke, in that
it echoes what the brothers said when they had Joseph’s tunic sent to their father: “Is it your son’s

tunic?” (37:32).

is left That is, from his mother.

disaster on the journey Father and sons seem to be worried about different things. That is
why Reuben’s self-confidence leaves Jacob unimpressed. Deeply concerned about the perils of the
journey, the worried father does not see that Reuben is trying to assure him of an ultimate positive
outcome—that the viceroy of Egypt will keep his promise.

CHAPTER 43

The Second Journey to Egypt
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Jacob bluntly rejects Reuben’s plea and offer. Further discussion is now futile. The brothers know that
the fear of starvation will ultimately overcome their father’s resistance. Indeed, Jacob has already
recognized the need for another journey to Egypt.

1. But The ininal Hebrew conjunctive pav has adversative force.
the famine . . . was severe Compare 12:10; 41:31; and 47:4,13.

2. when they had eaten up That is, the provisions are coming to an end. There is just
enough food left to enable their families to survive while the brothers travel to Egypt and back.

3. Judah He is the spokesman from now on; Reuben is not heard from again, even
though he is the first-born. The incident described in 35:22 shows that he has long been discredited.
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we will go down and procure food for you; 5but if you will
not let him go, we will not go down, for the man said to us,
‘Do not let me see your faces unless your brother is with
you.”” And Israel said, “Why did you serve me so ill as to
tell the man that you had another brother?” 7They replied,
“But the man kept asking about us and our family, saying,
‘Is your father still living? Have you another brother?” And
we answered him accordingly. How were we to know that
he would say, ‘Bring your brother here’?”

8Then Judah said to his father Isracl, “Send the boy in my
care, and let us be on our way, that we may live and not
die—you and we and our children. °1 myself will be suretry
for him; you may hold me responsible: if I do not bring him
back to you and set him before you, I shall stand guilty
before you forever. °For we could have been there and
back twice if we had not dawdled.”

The man
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Abbreviated from “the man who is lord of the land” (42:30,33). Joseph is

henceforth called “the man,” while the brothers are correspondingly termed “the men.”! This ano-
nymity is an artful device of the Narrator—just as events move toward the climactic moment when
Joseph discloses his true identity and is reconciled with his brothers.

warned Hebrew ha‘ed be‘id expresses a solemn admonition tantamount to a threat.?

7. The report now given by the brothers to their father does not correspond to the account
of the interrogation in chapter 42, where the brothers appeared to offer unsolicited information
about themselves quite freely (vv. 11,13). However, from 44:19 it is clear that Joseph had indeed asked
the specific questions referred to here. Accordingly, it must be assumed that chapter 42 represents a

very abbreviated account.

our family

Hebrew moledet is used here in the sense of “kindred,” not “homeland.”?

8-10. 'The argument has reached a dead end. Judah steps in to save the situation. His
approach is forthright, firm, sober, and severely to the point. The issue must be confronted headlong.
Unless Benjamin is sent, the entire family is doomed to slow death by starvation. That is the awful

and urgent reality. There is no alternative.

8. you and we and our children Judah actually lists them in ascending order of impor-
tance to himself (lit. “we and you and our children™).

the boy Hebrew na‘ar. Benjamin is referred to in this manner repeatedly in the next chapter
(44:22,30-34). Elsewhere he is described as ha-katan, “the youngest” (42:13,15,20; 43:29; 44:23,26),
and even as “a child (yeled) of old age” (44:20), while Joseph blesses him as “my son” (43:29). We are
given the clear impression that Benjamin is still very young. The probability of his youthfulness
accords with, and renders particularly poignant, Jacob’s fears and reluctance to let him undertake the
journey to Egypt. The term na‘ar is flexible in biblical Hebrew and can be used of any male from
infancy (Exod. 2:6) to marriageable age (Gen. 34:19).

9. Imyself The addition of the separate personal pronoun has the force of an emphatic,

meaning “I personally.”

be surety 'To underline the seriousness with which he is willing to assume the guardianship
of Benjamin, Judah employs two distinct legal idioms. The Hebrew stem “»-p is most frequently used
in reference to the acceptance of legal responsibility for a debt contracted by another. The guarantor
may undertake to insure that the borrower will not disappear, or he undertakes to repay the loan
should the borrower default. The second idiom, le-vakkesh mi-yad, means “to hold responsible,” “to
require an accounting for,” and is particularly used with respect to bloodshed.*
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Then their father Israel said to them, “If it must be so, 1ﬁ|7 “qwz NN} Riox 13708 g;jsg§ t’,N:“‘”
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I shall stand guilty before you The Hebrew verb b-2-” encompasses not merely the offensive
act itself but also its aftereffects: the deleterious psychic, spiritual, and emotional state that it creates.

forever The consciousness of ineradicable personal guilt and blame would weigh upon
him always as an oppressive burden.

11. Ifit mustbese Judah’s forceful speech has its effect. The aged Jacob offers no further
resistance and resigns himself to the inevitable.

dothis He unwittingly echoes Joseph’s own words (42:18). Still the man of action, he gives
orders that two steps be taken: Joseph must be mollified with a gift, and the payments for the grain
must be returned.

choice products of the land  This translation of the unique Hebrew zimrat ha-’arets follows
the Targums, Peshitta, and Vulgate and is based on taking zsmrat as a derivative of the stem z-m-r “to
sing,” here meaning that which is celebrated in song. More likely, the term here represents the well-
known Semitic root 4-m-r, “to be strong,” which appears in Exodus 15:2 (= Isa. 12:2; Pss. 18:14),
“The Lorp 1s my strength and might (zémrat),” and Psalms 119:54, “Your laws are a source of strength
(zemirot) to me,” as well as in the biblical names Zimran (Gen. 25:2), Zimri (Num. 25:14), and
Zemirah (1 Chron. 7:8). The stem is also widely found in many extrabiblical names, such as the north
Israelite 6zmyr; the Phoenician dmr and zmr; the Ugaritic dmrb‘l and dmrhd; the West Semitic (Mari)
ztmri-alum, zimri-erah, and zimri-lim; and the Old South Arabic dmr’l, dmrkrb, and dmrmr. The
noun zimrah used in this verse would thus correspond to Hebrew koah, “strength,” also used in a
transferred sense of “yield, produce” (cf. Gen. 4:12; Hos. 7:9; Job 31:39).

gift Hebrew minhah signifies a gift brought as a token of submission.s The composition of
the gift recalls the wares of the caravaneers who had originally sold Joseph into Egyptian slavery (see
Comment to 37:25). It is ironic that these same products, and more, constitute the tribute the
brothers now pay to Joseph himself.

honey Since there is no evidence of apiculture in the Land of Israel in biblical times, it is
not certain whether Hebrew devash means bees” honey, cultured or wild (cf. Deut. 32:13; 1 Sam.
14:25fF:, Pss. 85:17), or the thick, intensely sweet syrup made from dates and grape juice and called dibs
by the Arabs. A celebrated description of the land is one “flowing with milk and honey” (Exod. 3:8,
etc.), and the latter is listed as one of its seven characteristic products (Deut. 8:8). According to
rabbinic tradition, the reference here is to date syrup. “Honey” was one of the products Israel
exported to its neighbors (Ezek. 27:17). Of interest in connection with the gift brought to Joseph is
the Story of Sinuhe, a popular Egyptian tale from Middle Kingdom times, in which “the land of Yaa”
(southern Syria or northern Israel) is described as “a good land” where figs and grapes were plentiful
and honey and olives abundant, with every kind of fruit on its trees, much barley and emmer, and
cattle galore.®

12. double the money Hebrew kesef mishneb, an appositional phrase, literally “money,
double amount.” The rest of the sentence literally translates “and the money that was returned. . . .”
The meaning is ambiguous. It could be either that Jacob is recommending the payment of a double
restitution or that the brothers are being advised to purchase double rations this time in order to
avoid having to return to Egypt again. However, verse 15 mentions only “double the money”
(mishneh kesef) and verses 21-22 make clear that it 1s only twice the purchase price of food, and no
other money, that is involved. Hence, the second clause of this verse must be understood as clarifying
the reason for the double amount.
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brother too; and go back at once to the man. *And may El
Shaddat dispose the man to mercy toward you, that he may
release to you your other brother, as well as Benjamin. As
for me, if I am to be bereaved, 1 shall be bereaved.”

1550 the men took that gift, and they took with them
double the money, as well as Benjamin. They made their
way down to Egypt, where they presented themselves to
Joseph. 1*When Joseph saw Benjamin with them, he said to
his house steward, “Take the men into the house; slaughter
and prepare an animal, for the men will dine with me at
noon.” ¥7The man did as Joseph said, and he brought the
men into Joseph’s house. ¥But the men were frightened at
being brought into Joseph’s house. “It must be,” they
thought, “because of the money replaced in our bags the
first time that we have been brought inside, as a pretext to
attack us and seize us as slaves, with our pack animals.”
19So they went up to Joseph’s house steward and spoke to
him at the entrance of the house. 2°“If you please, my lord,”

a mistake
Egyptians has no sinister implications.

13. Take your brother

rpo

WY WP) MR OITRIRY 3R Y
307 RN 037 1R I DN 14 NTOR
PENITR) M8 OPNNTIY 037 M2V Uy
DUIRT MR 15 PAZRY MDY TR Vi
Op3 MR? eI MYm NN e
207 TEEN DR T WD 1
PRRATIY Bow qph X6 ww PP
DYIRTIN RIT UPIOY TWRD TN
DYIRT 1738 A8 03 127 730 M3 AmaT
N3N PP T TR VORT TR 17 DT
WPNIE PP PR DRI ER]
72775y MmN R 3 WM D DVIRY
UR onN3 whhmogs 2R I
g Wiy Sean gy S’ oxan
YRTTOR WP 19 ApIanTnN) ovTaph NoR

Jacob would like to convince himself that the return of the money by the

Jacob leaves the most painful item till last. He says “your

brother,” rather than Benjamin, in order to give emphasis to their fraternal responsibilities.

atonce This is the force of Hebrew ve-kumu (see Comment to 27:43).

14. Having done all that is humanly possible, Jacob leaves the rest to God, whose blessing
he invokes. On the divine title “El Shaddai,” see Excursus 11.

if I am to be bereaved . . .

Jacob’s speech opens (v. 11) and closes on a note of resignation.”

THE BROTHERS IN JOSEPH’S HOUSE (vv. 15-34)

15. they presented themselves to Joseph Since on this occasion there is no contact between
him and the brothers, the phrase simply means that they have arrived at the trading post over which
Joseph presides. Perhaps he deliberately ignores them so as to feed their anxiety and intensify their
fears. In addition, when told to proceed to the vizier’s house, the brothers must have become filled
with dread. Of course, the surprise meal in his house is a necessary prelude to the subsequent scene.
The convivial atmosphere deceptively dispels all foreboding while the stage is set for the contrived

“theft” of the silver goblet.

16. bis house steward Hebrew ‘asher ‘al beito (so 44:1,4), literally, “the one who is over

his house.”

18. frightened Because they alone, of all the buyers of grain, are singled out for this
treatment. The brothers are probably aware of the fact that high Egyptian officials maintained private
dungeons in their homes (cf. v. 23; see Comment to 39:20).

as a pretext Hebrew le-hitgolel ‘aleinu is found nowhere else in this sense. It has been
connected with Hebrew biglal, “because of” (cf. Gen. 39:5), that is, “to find a cause against us.”$

to attack us

Hebrew le-bitnappel ‘aleinu 1s likewise unique and is taken as a reflexive of n-f-/,

that is, “to throw oneself against us,” or “to attack.”

19. atthe entrance They lose no time in forestalling an accusation.
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they said, “we came down once before to procure food.
21Bur when we arrived at the night encampment and
opened our bags, there was each one’s money in the mouth
of his bag, our money in full. So we have brought it back
with us. 22And we have brought down with us other money
to procure food. We do not know who put the money in
our bags.” 23He replied, “All is well with you; do not be
afraid. Your God, the God of your father, must have put
treasure in your bags for you. I got your payment.” And he
brought out Simeon to them.

24Then the man brought the men into Joseph’s house; he
gave them water to bathe their feet, and he provided feed
for their asses. 25They laid out their gifts to await Joseph’s
arrival at noon, for they had heard that they were to dine
there.

26When Joseph came home, they presented to him the
gifts that they had brought with them into the house,
bowing low before him to the ground. ?’He greeted them,
and he said, “How is your aged father of whom you spoke?
Is he still in good health?” 28They replied, “It is well with
your servant our father; he is still in good health.” And they
bowed and made obeisance.

¥Looking about, he saw his brother Benjamin, his
mother’s son, and asked, “Is this your youngest brother of
whom you spoke to me?” And he went on, “May God be
gracious to you, my boy.” 3With that, Joseph hurried out,
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21. infull Literally, “by its weight.” See Comment to 23:16.

22. who put Hebrew sam. They delicately refrain from using the stem sh-w-v, “return,” as
hitherto (43:12,18; 42:28) so as to avoid any insinuation of chicanery on the part of an official.

23.  The reassuring reply of the steward is intelligible only on the assumption that he is
privy to Joseph’s scheme. His purpose is to lull them into a false sense of relief, reinforced by the

release of Simeon.

I got your payment Literally, “your money came to me,” a legal formula of West Semitic
traders confirming receipt of full payment and implying renunciation of any claim.®

24. brought the men . . .
digression (cf. 39:1).

Repeated from verse 17 to resume the narrative after the

27. your aged father The adjective was not reported in the account of the brothers’ first
meeting with Joseph, but 44:20 shows that it had indeed been used (see Comment to v. 7).

in good health A closer definition of shalom in the first clause. Hebrew bas (cf. 1 Kings
20:32) usually means “living,” so that Joseph’s questions may be an instance of hysteron proteron, a
figure of speech in which a logical sequence is inverted. Alternately, Joseph may immediately ask how
Jacob is and then realize he should first inquire if he is still alive.

28. bowed and made obessance  Either as a sign of appreciation to Joseph for his solicitude
in asking about their father’s welfare or as a gesture of gratitude to God, a physical equivalent of the

verbal “Thank God.”
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for he was overcome with feeling toward his brother and
was on the verge of tears; he went into a room and wept
there. 3'Then he washed his face, reappeared, and—now in
control of himself-—gave the order, “Serve the meal.”
32They served him by himself, and them by themselves, and
the Egyptians who ate with him by themselves; for the
Egyptians could not dine with the Hebrews, since that
would be abhorrent to the Egyptians. 33As they were seated
by his direction, from the oldest in the order of his seniority
to the youngest in the order of his youth, the men looked at
one another in astonishment. 3Portions were served them
from his table; but Benjamin’s portion was several times
that of anyone else. And they drank their fill with him.
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30. overcome with feeling The Hebrew idiom nikbmeru rabamay (lit. “his mercies were

heated up”) occurs elsewhere only in 1 Kings 3:26,'° where it means “to have compassion for.” Here,
however, Benjamin is not an object of pity. The sight of him arouses overwhelming feelings of
tenderness and affection in Joseph. He can find relief only through tears.

on the verge of This is here the force of Hebrew va-yevakkesh, rather than the usual “he
sought.” The stem b-k-sh in postbiblical Hebrew (cf. Mish. Yoma 1:7) and its Aramaic equivalent &-%y
(cf. Dan. 2:13) often carry the meaning “to be about t0.”

31. Serve the meal Joseph hosts a meal for his brothers, who years before had callously
sat down to cat while he languished in the pit (see Comment to 37:25)—a piquant note.

32. Joseph eats alone undoubtedly because of his exalted status; but the segregation of the
Hebrews was due 1o the Egyptian feeling of racial and religious superiority that engendered contempt
for foreigners, who were regarded as unclean. Herodotus (Histories, 2.41) reports that because the
cow was taboo to Egyptians but eaten by Greeks, no native of Egypt would kiss a Greek, use his
kitchen utensils, or even eat the flesh of an ox that had been cut with the knife of a Greek. It is
therefore likely that Egyptian particularism asserted itself here because the Hebrews were
shepherds—an abhorrent profession (46:34)—and because they ate sheep—an abomination to
Egyptians (Exod. 8:22).

could not dine The observation is given in the idiom of a legal formula!! expressing
prohibition, not disability.

Hebrews Compare 40:15; see Comment to 14:13.

33. were seated by his divection Literally, “they sat before him.” Saadiah and Rashbam
point out that the seating arrangement by descending order of seniority can only be at Joseph’s
direction. This arouses the surprise of the brothers. A midrash in Genesis Rabba g2:5 has Joseph
himself pretending to divine their order of birth by means of his silver goblet (cf. 44:5,15). Hizkuni
suggests that the brothers usually seat themselves for meals in this manner and that their wonderment
is occasioned by their segregation. It is likely, in fact, that the Egyptians, too, are amazed that the
vizier should invite foreigners, especially shepherds, to dine at his house.

34. several Literally, “five,” a round number (see Comment to 41:34). Joseph is perhaps
testing his brothers to see whether this obvious favoritism would arouse their envy or expose any
hostile feelings that they might harbor against the one who is now their father’s favorite.
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44: Then he instructed his house steward as follows, “Fill
the men’s bags with food, as much as they can carry, and
put each one’s money in the mouth of his bag. 2Put my
silver goblet in the mouth of the bag of the youngest one,
together with his money for the rations.” And he did as
Joseph told him.

3With the first light of morning, the men were sent off
with their pack animals. #They had just left the city and had
not gone far, when Joseph said to his steward, “Up, go after
the men! And when you overtake them, say to them, “Why
did you repay good with evil? 5It is the very one from which

CHAPTER 44

rpo

89m MbND rathy watn mifa)
nRE Wo3v TWR2 DK DU nhmn Ty
PRI 2 AMnoER 0p3 YRR DR
nY) (ERn NOpRR 593 DRD TR 1M
37 R Eh P eRh oY e
opIbm g Y oPIRT R T3 3
oy PR P & Ty wy) of 4
DRRT IR N3 Op Iy ey
p] PR MED OuaK MI0R) oM
130 apyr wR &S s 3t oop

The Brothers’ Last Trial — (w.1-34)
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Following their reception at Joseph’s house, the brothers, undoubtedly in high spirits, set out on their
homeward journey. However, their ease of mind is soon shattered as Joseph employs his one last
harrowing stratagem.

JOSEPH’S INSTRUCTIONS (vv. 1-5)

1. Then be instructed Presumably, these preparations take place during the night while
the brothers sleep.

By generously supplying them with provisions in excess of what their money can buy, Joseph
makes the brothers’ “ingratitude” appear all the greater when they are apprehended for alleged theft.
The restoration of their money this time is puzzling since it plays no role in the accusation that is
soon to be made against them. Ramban suggests that it was done by prior mutual agreement as
compensation for the trouble and anguish the brothers had endured on their first visit.

2. goblet Hcebrew gavia®is probably a loan word from Egyptian kbh.w, “libation vessel.”
It appears in other contexts only in the sense of a container for wine larger than an ordinary cup and
as a receptacie for oil in the menorah of the Tabernacle.! In the present instance, the goblet serves
both as a drinking vessel and as a divining instrument (v. 5). The fact that we are told it is made of
silver is not meant solely to emphasize its preciousness; the offense would be grave enough no matter
what the composition of the goblet might have been. The main point here is that Hebrew kesef,
“silver, money,” is a key word, reiterated twenty times in the accounts of Joseph and his brothers in
Egypt (chaps. 42-45). The brothers had sold Joseph into slavery for twenty pieces of silver (Gen.
37:28); now he harasses and tests them with silver.

3. the first light of morning This detail explains why Joseph is still at home when the
brothers later return (v. 14).

the men . . . with their pack animals The brothers’ fears that they would be enslaved and
their animals confiscated (43:18) are groundless—or so it seems.

4. the city The city is said to be situated “in the region of Goshen” (see Comment to
45:10).

repay good with evil Later, Joseph tells his brothers that God used their evil intentions to
good end (50:20).
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my master drinks and which he uses for divination. It was a
wicked thing for you to do!?””

6He overtook them and spoke those words to them. 7And
they said to him, “Why does my lord say such things? Far be
it from your servants to do anything of the kind! #8Here we
brought back to you from the land of Canaan the money
that we found in the mouths of our bags. How then could
we have stolen any silver or gold from your master’s house!
Whichever of your servants it is found with shall die; the
rest of us, moreover, shall become slaves to my lord.” 1°He
replied, “Although what you are proposing is right, only
the one with whom it is found shall be my slave; but the rest
of you shall go free.”

¥po

DRy W OOYID 3 Unn v s
TORT DTTOR OIZX P O 6
MPRT D312 3TN B Y vor e 7
3 17 8 T 773 nieyn P AP0
TR 0PYR wOANE P2 RYR W
& AR TIW man 2 TR D rwD
WNEINOH NP TIIPD PR RY WK 9 23T
e R - ORI v A a0
T3P AR Ry TR RTY2 027377
TR YR TP NI o) NN 0N

5. The steward is not to make explicit mention of either the goblet or its theft. This
deliberate vagueness is intended to fill the brothers with a sense of foreboding.

Itisthe veryone... Thatis, the one they saw him using at dinner. If the goblet is found in
their possession, the brothers certainly cannot claim that it is their own property.

be uses for divination It is not stated that Joseph actually believes in divination. He wants
the brothers to think he does. The technique of divining by means of a goblet is well known from the
ancient world. It took various forms: the use of water (hydromancy), oil (oleomancy), or wine
(oenomancy). The practitioner professed to be able to interpret either the surface patterns formed
when a few drops of one liquid were poured onto another or the movement of objects floating on or
sinking in the fluid. The aim of the exercise was to determine the future, to locate the source of
trouble, or to apportion blame or credits, as in 30:27. The legislation 1n Deuteronomy 18:10 outlawed
divination in Israel.2

THE STEWARD’S ACCUSATION AND SEARCH  (vv. 6-12)

8. Here.... Howthen...? Hebrew ben ... ve-eikh. This inference from a minor premise
to a major one is known in rabbinic terminology as kal va-homer. This is the first of ten such instances
of this type of reasoning in the Bible. They are listed in Genesis Rabba 92:7.

9. Undoubtedly, the spontaneous pronouncement of a death penalty for the thief and of
slavery for the others is rhetorical and intended to be a convincing and categorical assertion of
innocence. It is not clear whether these penalties reflect contemporary law (see Comment to Gen.
31:32). The formula “shall die” (Heb. va-met) has more of a judicial than an imprecatory ring (cf.
Deut. 18:20; 19:12; 1 Kings 1:52). Ancient Near Eastern collections of laws display no uniformity in the
case of theft. Hammurabi (cf. pars. 6-10) and the Middle Assyrian laws (cf. A, pars. 3,4) prescribe
capital punishment or mutilation of the body for certain offenses of this kind. The codes of Lipit-
Ishtar (par. 9) and of the kingdom of Eshnunna (pars. 40,49,50) appear to be much more lenient.
Biblical law never legislates the death penalty for crimes against personal property. In the present
instance, it is possible that the proposed punishments reflect Egyptian law, unknown to us from any
other source. It is also likely that the theft of a sacred object entailed far more severe penalties than
ordinary theft. Moreover, it is very possible that because the brothers are convinced of their inno-
cence, they propose a harsher punishment for themselves than the law actually requires.

the rest of us  The brothers accept the principle of collective responsibility.

10. The opening words of the steward’s response—literally “also now according to your
words so it is”—are unclear. They could mean, “The penalties you invoke are indeed the law, but I
shall be lenient.” However, this interpretation is countered by Joseph’s apparent rejection of the
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1180 each one hastened to lower his bag to the ground,
and each one opened his bag. !2He searched, beginning
with the oldest and ending with the youngest; and the
goblet turned up in Benjamin’s bag. 3At this they rent
their clothes. Each reloaded his pack animal, and they
returned to the city.

14When Judah and his brothers reentered the house of
Joseph, who was still there, they threw themselves on the
ground before him. 5Joseph said to them, “What is this
deed that you have done? Do you not know that a man like
me practices divination?” 1$Judah replied, “What can we
say to my lord? How can we plead, how can we prove our
innocence? God has uncovered the crime of your servants.
Here we are, then, slaves of my lord, the rest of us as much
as he in whose possession the goblet was found.” 7But he
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unfairness of collective responsibility in verse 17. The steward might also mean, “I accept the logic of
your argument to the cffect that you are generally honest.”3

shall go free

Hebrew nekiyyim, a legal term for “cleared of offense or obligation.”

11.  Their haste to unload is a demonstration of innocence as well as an attempt to dispose

of the entire business as expeditiously as possible.

12. The steward adroitly manipulates the situation. One can easily imagine the rising self-
confidence of the brothers after each successive search yielded nothing.

THE RETURN TO JOSEPH (vv. 13-17)

13.  they vent their clothes

The horror of their predicament leaves them speechless. They

can only do what they caused their father to do years before (37:34).4

14. jJudah He has personally gone surety for Benjamin, so he naturally takes the lead.

Joseph . .. was still theve

He has not yet left the house for his place of work because it is still

very early in the morning (v. 3). Joseph’s presence, therefore, does not raise any suspicion of trickery.
ry y g pns p y susp ry

on the ground This unique addition to the usual phrase expresses their abject state of utter

despair.

15. Feigning anger, Joseph addresses them collectively, implying that they are all involved
in the theft. His “leniency,” soon to be displayed (v. 17), thus appears to be all the more generous.

practices divination See Comment to verse 5. Since no mention is made of the goblet, it
may be assumed that Joseph simply boasts of his ability to detect a thief by divination.®

16. bas uncovered the crime

Judah may deliberately be making a false collective confes-

sion of guilt regarding the theft of the goblet in order to save Benjamin from being singled out for
punishment. Itis also possible that, as on their first journey to Egypt (42:21f.), the confrontation with
great danger releases their long-suppressed, but ever-festering, feelings of guilt concerning their crime
against Joseph.® Alternatively, Judah’s words may merely express the simplistic ancient belief that
suffering was divine punishment for sin, even if the particular sin could not be identified, so that, in

effect, this is a resignation to misfortune.

slaves
penalty (v. 9).
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replied, “Far be it from me to act thus! Only he in whose
possession the goblet was found shall be my slave; the rest
of you go back in peace to your father.”

VA-YIGGASH

18Then Judah went up to him and said, “Please, my lord,
let your servant appeal to my lord, and do not be impatient
with your servant, you who are the equal of Pharaoh. *My
lord asked his servants, ‘Have you a father or another
brother?” 2We told my lord, “We have an old father, and
there is a child of his old age, the youngest; his full brother
is dead, so that he alone is left of his mother, and his father
dotes on him.” 21'Then you said to your servants, ‘Bring him
down to me, that I may set eyes on him.” 22We said to my
lord, “The boy cannot leave his father; if he were to leave
him, his father would die.” 22But you said to your servants,
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17.  With an affectation of self-righteousness, Joseph applies his supreme and final test of
their integrity. He confronts the brothers with a dilemma that involves agonizing decisions. They can
save their own lives, but this would be disastrous to their father and would be at the expense of their
loyalty to Benjamin. If the brothers stay with Benjamin, they cannot bring back food to their father
and to their families, who will then die of starvation.

JUDAH’S SPEECH  (vv. 18-34)

Va-Yiggash

The encounter between Joseph and his brothers has now reached its climactic moment. A personal

appeal to the great man is Judah’s last desperate resort. He pours out his heart in what is the longest
speech in the Book of Genesis, although it could not have lasted more than five minutes. Divided into
three parts, the address recapitulates recent events (vv. 18-29), stresses the adverse impact of Joseph’s
act upon their father (vv. 30-32), and culminates in a personal offer to take Benjamin’s place as a slave
(vv. 33—-34). It makes no mention of the theft of the goblet or of the innocence or guilt of the accused.
This shrewd bur simple appeal to Joseph’s sense of fairness and mercy attempts to invoke his
humanity through repeated reference to the state of their aged father. It is also designed to impress

Joseph with the speaker’s noble self-sacrifice.

Judah’s eloquence is effective because it is deferential yet dignified, spirited but not provocative,
full of pathos and passion, yet restrained and transparently sincere.

18. appealto . ..
hearing.””

Literally “speak in the ears of . . . ,” which is idiomatic for “have a

the equal of Pharaoh The phrase is not mere flattery but a subtle reminder of Joseph’s
power to grant a pardon by virtue of his exalted position.

20.  bis full brother is dead  In 42:13, they had said, ambiguously referring to Joseph, that
“one is no more.” Now Judah cites Jacob’s words of 42:38. He obviously cannot tell the truth.

21. Imayseteyeson bim Elsewhere the Hebrew phrase sim ‘ayin ‘4l means “to pay special
attention to” (Jer. 39:12; 40:4) and may be further defined as to advantage (Jer. 24:6) or disadvantage
of the one watched (Amos 9:4). Judah may be subtly calling Joseph’s integrity and fair play into
question. He had inferred from the request to bring Benjamin an assurance on the part of Joseph that

no harm would befall the lad.
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‘Unless your youngest brother comes down with you, do
not let me see your faces.” 2#When we came back to your
servant my father, we reported my lord’s words to him.

25« ater our father said, ‘Go back and procure some food
for us.” 26We answered, ‘We cannot go down; only if our
youngest brother is with us can we go down, for we may
not show our faces to the man unless our youngest brother
is with us.” ?Your servant my father said to us, ‘As you
know, my wife bore me two sons. 2But one is gone from
me, and I said: Alas, he was torn by a beast! And I have not
seen him since. 2°If you take this one from me, too, and he
meets with disaster, you will send my white head down to
Sheol in sorrow.’

30<Now, if I come to your servant my father and the boy
is not with us—since his own life is so bound up with his—
3lwhen he sees that the boy is not with us, he will die, and
your servants will send the white head of your servant our
father down to Sheol in grief. 32Now your servant has
pledged himself for the boy to my father, saying, If [ do
not bring him back to you, I shall stand guilty before my
father forever.” 33Therefore, please let your servant remain
as a slave to my lord instead of the boy, and let the boy go
back with his brothers. 3#For how can I go back to my father
unless the boy 1s with me? Let me not be witness to the woe
that would overtake my father!”

22.  bis father would die
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Actually, the subject of the Hebrew verb va-met is ambiguous. It

may be either Benjamin or the father.® In light of verse 31, the latter is the more likely.

28. and Isaid Thatis, “I had to admit.” The succeeding phrase “And I have not seen him
since” implies some lingering doubt as to whether he is really dead. For this reason, Hebrew “akh

seems to mean “alas,” not “surely.”

31. withus

your servants will send . . .

An addition to the literal Hebrew required by the context. The same is found
in the Septuagint, Samaritan, and Peshitta versions.

Judah probably means, “you will be responsible for his death.”

32. Judah must explain why he acts as the spokesman because Joseph knows that he is not

the oldest brother (43:33).

33-34. The one who had been responsible for the sale of Joseph into slavery (37:26f.) now
unwittingly offers to become the slave of his own victim! The story has come full circle, and the stage
is set for the dramatic denouement, brought on by Judah’s noble gesture of self-sacrifice and the

moving image of his father’s misery.
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45 Joseph could no longer control himself before all his
attendants, and he cried out, “Have everyone withdraw
from me!” So there was no onc else about when Joseph
made himself known to his brothers. ?His sobs were so loud
that the Egyptians could hear, and so the news reached
Pharaoh’s palace.

3Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph. Is my father
still well?” But his brothers could not answer him, so dum-
founded were they on account of him.

“Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come forward to
me.” And when they came forward, he said, “I am your
brother Joseph, he whom you sold into Egypt. sNow, do
not be distressed or reproach yourselves because you sold
me hither; 1t was to save life that God sent me ahead of you.

CHAPTER 45

The Reconciliation  (w.1-28)
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JOSEPH REVEALS HIS TRUE IDENTITY (vv. 1-3)

1. The brothers have repeatedly proved their integrity and family loyalty. Joseph can gain
nothing more from his stratagems. By now the emotional tension is overwhelming. Twice before
Joseph had broken down—when he overheard Reuben describe the agonies of his sale into slavery
(42:24) and when he first set eyes on Benjamin (43:30f.). On this last occasion Joseph had succeeded
in controlling himself, but he can no longer contain his pent-up feelings.

before all bis attendants  Literally, “before all who were standing by him,” that is, the great

man’s entourage.

no one else about No outsider may share this intensely intimate, climactic moment of self-
revelation and reconciliation. Besides, Joseph would not want the Egyptians to know that his own

brothers had sold him into slavery.

2. the news reached Pharaob’s palace Literally, “the house of Pharaoh heard.” The report
was quickly bruited about so that it reached the court.

3. Iam Joseph. Is my father. ..

The statements follow in rapid succession with no pause

between them. Judah could not have known it, but more than anything, it was the repeated mention
of the aged father-—no less than fourteen times—that shook Joseph and brought his self-restraint to
an end. No wonder, then, that Joseph’s first thought is for the welfare of his father. True, he had
already sought and obtained the information he wanted (43:27f.), yet the terrifying picture Judah has
painted makes Joseph cry out in such a way that his words are more an exclamation than an inquiry.
That is why there is no reply and Joseph does not press the point.

REASSURANCE  (vv. 4-8)

4. your brother Joseph, he whom you sold At once a reassurance and a rebuke: I shall
behave as a brother should even though you were unbrotherly.

5. yousold... God sent The brothers had indeed acted with evil intent; yet behind it all
had been the hidden, guiding hand of Divine Providence investing the base deeds of men with
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GENESIS 45:6

¢It is now two years that there has been famine in the land,
and there are still five years to come in which there shall be
no yield from tilling. God has sent me ahead of you to
ensure your survival on earth, and to save your lives in an
extraordinary deliverance. 8So, it was not you who sent me
here, but God; and He has made me a father to Pharaoh,
tord of all his household, and ruler over the whole land of
Egypt.

9“Now, hurry back to my father and say to him: Thus says
your son Joseph, ‘God has made me lord of all Egypt; come
down to me without delay. 19You will dwell in the region of
Goshen, where you will be near me—you and your children
and your grandchildren, your flocks and herds, and all that
is yours. ' There I will provide for you—for there are yet
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meaning and benign purpose. Joseph reiterates this conviction to his brothers after his father dies

(s0:20).

to save life To be the instrument of your survival.

6. no yield from tilling Literally, “no plowing and harvesting,” a compound expression
for agricultural activities.? Since the farmer would certainly till the soil, the phrase here means there
will be no effective plowing, none that will produce a yield.

8. motyou...but God For the third time, Joseph reiterates the true significance of the
fateful vicissitudes of his life. He no longer accuses the brothers of having sold him but says they
“sent” him, thereby substituring the beneficial result for their evil purpose.

Sfather to Pharaoh No such title is known to us from ancient Egypt. The closest to it in

309

Egyptian seems to be it ntr, “father of god,” in which “god” may refer to the king. But its precise
usage is in dispute, it having been variously interpreted as referring to the clergy, or given to the king’s
father-in-law, or belonging to the tutor of the crown prince. In several biblical passages “father” is
used as a title of honor for a prophet, a king, or a high administrator.?

ruler Hebrew moshel is meant to remind us of the brothers’ reaction to Joseph’s dreams.
They had scornfully asked, “Do you mean to rule over us?”?

INSTRUCTIONS TO THE FAMILY (vv. 9-13)

10. You will dwell Joseph clearly has in mind a thoroughgoing and long-term migration
from Canaan to Egypt.

the region Hebrew ’erets is used here in the sense of a defined “territory,” “a district” (see
Comment to 34:2).

Goshen The name has not been identified as Egyptian and is most likely Semitic. It is
probably connected with Hebrew gush, “a clod” (Job 7:5), referring to a type of soil. This element
appears as a place-name in Gush-Halav (Giscala) in Upper Galilee. Another “region of Goshen™ is a
strip of land south of Hebron in the Land of Israel mentioned in Joshua 10:41 and 11:16. A hill city of
the same name, situated in the southern extremity of Judah, southwest of Hebron, is listed in Joshua
15:51. The presence of such a name in Egypt accords with other Semitic place-names such as Succoth
{Exod. 12:37), Migdol, and Baal-zephon (Josh. 14:1) in the same region, thus attesting to its early
occupation by Semites.

Although no source defines the precise geographic location of Goshen, the cumulative effect of
various pieces of evidence is to place it in the area of Wadi Tumeilat, which stretches from the eastern



GENESIS 45:12

five years of famine to come—that you and your household
and all that is yours may not suffer want.” 12You can see for
yourselves, and my brother Benjamin for himself, that it is
indeed I who am speaking to you. 13And you must tell my
father everything about my high station in Egypt and all
that you have seen; and bring my father here with all
speed.”

14With that he embraced his brother Benjamin around
the neck and wept, and Benjamin wept on his neck. 15He
kissed all his brothers and wept upon them; only then were
his brothers able to talk to him.

16The news reached Pharaoh’s palace: “Joseph’s brothers
have come.” Pharaoh and his courtiers were pleased. 17And
Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Say to your brothers, ‘Do as
follows: load up your beasts and go at once to the land of
Canaan. #Take your father and your households and come
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arm of the Nile to the Great Bitter Lake. Egyptian texts confirm the presence of Semites and other
Asians in the northeastern part of the country both at the end of the Sixth Dynasty (ca. 2250 3.C.E.)
and about 1700 B.C.E. in the wake of the Hyksos invasion. Exodus 12:38 refers to a “mixed multitude,”
that 1s, foreign tribes, dwelling in the area of Israelite settlement.

Goshen is blessed with excellent grazing facilities (Gen. 46:32—34; 47:6,11), and it is known that
the Nile Delta was the center of cattle breeding. The natural route from Asia to Egypt emerges from
Wadi Tumeilat, and Joseph traveled to Goshen to greet his father, who arrived from Canaan (46:29).
Thus it could not have been too distant from the Egyptian frontier. The route of the Exodus from
Goshen, where the Israelites were still living hundreds of years later (Exod. 8:18), also shows that it
could not have been too far from the border (Exod. 12:37; 13:17f.). In addition, Goshen is said to have
been in the vicinity of Joseph’s residence (Gen. 45:10) and also not too far from the royal palace
(47:1f). This is possible only if the capital was situated in the Nile Delta region at this time.

11.  for there are yet five years of famine

This parenthetical note is inserted in order to

overcome Jacob’s anticipated resistance to a massive migration from Canaan.

12. This sentence is not part of the message to the father but is directed at the brothers.

I who am speaking Face-to-face, in your own language, without an interpreter.

13. all that you bave seen That is, your knowledge of my situation is not derived from

rumor but is firsthand.

THE FINAL GESTURE (vv. 14-15)

So far the brothers have not uttered a word. It is only after this emotional embrace that their
consternation is overcome. They are now able to communicate with Joseph, something they were
unable to do when he lived among them as a boy (Gen. 37:4).

PHARAOH’S INVITATION (vv. 16-20)

16. The point made in verse 2, and interrupted by the details of the denouement, is now

resumed and expanded.

17. Pharaoh said Joseph’s invitation to his family to settle in Egypt is now endorsed by

the king himself.
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to me; I will give you the best of the land of Egypt and you
shall live off the fat of the land.” 1?And you are bidden [to
add], ‘Do as follows: take from the land of Egypt wagons
for your children and your wives, and bring your father
here. 29And never mind your belongings, for the best of all
the land of Egypt shall be yours.””

21The sons of Israel did so; Joseph gave them wagons as
Pharaoh had commanded, and he supplied them with pro-
visions for the journey. 2?To each of them, moreover, he
gave a change of clothing; but to Benjamin he gave three
hundred pieces of silver and several changes of clothing.
23And to his father he sent the following: ten he-asses laden
with the best things of Egypt, and ten she-asses laden with
grain, bread, and provisions for his father on the journey.
2¢As he sent his brothers off on their way, he told them, “Do
not be quarrelsome on the way.”

25They went up from Egypt and came to their father
Jacob in the land of Canaan. 25And they told him, “Joseph
is still alive; yes, he is ruler over the whole land of Egypt.”
His heart went numb, for he did not believe them. 27But
when they recounted all that Joseph had said to them, and
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load up The stem ta‘an here is unique. Its meaning is suggested by the context and by its

Aramaic usage.

beasts Hebrew be‘r is a collective.*

18. the fat of the land  The choicest products of the soil.5 The phrase may imply recogni-
tion that seminomads often engaged in agriculture (cf. 26:12).

19. you are bidden [to add] The order is given to Joseph to relay to his brothers. The
previous instructions could be carried out with no outside assistance. This one, however, requires
official authorization, the effect of which is to accord Jacob’s clan the special status of ward of the

king.

20. never mind Do not begrudge having to leave behind personal possessions that will
cause you inconvenience if you bring them along; do not allow such considerations to delay you.

RETURN TO JACOB (vv. 21-28)

22. achange of clothing Hebrew palifot is specifically employed for a gift of clothing, asa
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valued prize or as a token of affection or honor.¢ The consistent use of the plural form may signify a
set of clothing comprising more than one article. Since an article of apparel had featured prominently
in the tale of hostility between Joseph and his brothers, it is only fitting that their reconciliation
should be marked by a gift of apparel.

several Literally, “five” (see Comments to 41:34; 43:34).

24. guarrvelsome The Hebrew stem 7-g-z, which means “trembling,” carries overtones of
agitation, deep concern, or rage. Hence, some understand the text to mean: Have no fear for your
safety on the journey to Canaan and back. The present rendering understands the text to mean: Do
not engage in mutual recrimination.”



GENESIS 45:28

when he saw the wagons that Joseph had said to them, and
him, the spirit of their father Jacob revived. 2**Enough!”
said Israel. “My son Joseph is still alive! I must go and see
him before I die.”

46 So Israel set out with all that was his, and he came to
Beer-sheba, where he offered sacrifices to the God of his
father Isaac. ?God called to Israel in a vision by night:
“Jacob! Jacob!” He answered, “Here.” 3And He said, “I am
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CHAPTER 46
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28. go and see bim Jacob does not mention the famine and is not concerned with
Joseph’s power and glory. His only desire is to visit his son, not to settle in Egypt.?

The Migration to Egypt  (46:1-47:10)

With this narrative, the patriarchal period in the history of Israel comes to an end.

Jacob’s descent to Egypt appears at first to be merely a family visit. Yet this visit is presented as
being fraught with national significance. It is a summing up of the past as well as a new beginning.
Famine drove Abraham to Egypt (12:10); now famine impels his grandson in the same direction.
Abraham’s career opened with a divine revelation; Jacob’s closes with a similar experience. Jacob’s
odyssey began at Beer-sheba (28:10); it fittingly concludes with a revelation at the same place. The
divine Voice will not be heard again until the advent of Moses.

JACOB AT BEER-SHEBA (vv. 1-4)

1. Israel set out Presumably from Hebron, which was his last specified location (37:14).

Beer-sheba  An important north-south road linked Hebron to this city, a distance of about
25 miles (40 km.). Jacob’s reasons for stopping at Beer-sheba in order to worship are not given. The
arduous and exhausting journey to Egypt, especially for one of such advanced age, would be an
understandable cause of great anxiety. But verse 3 shows that Jacob’s doubt and hesitarion go much
deeper. Is the patriarch distressed at having to leave the promised land? Is he afraid of dying on alien
soil? Are his fears intensified by the memory that his father had been expressly forbidden by God to go
to Egypt (26:2)? Perhaps he is troubled by the recollection of the divine announcement to Abraham
that his descendants were destined to be enslaved and oppressed as strangers in a foreign land (15:13).
At any rate, Jacob seems to experience a sudden reluctance to continue the journey. According to a
tradition recorded in the Book of Jubilees 44:3, Jacob decided to invite Joseph to come and visit him
in Canaan.

offered sacrifices No mention is made of an altar. It must be taken for granted that he uses
the one that Isaac had once constructed at this place (26:25). The sacrifices here are termed zevahim, a
type mentioned in Genesis only in connection with Jacob (cf. 31:54). It was distinguished from the
“burnt offering” (cf. 8:20; 22:2) in that only a small portion was actually burned on the altar, while
the major part of the slaughtered animal was eaten at a festive family or communal meal. Hence, it is
probable that this sacrificial rite was an offering of thanks to God that Joseph was still alive.

the God of his father Isaac On the formula, see Comment to 26:24. Isaac is exclusively
invoked here because he built the altar at Beer-sheba and received a revelation there (26:24-25).

2. called Hebrew va-yo’mer is used here rather than the more appropriate va-yera’,
“appeared,” because the revelation is wholly verbal and without any visual aspect and because, being
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the last revelation to the patriarchs, the word forges a link with the very first revelation to Abraham
(12:1).

a vision Hebrew mar’ot, a plural form found elsewhere only in Ezekiel, where it indicates a
multiplicity of visions. Here, however, the plural seems to express the intensity of the experience. The
term mar’ah, although rendered “vision,” may also be used, as here, for a purely oral divine
communication.!

by night The most frequent time of divine communication to the patriarchs.?
3. Iam God... On this formula, sce Comments to 15:7 and 26:24.

the God of your father This echoes verse 1 and suggests that when he performed the
sacrifice Jacob recited some invocation that mentioned Isaac by name.

Fear not The same reassurance was given to Abraham and to Isaac; it will be given to
Moses as well.? It is never preceded by a statement revealing their disquiet. The idea is that man’s
inner anxieties and fears—although unexpressed—are known to God.

a great nation  Another point of contact with the first revelation to the patriarchs (12:2).
Now it is explained that the divine promise of peoplehood is to be fulfilled in Egypt. Thus the
patriarch is indirectly but unmistakably told that the migration to Egypt is to be total and of long
duration. A family visit is thereby transformed into an event of national significance with its pre-
ordained place in God’s scheme of history.

4. I Myself will go down with you Meaning, I shall protect you both on the journey and
in Egypt. The God of the patriarchs knows no territorial limitations. He was with Jacob in Mesopo-
tamia (31:13) and in Canaan (35:3) and now will display His providence in Egypt.

will also bring you back The promise is both personal and national. Jacob himself will be
brought back for burial in the grave of his fathers (47:29f.; 50:5-13); his offspring will return to possess
the Land of Israel.

Josepl’s band shall close your eyes Literally, “Joseph shall place his hand on your eyes,”
understood as a reference to the custom that the eldest son or nearest relative would gently close the
eyes of the deceased. Such has remained time-honored Jewish practice to the present day.* The
promise, then, is that Joseph will outlive Jacob and will be present at the moment of his death. The
promise was indeed fulfilled, as told in 49:33 and so:1.

DEPARTURE FOR EGYPT (vv. 5-7)

5. set out Hebrew va-yakom usually introduces an action that is then specified (cf. 21:32;
24:10); here it signifies firm resolve. The action is performed by his sons because Jacob is too weak.

in the wagons Apparently, the patriarch has refrained from using them until his doubts
have been dispelled.

6-7. The strong emphasis on the all-inclusive nature of the migration is meant to draw
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spring with him came to Egypt: 7he brought with him to
Egypt his sons and grandsons, his daughters and grand-
daughters—all his offspring.

8These are the names of the Israelites, Jacob and his
descendants, who came to Egypt.

Jacob’s first-born Reuben; “Reuben’s sons: Enoch, Pallu,
Hezron, and Carmi. 1%Simeon’s sons: Jemuel, Jamin,
Ohad, Jachin, Zohar, and Saul the son of a Canaanite
woman. !1Levi’s sons: Gershon, Kohath, and Merari.
12Judah’s sons: Er, Onan, Shelah, Perez, and Zerah—but
Er and Onan had died in the land of Canaan; and Perez’s
sons were Hezron and Hamul. 3Issachar’s sons: Tola,

(24}

R037 W5 133 AH D AR M3 N
R - R~ T
U2 33 VI 3R EI¥R DRIT ORI
PETID) TO¥T RIPDY TR 1287 233 9 27
MY PR TIRY PR SN R 3 o
N 1B 07 T eI e
TR P9 2% 13IRY T T 233 12 0
NN PI97I3 W I3 PING R T
IEEY 31 TS YA et w3 3 Ham

attention, once again, to the national significance of the event. This passage provides a smooth

transition to the next section.

7. daughters Thatis, his daughter Dinah, his daughters-in-law, and his granddaughters.5

THE GENEALOGY OF JACOB (vv. 8-27)

At this point the narrative is interrupted by a census of the Israelite clans. This document bears its
own distinctive literary form. Those included are listed according to the matriarch with whom they
are associated. The order is: Leah and her maidservant Zilpah, Rachel and her maidservant Bithah.
Coincidentally, this parallels the descending order of the number of progeny. Each of the four
groupings concludes with a formula that contains the initial statement, “These are the sons/
descendants of . . . ,” the name of the matriarch, and a numerical summation (vv. 15,18,22,25).

The gencalogical lists bristle with difficulties that derive from apparent inconsistencies contained
within the information given and from a comparison with parallel lists found elsewhere in the
Hebrew text as well as in the Septuagint version. On many of these issues, see Excursus 3o.

8. These are the names A standard introductory formula.¢

the Israelites The children of the patriarch Israel have imperceptibly become “the Israel-
ites,” a national entity. The promise of verse 3 is already being fulfilled in embryo.

first-born  Sece Comment to 35:22f.

9. The four sons of Reuben listed here are identical to those recorded in the parallel
genealogies of Exodus 6:14, Numbers 26:5—6, and 1 Chronicles 5:3.

10. Jemuel So Exodus 6:15. However, in Numbers 26:12 and 1 Chronicles 4:24 the name
is listed as Nemuel. The difference may be a matter of dialect.

Okbad This name is missing from Numbers 26:12 and 1 Chronicles 4:24., perhaps due to the
fact that the clan disappeared in later times.

Zobar So Exodus 6:15. However, in Numbers 26:13 and 1 Chronicles 4:24 it is replaced by
Zerah. Both names mean “shining, brightness.”

Saul the son of a Canaanite So in Exodus 6:15 but not in Numbers 26:13 or 1 Chronicles

4:24.. The exceptional notice reflects the disfavor in which tribal intermarriage with Canaanites was
held.”

12. Er, Onan Compare 38:3-10.
died in the land of Canaan So Numbers 26:19.

Perez’s sons were ... The Hebrew formula va-yibyu benei does not appear again in these
genealogies. The change in terminology indicates that the two sons are mentioned even though they
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Puvah, Iob, and Shimron. 14Zebulun’s sons: Sered, Elon,
and Jahleel. 15Those were the sons whom Leah bore to
Jacob in Paddan-aram, in addition to his daughter Dinah.
Persons in all, male and female: 33.

16Gad’s sons: Ziphion, Haggi, Shuni, Ezbon, Eri, Arodi,
and Areli. 17Asher’s sons: Imnah, Ishvah, Ishvi, and Beriah,
and their sister Serah. Beriah’s sons: Heber and Malchiel.
18These were the descendants of Zilpah, whom Laban had
given to his daughter Leah. These she bore to Jacob—16
persons.

19The sons of Jacob’s wife Rachel were Joseph and Ben-
jamin. 2To Joseph were born in the land of Egypt Manas-
sch and Ephraim, whom Asenath daughter of Poti-phera
priest of On bore to him. ?!Benjamin’s sons: Bela, Becher,
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could not possibly have been born at the time of the migration to Egypt (see Comment to 38:1). Judah
sired five clans in all. Since two died out in Canaan, two of the second generation are listed to
complete the five to be credited to Judah. Only Perez’s sons are named because his was the most

important of the clans: David was his descendant.®

13. Puvab In1 Chronicles 7:1 he is called Puah. Judges 10:1 mentions a judge, “Tola son

of Puah,” also of the tribe of Issachar.

Iob The Septuagint and Samaritan texts read here Jashub, as in Numbers 26:24 and

1 Chronicles 7:1.

15. The sum total of the progeny of Leah listed here is indeed thirty-three. However, this
computation includes Er and Onan, who died in Canaan, as well as Hezron and Hamul, who were
certainly born in Egypt (see Comment to 38:1), and it excludes Dinah. But the phrase “male and
female” (lit. “his sons and daughters™) requires her to be included. Accordingly, Rashbam, Ibn Ezra,
and Radak omit Er and Onan and reckon in Dinah and Jacob. This would make Leah’s progeny
thirty-two in all. The coincidental advantage of this is that Leah and Rachel would each have twice the
number of descendants credited to their respective maidservants. Still, the text clearly refers to the
children of Leah and cannot encompass Jacob within that total. Although not included in the
computation, Dinah is mentioned because of the narrative about her in Genesis 34.

16. Gad He isseventh in the list of sons; the numerical value of the letters of his name is

seven, and he has seven descendants.

Ziphion In Numbers 26:15 he appears as Zephon.

Ezbon In Numbers 26:16 the fourth son is Ozni.

17. Ishvab So 1 Chronicles 7:30; he is omitted from the list in Numbers 26:4.4.

their sister Serah  She is also specified in Numbers 26:46 and 1 Chronicles 7:30. It is
inconceivable that Jacob’s twelve sons should have had fifty-three sons in all and only one daughter.
In light of the general biblical tendency to omit women from the genealogies, there must be some
extraordinary reason for mentioning her in this particular one, although not a hint of it is given in the
text. A similar notice about a sister is found in 4:22 (see Comment) and 36:22 (cf. 28:9; 33:3).

18. The sixteen descendants of Zilpah consist of two sons, eleven grandsons, one grand-

daughter, and two great-grandsons.

19. The sons of Jacob’s wife Rachel Of the four mothers, only Rachel is called “wife.”
This is because she is listed after a concubine. The title thus affirms Rachel’s superior status.®

20. Manasseb and Ephraim See Comment to 41:50.
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Ashbel, Gera, Naaman, Ehi, Rosh, Muppim, Huppim, and
Ard. ?2?These were the descendants of Rachel who were
born to Jacob-—14 persons in all.

23Dan’s son: Hushim. 2*Naphtali’s sons: Jahzeel, Guni,
Jezer, and Shillem. 25These were the descendants of Bilhah,
whom Laban had given to his daughter Rachel. These she
bore to Jacob—7 persons in all.

26All the persons belonging to Jacob who came to
Egypt—his own issue, aside from the wives of Jacob’s
sons—all these persons numbered 66. 2?And Joseph’s sons
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21. The genealogy of Benjamin presents special problems. Ten sons are listed here,
whereas Numbers 26:38-40 records five sons (and two grandsons), 1 Chronicles 7:6 has three sons,
and 1 Chronicles 8:1ff. has five sons. Moreover, the names and the order of seniority differ in the
various lists. Most likely, the divergences reflect different periods in biblical history as well as variant
textual and historical traditions.

Becher He is not mentioned in Numbers 26:38~40 or in 1 Chronicles 8:1. According to
Numbers 26:35, the clan of Becherites was associated with Ephraim. The name appears as that of a
Benjaminite in 2 Samuel 20:1.

Ashbel He is the second son in Numbers 26:38 and in 1 Chronicles 8:1.

Gera He appears neither in Numbers 26 nor in 1 Chronicles 7. According to the Septu-
agint here and to 1 Chronicles 8:3, he was the son of Bela. All other bearers of the name Gera are
Benjaminites.1®

Naaman He does not appear in 1 Chronicles 7, but the Septuagint in this passage, in
Numbers 26:40, and in 1 Chronicles 8:4 makes him Bela’s son.

Ebi Though omitted in 1 Chronicles 7, he is probably to be identified with Ahiram,
Benjamin’s third son according to Numbers 26:38. In 1 Chronicles 8:1 Aharah occupies this place.

Rosh  He is Bela’s son in the Septuagint list but appears in none of the parallel lists.

Muppim Heis Bela’s son in the Septuagint. This form of the name occurs nowhere else. In
Numbers 26:39 Shephupham is Benjamin’s fourth son, and Shephuphan is the eighth son of Bela in
1 Chronicles 8:5.

Huppim The Septuagint omits him. In Numbers 26:39 Benjamin’s fifth son is called
Hupham.

Ard In the Septuagint he is the son of Gera, while in Numbers 26:40 he is listed as Bela’s
son. Addar is a son of Bela in 1 Chronicles 8:3.

23. Daw’s son The Hebrew reads benes, “sons,” and the incongruity of a plural with a
single name has been variously explained. An carly tradition—in Jubilees 44:28f.—gives Dan origi-
nally five sons; four died and their names were omitted from the list. This explanation is accepted by
Ibn Ezra and Hizkuni. Another tradition records a different Hebrew text: ben, “son,” found in the
Torah copy of R. Meir (Gen. R. 94:8). The most convincing suggestion is that the plural simply
follows the stereotyped formulaic pattern. This is intimated in Bava Batra 143b and is supported by
the analogy of Numbers 26:8, 42f., and 1 Chronicles 1:41 and 2:8.

Hushim 1In Numbers 26:42 he is called Shuham, an inversion of the consonants.

24. The same list is given in Numbers 26:48f. and 1 Chronicles 7:13, except that in the latter
source Jahzeel appears as Jahziel and Shillem as Shallum.

26. his own issue  Literally, “that came out of his loin.”!! While the loins are the seat of
procreative power in the Bible, it is possibie that the word in the singular here is a euphemism for the
reproductive organ. See Comment to 24:2.

316



GENESIS 46:28

who were born to him in Egypt were two in number. Thus
the total of Jacob’s household who came to Egypt was 70
persons.

28He had sent Judah ahead of him to Joseph, to point the
way before him to Goshen. So when they came to the
region of Goshen, 2?Joseph ordered his chariot and went to
Goshen to meet his father Israel; he presented himself to
him and, embracing him around the neck, he wept on his
neck a good while. 39Then Israel said to Joseph, “Now I can
die, having seen for myself that you are still alive.”

3iThen Joseph said to his brothers and to his father’s
household, “I will go up and tell the news to Pharaoh, and
say to him, ‘My brothers and my father’s household, who
were in the land of Canaan, have come to me. 32The men
are shepherds; they have always been breeders of livestock,
and they have brought with them their flocks and herds and
all that is theirs.” 3380 when Pharaoh summons you and
asks, “What is your occupation?’ 3¢you shall answer, ‘Your
servants have been breeders of livestock from the start until
now, both we and our fathers’—so that you may stay in the
region of Goshen. For all shepherds are abhorrent to
Egyptians.”
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numbered 66 Since this is not a typological or symbolic number in the Bible, it must
therefore represent a genuine calculation based on the data just recorded. The key phrase is “who
came to Egypt.” Accordingly, Er and Onan must be omitted because they died in Canaan. Verse 27
indicates that Manasseh and Ephraim are not included among the 66. They were born in Egypt and
cannot be said to have come there. The computation would then be: Leah 31 + Zilpah 16 + Rachel 12 +

Bilhah 7 = 66.
27. thetotal. .. 70 persons

It is not clear how this number is obtained, but the aggregate

of the summations given for each matriarch is 70. However, this computation does not include only
“those who came to Egypt” (see preceding Comment). It might be assumed to refer to Jacob and 69
progeny—excluding Er and Onan but including Dinah. However, Exodus 1:5 repeats the number 70
tradition in reference to the totality of “Jacob’s issue”; it does not include Jacob in the calculation.
On the other hand, Deuteronomy 10:22 states, “Your ancestors went down to Egypt seventy persons
in all,” apparently including Jacob in that number. Furthermore, it must be remembered that the
total of 70 excludes Jacob’s daughters-in-law and granddaughters, so that it is obviously not intended

to be an exact census of the Israelites at this period.

There is no way of satisfactorily solving the problem and reconciling the differences unless 70 is
understood here to be a typological rather than a literal number. It is here used, as elsewhere in
biblical literature, to express the idea of totality. Thus it reiterates, in another way, the point made in
verses 1 and 6—7, emphasizing the comprehensive nature of the descent to Egypt because this event is

seen as the fulfillment of Genesis 15:13.

JACOB AND JOSEPH REUNITED (vv. 28-30)

28. This verse really belongs immediately after verse 7, from which it has been separated by

the genealogy.

Judakb For the rise of Judah to predominance, see the introduction to chapter 38. It is only
fitting that Judah, who bore responsibility for separating Joseph from Jacob (34:26), should now be

charged with arranging the reunion.
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to point the way Hebrew le-horot is unclear in that it possesses no object and usually means
“to instruct.” The present rendering is found in Targum Jonathan and is followed by Rashi and
Radak. Josephus (Ant. 2.184) takes the verb to mean “to inform,” namely, to inform Joseph of his
father’s imminent arrival. Another tradition—the Samaritan—understands it as “to present him-
self,” which implies a vaniant Hebrew text le-heraot.

29. ordered his chariot The Hebrew reads literally “hitched . . . [” although it was not
done by Joseph personally. The device of attributing this to him heightens the impression of Joseph
excitedly rushing forth to Goshen to greet his father. Despite his exalted position, he does not wait for
his father to come to him.

The reunion of father and son, cruelly separated for so long, is marked by a mute embrace and
copious tears. No words are initially exchanged, for none can be adequate. Only the sounds of
Joseph’s weeping pervade the silence.

30. “Now I can die” 1am ready for death now that my dearest wish has been fulfilled.

PREPARATIONS FOR THE AUDIENCE WITH PHARAOH (vv. 31-34)

Earlier, Joseph had designated Goshen as the proposed domicile of the family (45:10), but Pharaoh, in
confirming the invitation to settle in Egypt, has left the place unspecified (45:17-20). Joseph must
now obtain clear and unambiguous royal authorization for Israclite settiement in Goshen. He
therefore shrewdly prepares his brothers for an audience with Pharaoh and rehearses the speeches and
answers to be given on that occasion so as to elicit the desired result.

32. This verse is part of Joseph’s address to be made to the king.

shepherds . . . breeders of livestock The difference between the two is not clear, for the latter
designation (Heb. ’anshei mikneb) occurs only here and in verse 34 and nowhere else in biblical
literature. Furthermore, the brothers do not mention it in response to Pharaoh’s question (47:3). In
all probability, this is simply a synonymous variant of “shepherd” without any more grandiose
meaning.

34. Onec gets the impression that Joseph wishes to obscure the fact that the brothers have
an additional occupation. This may support the suggestion that the Hebrews were also traders (see
Comment to 34:10).

For all shephevds are abhorrent to Egyptians This remark is probably occasioned by the
undoubted fact that the townsfolk held the shepherd in very low social esteem.

CHAPTER 47 PHARAOH AND JOSEPH’S BROTHERS (vv. 1-6)

1. veported to Pharaoh Joseph carries out his previously stated intention (46:31). He
must personally inform the king of his family’s arrival because Pharaoh had originally extended the
invitation to them through him (45:16-20).

are now in the region of Goshen Joseph had selected this location from the beginning
(45:10; 46:34). He now artfully insinuates the name into Pharaoh’s mind so as to prepare him for the
brothers’ formal request (v. 4) and to predispose him in its favor.
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his brothers, he presented them to Pharaoh. 3Pharaoh said
to his brothers, “What is your occupation?” They answered
Pharaoh, “We your servants are shepherds, as were also our
fathers. +We have come,” they told Pharaoh, “to sojourn in
this land, for there is no pasture for your servants’ flocks,
the famine being severe in the land of Canaan. Pray, then,
let your servants stay in the region of Goshen.” 5Then
Pharaoh said to Joseph, “As regards your father and your
brothers who have come to you, Sthe land of Egypt is open
before you: settle your father and your brothers in the best
part of the land; let them stay in the region of Goshen. And
if you know any capable men among them, put them in
charge of my livestock.”
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2. The first clause is literally “and from the extremity of his brothers he took five men,” that
is, “from the totality,” implying random selection.! For “five” as a round number, see Comment to
43134

3. What is your occupation? Pharaoh had not yet been told anything about the brothers,
so his question is not surprising and was anticipated by Joseph (46:33).

4. tosojourn This statement? is the basis for the observation in the Passover Haggadah
that Jacob intended to stay in Egypt only temporarily. The use of Hebrew lagur (see Comment to
12:10) connects the migration to Egypt with the divine prophecy to Abraham, “Know well that your
offspring shall be strangers (Heb. ger) in a land not theirs” (15:13). The awareness of their status as
strangers in Egypt left a deep imprint on the Israclite consciousness that found expression in repeated
ethical injunctions: “You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers in the land
of Egypt” (Exod. 22:20); “You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of the stranger,
having yourselves been strangers in the land of Egypt” (Exod. 23:9); “The stranger who resides with
you shall be to you as one of your citizens; you shall love him as yourself, for you were strangers in the
land of Egypt” (Lev. 19:34); “You too must befriend the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of
Egypt” (Deut. 10:19).

5-6. These verses have occasioned difficulty because Pharaoh addresses Joseph, not the
brothers; because his initial statement does not seem to relate to the petition, and because he appears
to be informing Joseph of the arrival of the family when Joseph has already so informed him and has
even introduced his brothers! Actually, Pharaoh does not really announce the arrival of Jacob and his
sons. He makes a simple announcement of fact that acknowledges, and thus legitimates, the Israelite
presence on Egyptian soil. If he does not reply to the brothers directly, it is because he grants the
desired permission only as a special favor to Joseph. By addressing himself to Joseph, he implicitly
authorizes him to be responsible for implementing the royal decree of verse 11. This authorization is

phrased in laconic, almost staccato, tones that suggest the superior aloofness and absolute authority
of Pharaoh.

6. in the best part of the land The king is true to his word (45:18).
capable men Hebrew anshei bayil is sometimes used in the sense of “men of ability.”3

in charge of my livestock Hebrew sarei mikneb, literally “officers of cartle,” that is, super-
intendents of the royal cattle. This office is mentioned frequently in Egyptian inscriptions since the
king possessed vast herds of cattle. Ramses I1I is said to have employed 3,264 men, mostly foreigners,
to take care of his herds. The appointment of some of Joseph’s brothers to supervise the king’s cattle
means that they are to be officers of the crown and thus will enjoy legal protection not usually
accorded aliens.
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7Joseph then brought his father Jacob and presented him
to Pharaoh; and Jacob greeted Pharaoh. 8Pharaoh asked
Jacob, “How many are the years of your life?” 9And Jacob
answered Pharaoh, “The years of my sojourn [on earth] are
one hundred and thirty. Few and hard have been the years
of my life, nor do they come up to the life spans of my
fathers during their sojourns.” 1°Then Jacob bade Pharaoh
farewell, and left Pharaoh’s presence.

11So Joseph settled his father and his brothers, giving
them holdings in the choicest part of the land of Egypt, in
the region of Rameses, as Pharaoch had commanded.
2Joseph sustained his father, and his brothers, and all his
father’s houschold with bread, down to the little ones.

PHARAOH AND JACOB (vv. 7-10)
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Josepl’s Agrarian Policies

Joseph now presents his father to Pharaoh. The reason for the separate audience, after that of his
brothers, 1s probably that Joseph felt it would not be dignified for the aged patriarch to appear in the
role of a supplicant.

7. greeted Hebrew va-yevarekh, literally “and he blessed,” here probably simply means
“he saluted.” The content of the greeting is not given, but widespread custom in the ancient Near
Eastern world dictated wishing the king long life as in 2 Samuel 16:16 and 1 Kings 1:31. Later rabbinic
practice required the recital of a special blessing upon seeing a non-Israelite king: “Blessed be He who
has imparted of His glory to His creatures” (Ber. 58a).

8. Perhaps Pharaoh wondered whether Jacob exceeded the ideal Egyptian life span of 110
(see Comment 10 50:22).

9. my sojourn Pharaoh asked about the years of his “life.” Jacob answers regarding his
“sojournings,” either in reference to the unsettied and turbulent nature of his life or as a figure of
speech for “life’s journey.”s

hard Jacob recalls the unbroken chain of misfortunes and suffering that has been his lot.

my fathers In the mouth of Jacob the term refers only to Isaac and Abraham.é The former
lived to 180 (35:28), the latter to 175 (25:7).

10. bade...farewell Hebrew va-yevarekh, asin verse 7.7

(w. 11-27)

11-12. These two verses serve as a transition to the following unrelated narrative. Joseph’s
role as provider for his family reminds the reader that the famine is still in progress.

11. the region of Rameses Another name for Goshen (see Comment to 45:10). Ramses II,
in the thirteenth century B.c.E., enlarged the city of Tanis and made it his capital. Thereafter, this
royal name was attached to 1t.® The use of the name here in Joseph’s time is anachronistic.

as Pharaoh had commanded Compare 45:18,20; 47:6.

12. down to the little ones The unique Hebrew lefi ha-taf should normally mean “by the
mouth of / according to the children.” The Septuagint understood the phrase to signify “per person.”
Hizkuni took it to mean “as much as children can eat,” that is, “liberally.”
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13N ow there was no bread in all the world, for the famine
was very severe; both the land of Egypt and the land of
Canaan languished because of the famine. *Joseph gath-
ered in all the money that was to be found in the land of
Egypt and in the land of Canaan, as payment for the rations
that were being procured, and Joseph brought the money
into Pharaoh’s palace. 15And when the money gave out in
the land of Egypt and in the land of Canaan, all the
Egyptians came to Joseph and said, “Give us bread, lest we
die before your very eyes; for the money is gone!” **And
Joseph said, “Bring your livestock, and I will sell to you
against your livestock, if the money i1s gone.” 7So they
brought their livestock to Joseph, and Joseph gave them
bread in exchange for the horses, for the stocks of sheep and
cattle, and the asses; thus he provided them with bread that
year in exchange for all their livestock. 13And when that
year was ended, they came to him the next year and said to
him, “We cannot hide from my lord that, with all the
money and animal stocks consigned to my lord, nothing is
left at my lord’s disposal save our persons and our farm-
land. ®Let us not perish before your eyes, both we and our
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13-26. The severity of the remaining years of famine is such that the people become wholly
dependent upon the state for their survival. Joseph rises to the occasion and averts disaster through a
series of drastic measures that, in effect, nationalize the land and livestock and turn the populace into
tenant farmers of the state. This section has no connection with the story of the Israelites; a con-
tinuation of the narrative of chapter 41 describing the measures taken by Joseph in preparation for the
famine, it has been included here because it provides examples of Joseph’s wisdom and leadership
capabilities. It also supplies an explanation for the extraordinary contrast between the Egyptian
systemn, which concentrated land ownership in the hands of the state, and the Israclite ideal of private
ownership of property. It is also likely that the Narrator wishes to emphasize the great benefits that
Joseph brought to the crown, thus accentuating the base ingratitude of a later Pharaoh “who did not
know Joseph” (Exod. 1:8). In this sense, this digression provides a link with the Book of Exodus.

13. languished Theunique Hebrew form ra-telak is taken as deriving from a stem l-b-b, a

variant of /-’-h, “to be weary, helpless.”

14. into Pharaok’s palace Joseph took nothing for himself.10

15. the land of Canaan The threefold repetition of this phrase in verses 13-15 serves to
remind us that if Jacob and his family had not migrated to Egypt they might have starved to death.

16. sell This is the sense of Hebrew n-t-n followed by the preposition 4. The understood

object is the “bread” mentioned in verse 15.11

17.  horses

This is the first time the Bible mentions this animal, which had become

widespread throughout the Near East by the middle of the sixteenth century B.c.E. Its place at the

head of the list here is indicative of its high value.12

18. the next year Literally, “the second year.” We are not told to what this refers; hence
the present translation. The indefiniteness has given rise to various interpretations:12 (i) the second
year of the famine, (ii) two years after the arrival of Jacob, (iii) the second of the remaining five years
of famine, (iv) the seventh year of the famine. This last seeks to explain why the people ask for seed;
the predicted end of the famine is at hand, and it is time to prepare for next year’s harvest. It is a
mistake to think that farmers do not sow their fields in years of famine.
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land. Take us and our land in exchange for bread, and we
with our land will be serfs to Pharaoh; provide the seed,
that we may live and not die, and that the land may not
become a waste.”

2080 Joseph gained possession of all the farm land of
Egypt for Pharaoh, every Egyptian having sold his field
because the famine was too much for them; thus the land
passed over to Pharaoh. 2!And he removed the population
town by town, from one end of Egypt’s border to the other.
220nly the land of the priests he did not take over, for the
priests had an allotment from Pharaoh, and they lived off
the allotment which Pharaoh had made to them; therefore
they did not sell their land.

23Then Joseph said to the people, “Whereas I have this
day acquired you and your land for Pharaoh, here is seed for
you to sow the land. 2#And when harvest comes, you shall
give one-fifth to Pharaoh, and four-fifths shall be yours as
seed for the fields and as food for you and those in your
households, and as nourishment for your children.” 25And
they said, “You have saved our lives! We are grateful to my
lord, and we shall be serfs to Pharaoh.” 26And Joseph made
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19. The suggestion to barter livestock for food had come from Joseph. Now the Egyptians
initiate the proposal to surrender their land and become serfs of the crown.

provide the seed  Egyptian sources document the practice of the state lending seed-corn to

farmers for repayment at harvest time.

20. The Egyptian theory of government gave the pharaoh the supreme right of ownership
of the land by virtue of his divine status. In practice, private landed property existed in all periods of
Egyptian history, but after the expulsion of the Hyksos in the middle of the sixteenth century 8.c.E,
the major part of the land became the actual property of the state. There is no way, however, of
determining to which period in Egyptian history the present story relates.

sold The Hebrew stem m-k-r does not distinguish between a sale for money and a batzer

arrangement. 4

21.  he removed the population town by town Literally, “the populace, he removed it
to/by cities.” The exact meaning is uncertain, but it is generally understood as referring to a
population transfer on a large scale,!® probably to oust farmers from nationalized lands.

22. the land of the priests

The text seems to mean that since the temples received fixed

royal endowments!® they were under no pressure to barter their lands for food or seed.

23-24. Wheveas . . . here is

The construction of the statement indicates that the

provision of seed is contingent upon the barter of the peasants’ land for food.

The state-controlled land is cultivated by the former landowners, who pay a tax of 20 percent of
the harvest in return for the privilege and for the seed allotment. Such an interest rate was not
considered excessive in the ancient Near East. During the reign of Hammurabi, for instance, the
state’s share of the harvest from administered fields varied between two-thirds and one-half after the
deduction of production expenses. An interest rate of 20 percent on money loans was quite common
in Babylon, while the rate for loans of produce was usually 33.3 percent.

25. saved our lives

grateful

Contrast the fears expressed in verses 15 and 19.

Joseph’s actions cannot be measured by the moral standards that the Hebrew

Bible, especially the prophetic tradition, has inculcated in Western civilization. Rather, they must be
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judged in the context of the ancient Near Eastern world, by whose norms Joseph emerges here as a
highly admirable model of a shrewd and successful administrator. Nonetheless, a moral judgment on
the situation is subtly introduced into the narrative by shifting the onus of responsibility for the fate
of the peasants from Joseph to the Egyptians themselves. The peasants initiate the idea of their own
enslavement (v. 19) and even express gratitude when it is implemented!!”

26. stillvalid Here,asin 1 Samuel 30:25, the Hebrew formula ‘ad ha-yom ba-zeh 1s used in
a legal context in which the Narrator bears witness to the fact that the ancient laws described in verses
22 and 24 were still operative in his day. The statement refers to the fact that at various periods of
Egyptian history individual temple estates were exempt from taxation by royal decree.

27. Following the digression, the narrative resumes the story of the Israelites. This verse is
closely connected with verse 11.

Israel The accompanying verb is in the singular form, whereas the succeeding three verbs
are plural. The inconsistency is deliberate and the ambiguity intentional: Israel the individual merges
with the national entity. The phenomenon has already been noted in the Comment to 46:3f.,8. It
appears again in 48:20.

and were fertile and increased greatly God’s blessing bestowed upon Jacob on his return
from Haran, in 35:11, and reiterated as he was about to go down to Egypt, is now in the process of
being fulfilled (cf. 48:4).

Jacob Prepaves for Death  (w. 28-31)

Va-Yehi Four verses were devoted to the passing of Abraham (25:7-10); two to the death of Isaac (35:28f.). In
each case the numerical summation of the years of life immediately preceded the report of death.
Here, in 47:28-50:14, the demise of Jacob is told in extraordinary detail, and several scenes come
between the account of his lifespan and his death (47:28; 49:33). The explanation for this exceptional
treatment of Jacob’s end lies in the special circumstances surrounding his situation. He alone, of the
patriarchs, dies on alien soil. He is therefore particularly concerned about interment in his ancestral
grave, and burial in accordance with his wishes involves considerable effort and elaborate arrange-
ments, all of which must be described. Furthermore, from the time that Jacob settled down in Canaan
after returning from Haran, his life had been wholly intertwined with that of Joseph. Just as the
beginning of the period in Canaan was marked by a chronological note involving seventeen years
(37:2), so its close is similarly indicated (47:28). It is this literary framework that has influenced the
placement of the numerical summation here, rather than with the actual announcement of death.

28. lived This term is an apt description of the years Jacob spent reunited with his
beloved son, for something had died within him when Joseph disappeared, and his “spirit revived”
with the knowledge that he was alive and well in Egypt. Jacob had thought this would be a brief
happiness, the final experience of his life.2® Instead, he has enjoyed many more years.
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seventeen years ‘This is precisely as many years as Joseph had lived with his father in Canaan
(37:2). There was a similar pattern for Abraham, who lived exactly as many years in his father’s home
(12:4) as in the lifetime of his son Isaac (21:5; 25:7).

one hundred and forty-seven The lifespans of the three patriarchs lend themselves to
factorization according to the following pattern:
Abraham 175 =5 X 5§ X 7; Isaac 180 = 6 X 6 X 5; Jacob 147 =7 X 7 x 3.
In this series, the squared number increases by one each time while the coefficient decreases by two.
Furthermore, in each case the sum of the factors is 17.
Through their factorial patterns, the patriarchal chronologies constitute a rhetorical device ex-
pressing the profound biblical conviction that Israel’s formative age was not a concatenation of
haphazard incidents but a series of events ordered according to God’s grand design.

29. place your hand See Comment to 24:2.

do not bury me in Egypt Similarly, Joseph later adjures his brothers to rebury him in the
land of Canaan (50:25). This motif is found in the Egyptian Story of Sinuhe, where the exiled courtier
asks, “What is more important than that I be buried in my native land?” The biblical examples,
however, have an added dimension, for the deathbed requests are bound up with the divine promise
of redemption and nationhood in the Land of Israel (cf. 48:21; 50:24f.).

30. When I lie down with my fathers An idiomatic expression for death, analogous to
“going to one’s fathers” (see Comment to 15:15) or being “gathered to one’s kin” (see Comment to
25:8). It is applied equally to the righteous and the wicked, as such texts as 1 Kings 14:20 and 22:40
show. Since, as here, it most often precedes the notice of burial (cf., e.g., 1 Kings 11:43 and 2 Kings
8:24), and because it is used of Moses (Deut. 31:16), David (1 Kings 2:10), Ahaz (2 Chron. 28:27), and
Manasseh (2 Kings 21:18), none of whom was actually buried in the ancestral grave, the phrase clearly
refers to death and not to interment.

in their burial-place That is, in the Cave of Machpelah.

31. “Swear to me.” Jacob exacts this solemn oath in addition to the promise in order to
strengthen Joseph’s hand when he will request the royal authorization needed to fulfill the difficult
assignment. Indeed, Pharaoh later refers to the oath in granting permission.!®

bowed at the head of the bed Being an invalid, the aged patriarch can only make some
bodily gesture symbolic of prostration.?® It is not clear whether it is a token of gratitude to Joseph or
an expression of thanks and praise to God.

CHAPTER 48 EPHRAIM AND MANASSEH  (vv. 1-20)

Chapter 48 has two main themes: the elevation, by adoption, of Joseph’s two sons to the status of
Israclite tribes and the advance in status of Ephraim over the first-born Manasseh.
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ill.” So he took with him his two sons, Manasseh and
Ephraim. 2When Jacob was told, “Your son Joseph has
come to see you,” Israel summoned his strength and sat up
in bed.

3And Jacob said to Joseph, “El Shaddai appeared to me at
Luz in the land of Canaan, and He blessed me, *and said to
me, ‘I will make you fertile and numerous, making of you a
community of peoples; and I will assign this land to your
offspring to come for an everlasting possession.” SNow,
your two sons, who were born to you in the land of Egypt
before I came to you in Egypt, shall be mine; Ephraim and
Manasseh shall be mine no less than Reuben and Simeon.
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THE ADOPTION (vv. 1-12)

1. Sometime afterward That is, following the oath ceremony described in the preceding
four verses and within the closing year of Jacob’s life.

was told The impersonal nature of the Hebrew verb (lit. “and one said™) gives it the force
of a passive.

“Your father is i11” This is the first reference to illness in the Bible.

So be took with him ... The narrative framework, as opposed to the dialogues, uses an
economy of words, leaving the destination and arrival to the reader’s imagination. The Septuagint
adds, “He came to Jacob.”

2. satup Ourof respect for the office that Joseph represented.
3. ElShaddai On this divine epithet, see Comment to 17:1.

Luz This is the original name of Bethel, according to 28:19. At this site Jacob received a
momentous revelation after he had returned from Paddan-aram, recounted in chapter 35. His name
was changed to Israel, and the promises made to Abraham and Isaac were reiterated.

4. Jacob now paraphrases those divine promises (cf. 35:11-12) in order to establish the legal
basis for his subsequent actions. As heir to the blessings, Jacob has the right to decide who is to be
included in the “community of peoples” that will be known as Israel. Because only he who receives
the divine blessing directly can impart it, Joseph, who never received a divine revelation, cannot
endow his sons with tribal territory.

an everlasting possession  Hebrew ‘abuzzar ‘olam' stands in a subtle contrast to 47:11
(Cabuzah; cf. 47:27), thereby emphasizing that the only true and inalienable “possession” of territory
is the Land of Israel. Only God can give an “everlasting possession.” Pharaoh’s gift is transitory.

5-12. Jacob now formally adopts his two grandchildren, thereby elevating them to full
membership in the Israelite tribal league.

The language and narration are noteworthy for their legal precision. The adopter is invariably
called Israel (cf. 35:10); there is a declaration of intent comprising the careful, unambiguous designa-
tion of the persons involved and those excluded (vv. 5-6); the true identity of the boys present is
established through interrogation of the father (vv. 8f.); certain physical acts reinforce the oral dec-
laration (vv. 10-12).

Intra-family adoptions are well attested in the ancient Near East. In the Bible it is possible to
construe the episodes dealing with Naomi and her grandson Obed (Ruth 4:16f.) and with Mordecai
and Esther (Esther 2:7) as examples of this practice. A striking analogy to the present narrative is
provided by an Akkadian legal document from Ugarit recording the adoption of a grandson by a
grandfather who then makes him his heir (cf. so0:23).
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SBut progeny born to you after them shall be yours; they
shall be recorded instead of their brothers in their inheri-
tance. 7I [do this because], when I was returning from
Paddan, Rachel died, to my sorrow, while I was journeying
in the land of Canaan, when still some distance short of
Ephrath; and I buried her there on the road to Ephrath”—
now Bethlehem.

8Noticing Joseph’s sons, Israel asked, “Who are these:”
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Ephraim and Manasseh Here Jacob mentions the younger son first, in contrast to the
order in verse 1—a hint of impending developments.

Reuben and Simeon The parallel drawn between the two sons of Joseph and the two oldest
sons of Jacob exemplifies the new legal status of the former.

6. born toyou Hebrew holadeta, literally “you have begotten.” The past meaning of this
verb 1s confirmed by the following participle, ba-noladim (v. 5), “who were born.” We therefore have
here a fragment of a lost tradition, not otherwise referred to in the Bible, concerning other children
born to Joseph, that is, clans who adhered to the “House of Joseph.” This interpretation finds much
support among traditional exegetes such as Rashbam, Ibn Ezra, Ramban, and Radak. Another view,
that of the Targums, Saadiah, and Rashi, is that the verb expresses a future possibility. Still other
interpreters, such as the Lekah Tov and Hizkuni, believe that the reference is to Joseph’s grandsons.

shall be yours They shall not constitute separate tribal entities but shall partake of the
inheritance of either Manasseh or Ephraim.

7. Traditional commentators have by and large understood this verse to be an apologia by
Jacob for troubling his son with the arduous task of burying him in the Cave of Machpelah when he
himself had not done the same for Rachel, Joseph’s mother, who had died but a short distance from
the site. However, this interpretation does not explain the intrusiveness of the verse in its present
position. It would more appropriately belong with 47:29-31 or 49:29-32, both of which deal with
Jacob’s instructions regarding his burial.

It is best to understand this chapter as being dependent on 35:9-20, which is composed of two
sections: Verses 9—15 deal with the vision at Luz-Bethel and the divine promises of numerous
progeny, a league of tribes, and possession of the land; immediately thereafter, verses 16-20 tell of
Rachel’s death and burial. So here Jacob repeats the substance of these divine blessings to Joseph and
follows with the report of Rachel’s death. It is quite natural that, on his deathbed, Jacob should recall
his beloved wife who had died so young and for whom he had endured so much. Moreover, it was
probably because she had been deprived of the opportunity to bear more children that her two
grandchildren are adopted by Jacob as a substitute for those whom her death had robbed of the
possibility of life. The mention of Ephrath may constitute a covert verbal allusion to Ephraim, who 1s
soon to be the focus of Jacob’s attention.

Paddan The full place-name is Paddan-aram, as in 25:20; 35:9.2
to my sorrow Hebrew ‘alai, literally “upon me.”?

while I was journeying Hebrew ba-derekh describes the attendant circumstance, not the
location.*

some distance ... See Comment to 35:16.
Ephrath Sec Comment to 35:19.

8-9. Jacob’s question seems to suggest that he does not know his grandsons seventeen
years after arriving in Egypt! Traditional commentators have attempted to overcome this anomaly by
connecting this verse with verse 10, which records the patriarch’s poor vision. They suggest that he
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9And Joseph said to his father, “They are my sons, whom
God has given me here.” “Bring them up to me,” he said,
“that I may bless them.” 1°Now Israel’s eyes were dim with
age; he could not see. So [Joseph] brought them close to
him, and he kissed them and embraced them. 11 And Israel
said to Joseph, “I never expected to see you again, and here
God has let me see your children as well.”

2Joseph then removed them from his knees, and bowed
low with his face to the ground. *Joseph took the two of
them, Ephraim with his right hand—to Israel’s left—and
Manassech with his left hand—to Israel’s right—and
brought them close to him. 4But Isracl stretched out his
right hand and laid it on Ephraim’s head, though he was
the younger, and his left hand on Manasseh’s head—thus
crossing his hands—although Manasseh was the first-born.
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could dimly discern the presence of two human forms but could not recognize them. Modern
scholars generally regard the scene as belonging to a different strand of tradition.
Actually, we have here the second stage of the legal adoptive process, namely, the establishment
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of the true identity of the candidates for adoption by formal interrogation of the naturai father.5

Israel This name, rather than Jacob, is used hereafter until the end of the chapter in order
to reflect the change of name (35:10) upon which this episode is dependent. Further, the name Israel is
more appropriate since the narrative concludes with tribal history.

10. Israel’seyes... The statement explains Joseph’s reaction in the following scene. He
attributes his father’s unusual act to his impaired vision.

kissed . . . embraced These two verbs appear together again in the Bible only in 29:13 and
33:4, where the embrace precedes the kiss. Here these acts, in reverse order, express not simply a show
of affection but the reinforcement of the oral declarations through symbolic physical gestures that
have significance in the adoptive process.

12.  from bis knees The reference is to Jacob’s knees, on or between which the two boys
had been placed—another symbolic gesture that betokens acceptance and legitimation as son and
heir. See Comment to 30:3.

and bowed low The Hebrew verb is singular, referring to Joseph. Several of the ancient

versions render it in the plural, the subject being the two lads. The Hebrew singular may be dis-
tributive.

THE GRANDFATHER’S BLESSING (vv. 13-16)

13. Joseph stations the lads before their grandfather in such a way as to ensure that Jacob’s
right hand, the symbol of action and power, will naturally rest on Manasseh, the first-born. The high
importance that this has for Joseph is conveyed by the precision of language, the repeated use of
“right” and “left” seven times in combination (vv. 13f.,17).

14. The placing of the hand upon the head establishes physical contact between the parties
to the blessing, heightening the sense of intimacy and communication between the donor and the
recipient. The Hebrew verb used here is not the same as that employed for the ceremony of the
“laying on of the hands” used in the case of sacrificial offerings and ordination.¢

crossing his hands The etymology of Hebrew sikkel is uncertain, but the sense is clear.
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15.  be blessed Joseph Mention of Joseph here is surprising since the blessing is wholly
directed to the two grandsons. The Septuagint reads “he blessed them,” and the Vulgate has “. . . the
sons of Joseph.” Traditional commentators explain that a father is the vicarious recipient of blessings
bestowed on his children.

my fathers Abrabam and Isaac walked Jacob, out of modesty, does not include himself.

my shepherd The image for the deity as a shepherd is common throughout ancient Near
Eastern literature and appears frequently in the Bible.” It expresses the idea of God as provider,
protector, and guide.

16. The Angel On biblical angelology, see Excursus 10. The capitalization reflects the
fact that the parallelistic structure of verses 15—16 strongly suggests that “angel” is here an epithet of
God. No one in the Bible ever invokes an angel in prayer, nor in Jacob’s several encounters with
angels is there any mention of one who delivers him from harm. When the patriarch feels himself to
be in mortal danger, he prays directly to God, as in 32:10-13, and it is He who again and again is
Jacob’s guardian and protector (28:15,20; 31:3; 35:3). Admittedly, “Angel” as an epithet for God 1s
extraordinary, but since angels are often simply extenstons of the divine personality, the distinction
between God and angel in the biblical texts is frequently blurred (cf. Gen. 31:3,11,13; Exod. 3:2,4).
Nevertheless, this verse may reflect some tradition associated with Bethel, not preserved in Genesis,
concerning an angelic guardian of Jacob (cf. 31:13; 35:3). An echo of this may be found in Hosea 12:5.

Bless  For blessing by an angel, cf. 32:27,30.

In them may my name be recalled “May my name . . . be perpetuated through Ephraim
and Manasseh”; that is, may they ever be part of the Israelite tribal confederation identifying them-
selves with the history, traditions, and values of their patriarchs.

teeming multitudes Hebrew ve-yidgu, a unique verb apparently formed from dag, “fish,” a
symbol of proliferation and multiplicity (cf. Num. 11:22). The two censuses taken in the course of the
wilderness wanderings show the populousness of the Joseph tribes. At the beginning of the period,
Ephraim and Manasseh jointly numbered 72,700 male adults (Num. 1:32-35). Forty years later, the
figure was 85,200 (Num. 26:28-37), exceeding the combined population of Reuben and Simeon.
Moses’ farewell address in Deuteronomy 33:17 refers to “the myriads of Ephraim” and “the thousands
of Manasseh,” and the huge population posed a special problem for Joshua in the allotment of tribal
territories recounted in Joshua 17:14-18.

REVERSAL OF SENIORITY (vv. 17-20)

The texts that record Manasseh as being the natural first-born must reflect an exceedingly early and
authentic phase in the history of the Israelite tribal relationships, a phase in which Manasseh enjoyed
hegemony over Ephraim. There would be no conceivable reason to invent such a tradition, given
subsequent developments. The present episode provides an explanation for the reversal, with
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Ephraim becoming the more powerful and more influential of the two tribes, even to the extent that
its name eventually became synonymous with the kingdom of Israel.® This phenomenon is traced to
Jacob’s blessing. Following his adoption of Joseph’s two sons, Jacob now exercises his prerogative to
set aside chronological priority and to grant Ephraim preferential status.

17.  hethought it wrong Thatis, to disregard the rule of primogeniture. He attributes the
“error” to his father’s failing eyesight (v. 10), an ironic touch in view of the manner in which Jacob
years before had exploited his own father’s failing vision (27:1-29).

19. Iknow Thatis, who is the real first-born and how you placed the two sons before me.

shall be greater than he Strangely, according to the census taken in the second year after
the Exodus, the population of Ephraim exceeded that of Manasseh (Num. 1:33,35), while the opposite
is the case a generation later (Num. 26:34,37). Some disaster seems to have befalien the tribe, reducing
its population for a while. Perhaps an echo of this is to be found in an obscure narrative in
1 Chronicles 7:20-23 to the effect that the native Gathites slew the sons of Ephraim, who had raided
their cattle, and their father mourned for them many days. At any rate, Moses’ farewell address
reflects the numerical superiority of Ephraim.

plentiful enough for nations Hebrew melo’ ha-goyim, literally “the fullness /mass of the
nations.”® Jacob transfers to Ephraim the contents of the blessing that he himself had received (v. 4;
3s:11). This is probably an interpretation of the name “Ephraim” that is suggestive of fertility (see
Comment to 41:51).

20. Jacob’s blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh (v. 16), interrupted by Joseph, is now
resumed. There can be no greater blessing for the two lads than that their names be invoked by future
generations in Israel as paradigms of a glorious destiny. The full meaning of the benediction is clear
from a similar formula used by Jeremiah, though to negative effect: “And the whole community of
Judah in Babylonia shall use a curse derived from their fate: ‘May God make you like Zedekiah and
Ahab, whom the king of Babylon consigned to the flames!’~—because they did vile things in Israel”
(Jer. 29:22f.). That the citation of ancient worthies in the conferring of blessings must have been more
widespread in Israel than is indicated by the literature is illustrated in Ruth 4:11-12: “All the people at
the gate and the elders answered, . . . May the LoRD make the woman who is coming into your house
like Rachel and Leah, both of whom built up the House of Israel. . . . And may your house be like the
house of Perez whom Tamar bore to Judah. .. .”

By you The Hebrew uses the singular either in reference to Joseph, as in verse 15, or as a
distriburive. The latter usage in a blessing is well exemplified by the Priestly Benediction (Num. 6:23,
“them”; vv. 2426, “you” sing.).

Isyael See Comment to 47:27.
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21Then Israel said to Joseph, “I am about to die; but God
will be with you and bring you back to the land of your
fathers. 22And now, I assign to you one portion more than
to your brothers, which I wrested from the Amorites with
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A GIFT TO JOSEPH (vv. 21-22)

21. I am about to die; but God will be with you . .. The apparently unrelated clauses
allude, by virtue of their juxtaposition, to the sharp contrast between the present situation that
permits Jacob to be buried in the promised land and the impending bondage in Egypt. Yet future
redemption is assured because God wills it.

with you ... The Hebrew uses the plural form. Jacob speaks through Joseph to the entire
people.

22. one portion ... Hebrew shekhem *abad is of uncertain meaning and has generated
varied interpretations. The present rendering, which is that of the Targums, Peshitta, and Vuigate,
has been overwhelmingly accepted by Jewish commentators although devoid of philological sup-
port.19 If correct, it means that Jacob gives Joseph a double share, thus elevating him to the status of
first-born. Such a tradition is indeed preserved in 1 Chronicles 5:1-2. Because Hebrew shekbem usually
means “shoulder,” it has been assumed that, like its synonym katef in Numbers 34:11 and Joshua 15:8,
shekbem can be used in the sense of “shoulder,” that is, “side /slope, of a mountain.” However, this
usage too is not otherwise paralleled. Most likely, shekhem must be connected with the city of
Shechem, which is so intimately associated with Jacob and Joseph. Jacob bought a parcel of land there
(Gen. 33:18f; Josh. 24:32), the seduction of Dinah took place there, and Simeon and Levi massacred
its inhabitants (Gen. 34). It was to Shechem that Jacob sent Joseph to visit his brothers (Gen.
37:12,14), and Joseph himself is to be buried in the city (Josh. 24:32). Moreover, Shechem lay within
the future territory of Joseph’s two sons near the border between the two tribes Ephraim and
Manasseh (Josh. 17:7), and it was to become the most important city in the kingdom of northern
Israel (cf. 1 Kings 12:1,25).

The identification of Hebrew shekhem in this verse with the city of Shechem is reflected in the
Septuagint translation and in early Jewish sources. It has been accepted by many traditional commen-
tators as well. Yet there are difficulties. First, the phrase “one Shechem” is very strange, and, in any
case, Hebrew usage requires a feminine adjective with a city name (’abat, not “abad). These problems
may perhaps be overcome if shekhem is a play on words using a vocable whose meaning is now lost
(possibly “portion”), which alludes to the city of Shechem.

The historical problem is more difficult. Jacob did not participate in the raid on the city and, in
fact, denounced the action, as related in Genesis 34:30 and 49:5-7, while the plot of land he held there
was purchased peacefully, not taken in war. This is made clear in Genesis 33:18f. and Joshua 24:32.
Hence, it cannot be said that Jacob captured Shechem by his “sword and bow.” Sensing the
difficulties, ¢arly tradition interpreted this phrase figuratively for “prayer and petition,” or “mitsvot
and good deeds,”!! or as a metaphorical expression for divine help. More likely, the reference is to
some tradition in the life of Jacob regarding a war against Shechem in which he participated but
which has not otherwise been preserved in the Bible. Echoes of such an event may well be present in
postbiblical literature. In this connection, it is interesting that although Joshua delivered his farewell
address and conducted a covenant ceremony in Shechem, where a shrine already existed (Josh.
24:26), the Book of Joshua contains no report of the conquest of that city. This tends to support the
likelihood of a pre-Mosaic Israelite conquest of Shechem. Possibly the city was razed in such a

conquest and remained largely in ruins until it was reoccupied by Joshua without a fight. See
Excursus 26.

Jrom the Amorites In Genesis 34 the inhabitants are described as “Hivites.” As in many

other passages, “Amorite” is used here as a generic term for the pre-Israelite peoples of Canaan (see
Comment to 15:16).
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CHAPTER 49

The Testament of Jacob  (vw.1-33)

Before his death Jacob summons all his sons to his bedside to hear his farewell words, addressing each
individually through a series of aphorisms in poetic form. This document (vv. 1-27) is the first
sustained piece of Hebrew poetry in the Torah. It is a combination of three literary genres: the
deathbed blessing familiar to us from earlier patriarchal narratives, such as 27:27ff., 28:1-4 and 30f;
the farewell address found later in the Bible, as in Joshua 23f. and 1 Kings 2:1-9; and the tribal poem,
as in Deuteronomy 33 and Judges 5. Although the composition of these verses conforms to the general
patterns that characterize biblical poetry, there is much uncertainty of meaning, extreme allusiveness,
and considerable double entendre. The chapter is the most difficult segment of the Book of Genesis.

Genesis 49 is widely known as “The Blessing of Jacob.” However, as Ibn Ezra recognized iong
ago, this designation is not strictly accurate because the poems contain material of a very mixed
nature. Blessings and curses, censure and praise, geographical and historical observations—all are
included. For this reason, a title such as “The Last Words of Jacob” or “The Testament of Jacob”
betrer suits the context.

In origin, the collection of aphorisms about the tribes is not a unity, and no inner thread of logic
binds the diverse elements together. The individual tribal traditions embedded in the poetry are
undoubtedly independent of each other and relate to widely separate and discrete situations. This was
fully recognized by the medieval Jewish exegetes, who were also quite aware of the fact that some
aphorisms appear to refer to past individual acts of the eponymous ancestor, the remote hero from
whom the tribe derived its name, while others allude to tribal history hundreds of years later. Modern
scholarship has added almost nothing to the great variety of medieval exegesis in its attempt to
unravel the historic background of the sayings, except that the medievals treated these as prophetic,
whereas the moderns would be generally inclined to view them as retrojections from later historical
reality. See Excursus 23.

An external unity that lends cohesion and meaning to the whole has been imposed upon the
diverse material. The poem is encased within a prose framework, the passing of the patriarch, which
provides the appropriate setting for its placement within the Joseph narrative. This setting reflects the
popular belief in the common origin of the tribes and the basic unity of the nation of Israel.
Throughout the chapter, the names “Jacob” and “Israel” each appear five times, the equality of
distribution symbolizing the dual character of the patriarch and his sons, now as individual person-
alities, now as the personifications of the nation with its tribal constituents, as in verse 27. On this
phenomenon, see Excursus 25. The aphorisms spoken by Jacob are presented as prophetic pronounce-
ments that will ultimately determine the character and destiny of the future tribes. Also, the actions
and behavior of the ancestors leave an indelible imprint on their descendants, affecting the course of
history. It is fitting that the Book of Genesis, which opened with the creative power of the divine
word, closes with the notion of the effective power of the inspired predictive word of the patriarch.

Three distinct narrative cycles converge here, at the end of the book. Firstly, the patriarchal
period began with a divine promise of nationhood to Abraham (12:2), and the fulfillment of that
promise is expressed here through “the twelve tribes of Israel” (49:28). Secondly, the Jacob stories,
too, commenced with God’s assurance of numerous offspring (28:14), and the scene of the dying
patriarch surrounded by his sons and grandsons is its proper conclusion. Finally, the first act of the
Joseph drama (chap. 37) was immediately succeeded by the fortunes of Judah (chap. 38), and
throughout the Joseph biography the personality of Judah repeatedly injects itself in a point-
counterpoint relationship. It is surely no coincidence that these two tribes dominate the poem to the
extent that five verses are devoted to each, together totaling ten of the twenty-four lines of poetry.

The literary structure is the product of careful design. The tribal order corresponds neither to the
sequence of birth, as recounted in chapters 29-30, nor to any of the tribal lists found elsewhere in the
Torah. The six sons of Leah are addressed first and the two of Rachel last. In between come the sons of
the maidservants; the two sons of Zilpah, maid of Leah, are inserted between the two sons of Bilhah,
maid of Rachel. This yields a deliberate chiastic arrangement:

LEAH, Bilhah-Zilpah, Zilpah-Bilhah, RACHEL.
Each group is presented in a descending order of seniority. The single exception is Issachar and
Zebulun, reversed for historical reasons (see Comment to v. 13).

331



GENESIS 49:1

49 And Jacob called his sons and said, “Come toge-
ther that I may tell you what is to befall you in days to
come.

2Assemble and hearken, O sons of Jacob;

Hearken to Israel your father:

3Reuben, you are my first-born,
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A PROSE INTRODUCTION _(v. 1)

1. The scene presupposes the preceding statement (48:21): “I am about to die.”

called That is, he sent for his sons.

Come together Hebrew be’asfu is paralleled by hikkavtsu, to “assemble,” in verse 2. The use
of these two verbs, which constitute a fixed pair of synonyms in Hebrew poetry,! is evidence that this
introductory prose sentence is an organic part of the whole composition.

what is to befall you The reference is to the distant future. Jacob is speaking to the
individual tribes personified as his sons.

in days to come Hebrew be-"abarit ha-yamim, like its Akkadian counterpart ina ahrat ume,
means simply “in the future,” without precise definition. In the Torah the phrase is used in a context
of historical time, but in prophetic literature the phrase became a technical term for the “end-time”
(eschaton), when the historical process would reach its culmination and God’s grand design for the
human race would be fulfilled. Because the later eschatological meaning of the term “abarit ha-yamim
(“the end of days™) is not appropriate to the contents of the poem, rabbinic exegesis has the divine

spirit (Shekhinah) departing from Jacob just as he was about to reveal to his sons the secrets of
messianic times.?

THE POEM  (vv. 2-27)

2. bearken...Hearken The repetition of the same word at the beginning of both parallel
clauses, a phenomenon known as anaphora, is a characteristic of biblical Hebrew poetry.3

bearken, O sons . .. By adopting a standard formula of wisdom literature,* the poet has
cleverly woven the image of a sage addressing his disciples into the father-sons relationship.

REUBEN (vv. 3-4)

Reuben is censured for the flaws in his character and for his moral failing, hinted at in 35:22. He has
proved himself unworthy of inheriting the headship of the tribes upon his father’s death and must
therefore forfeit the prerogatives that otherwise naturally flow from the first-born status.

On one level, the demotion of Reuben reflects the ideal of leadership in Israel. Those who hold
the responsibility of high office must adhere to moral norms. Misconduct that might be overiooked in
men of lesser status assumes notoriously magnified proportions when perpetrated by those who rule.
The frequent confrontations between kings and prophets in Israel clearly illustrate the application of
this principle.

From an historical viewpoint, Reuben’s loss of leadership must reflect very early traditions. Since
at no period is there any record of the hegemony of this tribe, there cannot be any possible reason for
inventing its first-born status. Hence, its consistent place at the head of the tribal lists in the Bible
must be an authentic echo of a state of affairs that existed in dim antiquity. The same situation obtains
in Reuben’s prominent role in the sale of Joseph into slavery (see Comment to 37:21). See Excursus 23.

The legal situation behind Reuben’s loss of his first-born status also points to an early period
when it was still possible for a father to annul the birthright of his first-born son, in contrast to the
later legislation of Deuteronomy 21:15-17 (see Comment to 25:29-34).
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And exceeding in honor.

4Unstable as water, you shall excel no longer;
For when you mounted your father’s bed,

You brought disgrace—my couch he mounted!
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3. My might An ellipsis for “the fruit of my might” (cf. 4:12), that is, “of my virility.”

my vigor Hebrew ’om, in parallel with “might” (Heb. koab), means here the procreative
powers.S The designation of the first-born as “the first fruit of one’s vigor” is found elsewhere in both
legal and poetic texts, such as Deuteronomy 21:17 and Psalms 78:51 and 105:36. The rendering “first
fruit” for Hebrew re’shit (lit. “beginning”) is based on the usage of the term in agricultural contexts.®
The word might also appropriately be translated “choicest product,” as in Deuteronomy 33:21,
1 Samuel 2:29, and Amos 6:6.

Exceeding Hebrew yeter, literally “excellence.” The meaning is: Being the first-born, you
should have preeminence over your brothers.

rank Hebrew se’et, literally “exaltation,” is used as an attribute of both man, as in
Habakkuk 1:7 and Psalms 62:5, and God, as in Job 13:11 and 31:23.

honor Hebrew ‘az usually means “might, strength,” but it is frequently used together with
such terms as “glory” (Heb. kavod), as in Psalms 29:1 and 63:3, “majesty” (Heb. ga’avak), as in Psalms
68:35, and “splendor” (Heb. tif’eret, hadar), as in Psalms 96:6 and Proverbs 31:25. It 1s an attribute of
royalty in 1 Samuel 2:10.

4. Unstable Hebrew pabaz, an abstract noun, is unique, although other forms of the
same stem exist. In Judges 9:4 and Zephaniah 3:4 the reference is to “reckless” men (Heb. pobazim);
in Jeremiah 23:32 the false prophets are said to have led the people astray with “their reckless”
(pabazutam) lies. Some light is thrown on the range of meaning by reference to cognate languages:
Arabic, “to be haughty, boastful, reckless”; Aramaic and Synac, “to be wanton, lascivious.” In
rabbinic Hebrew the verb is used of rising passion (Ned. 9b, Naz. 4b). Jacob would thus be censuring
Reuben for acting in an irresponsible, impetuous manner, casting off all moral restraint, even as a
torrent of water rushes wildly headlong. For the image of water applied to character, see Isaiah 57:20:
“But the wicked are like the troubled sea / Which cannot rest, / Whose waters toss up mire and
mud.”

excel no longer That is, you have lost your preeminence. Hebrew *al zotar would normally
mean, “you shall not leave /have left over,” as in Ruth 2:14 but is here employed in a play on yeter,
“excellence” (v. 3).

mounted . . . bed The reference is to the incestuous act of Reuben recorded in 35:22 (see
Comment) and again mentioned in 1 Chronicles 5:1: “Reuben the first-born of Israel. He was the first-
born; but when he defiled his father’s bed, his birthright was given to the sons of Joseph, son of
Israel. .. .”7

bed Hebrew mishkeves, in the plural, is always used in a context of carnal relations, as in
Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13. The phrase is probably elliptical for “the bed of your father’s wife.”

You brought disgrace Hebrew stem b-I-1, “to pollute, defile, profane,” is used in connec-
tion with sexual depravity, as in Leviticus 19:29 and 21:9. The present text presents a problem in that
the verb otherwise invariably takes a direct object. Also, the understanding of the verse is complicated
by the abrupt change of person: “he mounted!” Mention of the incident in 1 Chronicles 5:1—“he
defiled his father’s bed”—suggests that “my couch™ here is the object of the verb p-/-/ and does double
duty as the object of the following verb as well. The rendering would then be: “You defiled my
couch—my couch he mounted!” The last clause is an aside addressed to the assembled sons.
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SIMEON AND LEVI (vv. 5-7)

These two brothers are strongly censured for acts of violence and cruelty. Since all the others are
individually addressed, the linkage of these two most likely refers to their combined attack on the city
of Shechem, which is described in chapter 34. No other instance of joint activity is recorded anywhere.
Jacob’s initial response to the atrocity was fear for the safety of his group (34:30). Now, with the
passage of time, the patriarch renders a moral verdict on the act. With Reuben disqualified, Simeon
was next in line of seniority to inherit the mantle of leadership; after him came Levi. The Testament
of Jacob explains why neither of them did. The poem is clearly moving toward the glorification of
Judah.

The tribe of Simeon completely lost its importance. In the first Israelite census the tribe
numbered 59,300 (Num. 1:23); for unknown reasons, its population was reduced to 22,200 by the end
of the wilderness wanderings (Num. 26:14). Neither the Blessing of Moses (Deut. 33) nor the Song of
Deborah (Judg. s) mentions the tribe. From Joshua 19:1 and 1 Chronicles 4:24—43, it is clear that
Simeon was largely swallowed up by Judah and remained unsettled until quite late in the monarchy
period.

Levi is here depicted as a purely secular, warlike tribe. There is no hint of its future sacerdotal
status. Its martial qualities are still evident in the Exodus period, but at that time its association with
the cult is well defined (Exod. 32:26fF.; Deut. 33:11). By conquest and settlement times, the Levites
play only a sacral role; they do not participate in the wars, despite their earlier reputation. Jacob’s
Testament thus reflects a very early tradition. This conclusion is reinforced by the further striking
contrast between Levi here as a tribe in disfavor and the consistent concept of the other Torah
sources, such as Numbers 3:12f. 8:14-18, and 16:9f., that the Levites were God’s elect who enjoyed a
privileged status. Similarly, the explanation implied here that the lack of tribal territory is in
punishment for reprehensible conduct conflicts with the reasons given in other texts, which attribute
it to the spiritual destiny and special status and emoluments granted the tribe (Num. 18:20-24). This
holds true even in Deuteronomy (10:8f.; 18:1f.) in which the Levites belong to the economically
depressed classes (12:12; 14:27ff.). Genesis 49:5—7 thus echoes an early, independent, preconquest
tradition.

5. apair Hebrew ’abim, literally “brothers,” that is, partners and allies.?

Their weapons Hebrew mekheroteshem. Any translation of this unique word is guesswork.
Neither the ancient versions nor medieval exegetes preserved any convincing tradition.® The present
rendering is based on Hebrew &-7-h, “to dig,” hence “a digging or piercing instrument.” A translation
“wares,” based on the stem m-k-r, “to sell,” is particularly attractive in that it becomes an ironic
comment on the response of the two brothers to the offer of the Shechemites, as reported in Genesis
34:10.

6. Jacob dissociates himself from the activities of these two tribes because of their disregard
for human values.

council/assembly Hebrew sod/kahal are here the tribal gatherings at which decisions are
made. 10

my being Hebrew kavod, usually translated “honor,” is the God-endowed quality that
distinguishes humans from other forms of life, as it is expressed in Psalms 8:6. Kavod expresses the
essence of being and as such is found in parallel with such terms as nefesh, “person,” or bayyim, “life,”
as here and in Psalms 7:6, and leb, “heart,” in Psalms 16:9, 57:8f., and 108:2.11

334



GENESIS 49:7 m

7Cursed be their anger so fierce, 1 > 6?3 w7
And their wrath so relentless. m:'qrg‘? 3 007N
I will divide them in Jacob, apy3 opbnr
Scatter them in Israel. o ")I&S‘:W{’; DX*5R)
8You, O Judah, your brothers shall praise; THR I AR T 8
Your hand shall be on the nape of your foes; PARAWIIY
Your father’s sons shall bow low to you. AN 3 ﬂ'? nny?

angry . .. pleased An example of merism, the polarity expressing totality; that is, in any
mood, as the whim strikes them.

maim The verb may mean cither “to spay,” from Hebrew ‘@kar, “sterile,” as in Deuter-
onomy 7:14; or, more likely here, “to hamstring,” that is, to cripple a beast by severing the tendons of
its hind legs.!2
According to Genesis 34.:28f., the cattle in Shechem were not mutilated but carried off as spoil.
Jacob’s reproach, therefore, may refer to some other acts of cruelty perpetrated by these two tribes,
the record of which has not been preserved. The difficulty of identifying the atrocities led some
ancient versions, such as the Targums, Aquila, Symmachus, and Peshitta, as well as some medieval
exegetes (Mid. Lek. Tov, Ibn Ezra, Ramban) to treat shor as shur, “wall,” and to understand its
accompanying verb as meaning the tearing down of the city walls. The verb seems to be used in this
sense in Zephaniah 2:4.

7. Cursed be their anger The curse is applied to the anger but actually refers to those who
display it. The content of the curse is the loss of the independence and rterritorial integrity of these
two tribes. Their future condition is explained in terms of the punitive ban decreed upon their
original ancestors.

Iwill... Presumably, itis Jacob who pronounces their fate. The use of “Jacob . . . Israel”
to designate the nation reflects later usage {cf. v. 16).

JUDAH (vv. 8-12)

In striking contrast to the preceding, Judah is lavishly praised and blessed: His preeminence is to be
acknowledged by his brothers; he possesses (or will possess) lionlike strength; his hegemony is to be
long lasting; and his territory is extraordinarily fertile.

The slow, almost imperceptible, rise of Judah has already been subtly insinuated into the Joseph
story (see Comment to 37:26). Here it receives formal recognition and confirmation. In the wilder-
ness Judah is, by far, the largest tribe: its population increases during the wanderings, as shown by the
censuses of Numbers 1:26 and 26:22. The tribe encamps in front of the Tent of Meeting and heads the
march (Num. 2:3,9; 10:14). Its chieftain is the first to bring gifts for the Tabernacle (Num. 7:12), and
its representative is listed first among those designated to apportion the land (Num. 34:19).

The undisputed hegemony of Judah was not always taken for granted, as is clear from Deuter-
onomy 33:7 and from the relative unimportance of Judah during the period of the judges. Judah
provides no important judge, and it is ignored by Deborah (Judg. 5). Only in Saul’s day does the tribe
begin to emerge from its isolation; it gains hegemony over Israel in the time of David.

The Testament of Jacob can only have in mind this latter period. The language of the blessing is
obscure, and the meaning of some words and phrases quite uncertain.

8. You...toyou Thatis,toyoualone,in contrast to the others.

shall praise  With rare exception,!? this verb is reserved for praise of God. Its use here is for
purposes of word play on the name Judah (yehudah-yodukhah; cf. 29:35).

your foes Judah was constantly beset by the Philistines on the west, by Amalekites in the
Negeb, and by Edomites to the east. Moses, in his farewell blessing, asks for divine help against the
foes of Judah (Deut. 33:7). For a long time, Judah was isolated from the northern tribes by Canaanite
enclaves and was forced to expand southward.
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hand...onthenape... Theimage is of the enemies turning their backs in flight but being

seized by the nape before they can escape.}*

Your father’s sons The contrast with Isaac’s blessing in 27:29, “your mother’s sons,” is
explained by the fact that Isaac was monogamous, whereas Jacob had four wives and wished to
indicate that all the tribes would acknowledge Judah’s hegemony. Possibly, the blessing is meant to
offset the note of 38:1, which reported that Judah left (lit. “went down from”) his brothers.1$

9. alion’s whelp A metaphor of strength, daring, and unassailability. In Moses’ blessing

both Gad and Dan are so compared, while Balaam applies the image to the people of Israel as a whole.

The lion is one of the most frequently mentioned animals in the Bible and is referred to by six

different names. Under the influence of this verse, the “lion of Judah” became a favorite motif in
Jewish art and acquired messianic associations.1¢

have you grown Hebrew ‘aliyta. Compare Ezekiel 19:3: “She raised (Heb. va-ta‘al) up one
of her cubs, / He became a great beast.” The reference is to the heroic and expansionist campaigns of
David, as noted by Rashi and Radak. Hebrew ‘aliyza may also be taken in its usual sense of “going
up,” an image of the lion returning to its mountain lair after stalking and running down its prey.
There may be still another level of interpretation embedded in the somewhat ambiguous syntax,
allowing one to read mi-teref bent, “from the prey of my son.” This suggests an allusion to 37:33 and
44:28: “Joseph was torn (tarof toraf) by a beast.” Judah’s rise was consequent upon Joseph’s mis-
fortune. This rendering is given in Genesis Rabba 98:12 and 99:9.

10. The meaning of this celebrated but difficult verse has been much disputed.

The scepter Hebrew shevet serves as an emblem of authority and sovereignty in several
texts.!” The general idea is that Judah will always enjoy hegemony over the other tribes. It provided
the royal house of David.

the ruler’s staff Hebrew mehokek has this meaning in Numbers 21:18 and Psalms 60:9 and
108:9, and it provides a perfect parallel to “scepter.” The term may also be translated “leader, ruler,”
as in Deuteronomy 33:21, Judges 5:14, and Isaiah 33:22, in which case the preceding shevet would be an
instance of metonymy, the substitution of an attribute for the name of the thing intended, namely,
the one who wicelds the scepter. Many early and medieval commentators derived mebokek from the
root 4-k-k, meaning “to incise, inscribe,” and understood it as a term for a scribe. 18

from between bis feet  Taken literally, the phrase conjures up a picture of a ruler holding the
staff of office between his legs when seated in formal session. This favors “mace” for mebokek.
However, a widely held view sees here a euphemism for the sexual parts and prefers the meaning
“offspring, descendants,” in which case mehokek would be better rendered “leader.”®

So that Hebrew ‘ad ki is rare and is otherwise used only in narrative prose to express the
leading up to a climactic passage.?® The present usage is exceptional in that it takes a verb in the
imperfect and refers to the future, making its signification uncertain. It seems to mean that Judah will
exercise hegemony over the tribes for a period of time leading up to some climactic event.

tribute shall come to bim  Hebrew yavo’ shilob is wholly obscure; neither the subject of the
verb nor the meaning of shiloh is clear. The present rendering, that of the Yalkut and Lekah Tov, takes
shiloh as a combination of shai, “tribute,” and loh, “to him.” Several ancient versions understand it as
in late Hebrew shello, “that which belongs to him,” that is, until he obtains the monarchy. Rashbam

336



GENEsIS 49:11 m

337

1He tethers his ass to a vine, Y 1939 MoK 1
His ass’s foal to a choice vine; R "3 ﬂfg'}fﬁ‘?}
He washes his garment in wine, 1&*;‘? }?f;l ©as
His robe in blood of grapes. faigii=Reiimb)igag il
12Hjis eyes are darker than wine; P ory "?"?:)U 12
His teeth are whiter than milk. b} :JI?U@ D’;’JW'T;%

P Mo Py v

identifies the word with the city of Shiloh, a very ancient cultic center in Israel situated in the territory
of Ephraim. The specific historic reference would be the defection of the ten tribes from Judah with
the resultant division of the kingdom, announced by the prophet Ahijah of Shiloh. Judah’s hegemony
over all Israel will last until the secession of the north.

An early tradition, found in texts from Qumran, in the Targums, and in rabbinic literature, sees
in shiloh a messianic title, although no biblical passage supports this. It has even been noted that the
numerical value of the consonants y-b-’ sh-y-I-b, “Shiloh will come,” is equal to that of mashiah,
“messiah”; 358.21

None of the many interpretations of skiloh is without objection, and the term remains an enigma,
though the present translation seems to be the most acceptable.

homage Hebrew yikkhat occurs elsewhere only in Proverbs 30:17. Its meaning is assured by
context and by an Arabic cognate.??

peoples  Either the other tribes, that is, “kinsmen,” or, more likely, an allusion to foreign
peoples,?? probably the subject peoples of the Davidic empire.

11. The blessed fertility of the tribal territory of Judah is symbolized by the abundance of
vines and wine. This is a common biblical figure of divine favor and of prosperity. The vine was one of
the indigenous characteristic products of the Land of Israel (Deut. 8:8), and the region around
Hebron in Judah was particularly noted for viticulture 24

He tethers ... The image is problematic because an ass would soon destroy the vine to
which it is tied. The idea, apparently, is that the luxuriance and productivity of the vine will be so
great that the destructive proclivities of the ass?®> will be of no significance. This is hyperbolic
language, as Radak noted.

cheice vine Hebrew sorekah. A place named Wadi Sorek, in the territory of Judah, seems to
have been located in the region of Timnah, which was rich in vineyards. The region figures in the story
of Judah and Tamar (Gen. 38:12).26

He washes bis garment tn wine This extraordinary figure may be simply another hyperbole
for the abundance of wine, or it may poetically relate to the stained garments of those engaged in the
manufacture of wine, as mentioned in Isaiah 63:2ff.27 Another possibility is that we have here a
reference to the fact that prominent Judean families were engaged in the weaving and dyeing
industry, as recorded in 1 Chronicles 4:21. In the excavations at modern Tell Beit Mirsim, in the
territory of Judah, a major and well-organized dyeing and weaving industry was uncovered. In this
case, either “wine” was used as a poetic term for red-colored dye, or wine was actually used as an
ingredient of dyestuffs.

blood of grapes A pocetic term for wine (cf. Deut. 32:14). “Blood” (Heb. dam) is also used in
Akkadian (damu) for red wine. In Ugaritic yn, “wine,” is paralleled with dm $m, “blood of trees”
(st.IIL. 43f; cf. IV .38).

12. davrker than wine . . . whiter than milk The phrases express an ideal of beauty:
sparkling eyes?® and shining white teeth.

ZEBULUN (v. 13)

The usual order, Issachar-Zebulun, is here reversed. This is strange because, according to the birth
narrative of Genesis 30:17-20, Issachar was the older of the two and he generally appears first in the
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tribal lists. Yet the Blessing of Moses in Deuteronomy 33:18 also reverses the sequence, reflecting some
genuine historic tradition. One cannot simply say that Deuteronomy 33 is dependent on Genesis 49,
for two other texts also give Zebulun precedence over his brother tribe. These are the narratives
detailing the commission for the division of the land in Numbers 34:25f. and the drawing of lots for
the allocation of territory in Joshua 19:16~17. Very likely, therefore, the Testament of Jacob relates to
a time when Zebulun was in ascendancy. Certainly, the content of the sayings about them in both
poems—Genesis 49 and Deuteronomy 33—suggests that Issachar was the less energetic of the two
tribes, and this impression is reinforced by the Song of Deborah, which gives high praise to Zebulun
for its contribution to the national victory, mentioning it before Issachar and citing it a second time
(Judg. 5:14,18; cf. 4:6,10), the only tribe to be so honored. Zebulun also joined Gideon’s battle against
the Midianites (Judg. 6:35), and its importance in the time of David is illustrated by the fact that it
contributed to David’s armies the largest military contingent of all of the western tribes (1 Chron.
12:33).

Another problem arising out of verse 13 1s the portrayal of Zebulun as living along the seacoast?®
and being involved in shipping. The Blessing of Moses also credits Zebulun (together with Issachar)
with drawing wealth from the sea (Deut. 33:19). The boundaries of Zebulun are delimited in Joshua
19:10-16, and it is clear that the tribe occupied inland territory, being blocked from the sea and from
Phoenicia by the tribe of Asher. Apart from this specific problem of Zebulun’s boundaries, there is
also the general question of Israel’s littoral and seafaring interests. In the Song of Deborah, in Judges
5:17, Dan 1s also said to “linger by the ships” and Asher to live “at the seacoast and . . . at his harbors.”
Yet seafaring and fishing never played an important role in the economy of the Land of Israel. The
coast below the Carmel has no bays or natural harbors, and the dune sands in various places meant
that roads had to be located at an inconvenient distance from the coastline, a considerable part of
which was occupied by the Philistines. Above the Carmel, where several natural harbors existed, the
region was largely the preserve of the Phoenicians. The general inland orientation of Israel is
demonstrated by Solomon’s desire to build a fleet at Elath on the Red Sea; he was forced to import
manpower and technology from Phoenicia, as told in 1 Kings 9:26f. and 10:5,22.

The associations of some tribes with the sea can probably be explained in two ways. It is quite
likely that Philistines and Phoenicians employed Israelite labor. Coastal cities of the Near East always
featured mixed populations, so that the above-cited verses may refer not to Israelite occupation of the
area but, rather, to the presence of considerable numbers of Israelites engaged as stevedores, in the
servicing of ships, and in commerce (cf. 2 Sam. 24:6-7). Another possibility, complementary to the
first, lies in the Israelite exploitation of convenient anchorage sites for very small ships at the points
where more important wadis drain into the sea. Excavations at Abu Hawam on Wadi Kishon, at Tell
Qasile on the Yarkon, and at Tell Mor on Wadi Lachish have revealed examples of this practice.

the seashore Hebrew hof yamim, literally “shore of seas.” The plural, found elsewhere only
in Judges s:17, is probably a poetic form referring to the Mediterranean.

a haven for ships Hebrew hof ‘oniyor, literally “a shore of / for ships,” hof being used in
two difterent senses here, the second unparalleled elsewhere.

Siden The mention of Sidon need not be taken literally as referring to the port city of that
name high up in Phoenicia, about 25 miles (40 km.) north of Tyre. The Bible often uses Sidon as a
generalized term for Phoenicia(ns).3! The same tendency is found in Homer and, in fact, follows the
usage of the Phoenicians themselves to whom the title “King of (the) Sidon(ians)” meant all the
Phoenicians including both Tyre and Sidon. The list in Genesis 10:15 (= 1 Chron. 1:13) that makes
Sidon “the first-born of Canaan” simply testifies to the preeminence of the city that gave its name to
Phoenicia in general. It was called Sidon even when Tyre was the dominant city-state of all southern
Phoenicia.

ISSACHAR (vv. 14-15)

It is quite apparent from the Books of Joshua (15:63; 16:10; 17:16) and Judges (1:19-34) that during the
wars of conquest, and for a long time afterwards, the invading Israelites were unable to dislodge the
Canaanites from many of their strongholds in the plains and lowlands. The epigram relating to
Issachar seems to be connected with this situation. The tribe is not even mentioned in the inventory
of Judges 1, which means that it played a very minor, if not inglorious, role in the wars. Here it is
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chided for passively submitting to servitude as the price of peace with its neighbors. Implied in the
taunt is a bitter play on the name Issachar. In the birth narrative of this son, this is explained, by
popular etymology, as deriving from the Hebrew stem s-£-r, “to hire,” and is taken to mean “man of
reward” (see Comment to 30:16,18). There the name is intended to be understood as “hireling.” The
Blessing of Moses similarly specifies the withdrawn nature of this tribe, but not in a disparaging way.
By the time of Deborah, the Canaanites had become sufficiently weakened for Issachar to be embold-
ened to rally to the cause of the northern tribes. For this it received the praise of the prophetess (Judg.
5:15).

14. a strong-boned ass Hebrew hamor garem is unique and obscure. The present render-
ing is based on identifying the second word with the noun gerem, Aramaic gram, “bone,”3? used
adjectivally, “bony,” in the sense of “strong-limbed.” The characterization would then imply a
criticism of the tribe for placing its strength at the service of the Canaanites. A different tradition is
preserved by the Samaritan reading bamor gerim, “an ass of foreigners,” that is, one pressed into the
service of alien peoples. Some of the ancient versions appear to have reacted to the negative asso-
ciations of the ass with stupidity and stubbornness in their respective cultures and so paraphrased or
changed the original. Thus, the Peshitta has gabra ganbara, “a strong man”; Targum Onkelos renders
‘attir bentkhsin, “rich in possessions”; Targum Jonathan interprets bamir beurya’ ve-shevet takif,
“laden with the Law and a strong tribe.” The Septuagint, apparently reading bamad for hamor,
presents “Issachar desired that which is good.” It would seem that the phrase hamor garem is an
ancient idiom still awaiting elucidation through some epigraphic find.

Rabbinic legend found in Genesis Rabba 72:4 and 99:11 has Issachar engaged in the study of the
Torah while Zebulun busied himself with commerce and maintained his brother (cf. Deur. 33:18).

Crouching among the sheepfolds That is, inactive, content to enjoy its safety at the expense
of its freedom. The term rendered “sheepfolds™ (Heb. mishpetayim) occurs elsewhere only in Judges
5:16 {cf. Pss. 68:14): “Why then did you stay among the mishpetayim, / And listen as they pipe for the
flocks?” The context there is likewise an accusation of tribal indifference to the wars of Israel. The
meaning of the word, however, is by no means certain. The stem sh-f~f can mean “to set the pot on the
fire,” as in 2 Kings 4:38 and Ezekiel 24:3, and mishpetayim may therefore be a word for an open hearth
or fireplace around which the shepherds would gather with their flocks for food, rest, and amusement.
Less likely philologically is the interpretation “saddlebags,” suggested by Radak. This refers to the
pannier, or pair of bags, carried over the back of a beast of burden and hanging on either side.
Another possibility is “defense enclosures” for animals. This rests on archaeological, rather than
philological, evidence.3?

15. security Hebrew menupab, literally “resting place” (cf. Num. 10:33), is used in the
sense of “haven, settled home,” as the parallel ha-’arets (“country”) shows.3+

good . . . pleasant The territory of the tribe lay in a fertile plateau in Lower Galilee.

to the burden Hebrew s-v-I means “to carry a burden.” In Psalms 81:7 and Nehemiah 4:11,
the noun sevel is a basket carried on the shoulder in heavy corvée labor.?® In Akkadian texts from Mari
and Amarna, sablum is used of corvée workers, and Hebrew sevel is also used of corvée work in 1 Kings
I1:28.
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a toiling serf Hebrew mas ‘oved, a combination that also appears in Joshua 16:10 and
1 Kings 9:21. Otherwise, the phrase is simply #mas.36 It is difficult to differentiate between the two
forms, for a comparison of 1 Kings 9:21 with 2 Chronicles 8:8 shows that both refer to the corvée. In
Akkadian texts from Mari, Alalakh, and Amarna, massx similarly occurs in the sense of “corvée.” This
type of enforced hard labor imposed upon a subservient people is well illustrated by the experience of
the Israclites in Egypt: “So they set taskmasters (Heb. sares missim) over them to oppress them with
forced labor (Heb. sivlotam)” (Exod. 1:11). The Amarna document is of particular interest because it
derives from the prince of Megiddo and relates to the employment of corvée workers (Akk. amiliti
massa) in the town of Shunem, which lay within the territory allotted to Issachar (Josh. 19:18). It
would seem that until the final overthrow of the Canaanite city-states in the time of Deborah, the
tribe had been content to perform corvée labor for the local overlords in return for a quiet existence.

DAN (vv. 16-17)

These two verses may well be unconnected, each alluding to a different situation. The first deals with
Dan’s status among the tribes of Israel, the second with its position vis-a-vis its enemies. Our meager
knowledge of the history of this tribe and the elliptical language used here greatly complicate our
understanding of the aphorisms and make it difficult to identify the historic situations behind them.

Dan is the first of the concubine tribes to be addressed. This implies a position of importance, a
conclusion reinforced by its also being the only such to be allocated territory between the Leah and
Rachel tribes. Furthermore, in the wilderness censuses it is actually the second largest tribe, its adult
male population numbering over 60,000 (Num. 2:26; 26:43).

There is much evidence, however, that during the settlement period Dan was a small tribe in a
precarious position. The tribal genealogies of the Torah assign it only a single clan (Gen. 46:23—
Hushim; Num. 26:42—Shuham), part of which seems to have been absorbed by the neighboring
Benjaminites (cf. 1 Chron. 7:12; 8:8). The genealogies of Chronicles ignore the tribe altogether. The
stories about the Danite blasphemer in the wilderness whose father was an Egyptian (Lev. 24:11),
about Samson’s easy relationships and intermarriages with Philistines (Judg. 14:1ff; 16:4), and about
the Danite master craftsman Huram-abi whose father was a Tyrian (2 Chron. 2:12f., but contrast
1 Kings 7:13f)) all point to a certain amount of intermingling of blood between Danites and
neighboring peoples. Very significantly, the Book of Joshua does not define the borders of the tribe.
These are inferred from those of the neighboring tribes, Ephraim to the north, Benjamin to the east,
and Judah to the south. All we have is a list of cities allocated to Dan (Josh. 19:40-48), but some of
these, such as Zorah, Eshtaol, and Ekron, are earlier assigned to Judah (Josh. 15:33,11,45). There are no
reports of the Danites having captured any of their allotted cities. In fact, the term “the Camp of
Dan”—Hebrew mabaneh dan—in Judges 13:25 (cf. 18:12) shows that they occupied a fortified camp,
not a true settlement, between the two Canaanite cities of Zorah and Eshtaol. All attempts on the part
of the Danites to settle in the Valley of Aijalon and in the Shephelah were unsuccessful, and they
finally despaired of gaining their originally assigned territory and migrated northward, as told in
Joshua 19:47 and in Judges 1:34f. and chapter 18. Biblical tradition thereafter presupposes the
presence of Dan in the north. The Song of Deborah, Judges s:17, censures Dan for not participating in
the war of the northern tribes against the Canaanites (cf. Deut. 33:27).

The Testament of Jacob can be interpreted as referring cither to the premigration period or to
events after the settlement in the north.

16. shall govern Hebrew yadin is a word play on the name Dan (see Comment to 30:6),
so that “his people” would mean “himself”: The tribe of Dan will maintain its independence like any
other tribe, despite its tribulations and failures. However, yadin more frequently means “to vindi-
cate,” and the object could refer to all Israel. In this case, the allusion could be to the exploits of
Samson against the Philistine oppressors, which, though they are generally more of the nature of
personal vengeance, acquire national significance.3”

the tribes of Israel This is the first usage of the phrase (cf. v. 28; see above, Introduction to
chapter).
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17. viper The unique Hebrew shefifon is probably to be identified with the horned
cerastes, which buries itself in the sand, especially in the hollows made by camel’s hoofs, and feeds on
rodents and scavenger birds attracted by grains and particles of food left by the Bedouin along
caravan routes. [t has a venom-injecting spinelike scale above each eye that kills its prey on contact,
almost instantaneously. However, its poison is not powerful enough to be fatal to a camel or a horse.
It will bite its heel if it crosses its path and cause the beast to rear suddenly and violently, thereby
throwing its rider (cf. 3:15).

The image may allude to the form of guerrilla warfare to which the tribe of Dan was forced to
resort in its struggle for survival against its neighbors during the period of settlement. It could aiso
refer to the fact that Dan, whether in the Shephelah or in its northern relocation, lay alongside
important caravan routes and may have engaged in highway robbery.

horse’s . .. rider The use of the horse for riding, as opposed to draft purposes, first appears
in the fourteenth century B.c.E. (see Comment to 4.7:17), but it was not common. The horse does not
figure among the livestock of the patriarchs. Only around 1000 8.c.E. did mounted cavalry appear on
the battlefields in Syria and Canaan. Since Hebrew rokbev, “rider,” can also be used of a charioteer, as
in Exodus 15:2 and Jeremiah s1:21, the likely reference is to Canaanite chariots, which for a long time
constituted the primary obstacle to Israelite penetration into the lowlands and caused the migration
of the Danites (Josh. 17:18; Judg. 1:19; 4.:3).

A PRAYER (v. 18)

The use of the first person, as in verses 1,3—4,6—7, and 9, leaves no doubt that the worshipper is Jacob.
The formulation corresponds to well-established liturgical patterns.®® The meaning is clear: the
patriarch suddenly calls for divine deliverance. Such a prayer would only originate in a situation of
danger. What, then, is its context here? It might be a personal prayer for the strength to finish the
Testament, at a moment of physical weakness. It might reflect the deep disappointment felt at the fate
of Samson (Judg. 15) if the oracle about Dan really refers to him. This explanation 1s given in Genesis
Rabba ¢8:19f. and 99:12. The prayer could also be invoked by the discouraging experiences of the tribe
of Dan in its struggle for a territorial foothold.

GAD (v. 19)

This tribe had its territory east of the Jordan.3 Its boundaries are defined in the Book of Joshua.
However, for most of its history, Gad was engaged in a series of wars with its neighbors, Ammonites
(Judg. 11), Moabites (Mesha Inscription, lines 10-13), and Arameans (1 Kings 22:3; 2 Kings 10:33). Its
members acquired a reputation as fighting warriors (Deut. 33:20; 1 Chron. 5:18 and 12:8) and,
doubtless, the Testament of Jacob reflects this. No particular historic situation can be pinpointed as
the background to this aphorism.

Gad . .. raided The Hebrew contains a play on the name (see Comment to 30:11); gad is
associated with gedud, “a troop,” and the verb formed from it, yegudenn, “shall be raided.”#®

ASHER (v. 20)

This tribe settled in Western Galilee between the Carmel and Phoenicia (Josh. 19:24~31). The area was
famed for its fertility (cf. Deut. 33:24.) and lay within the Canaanite-Phoenician sphere of political and
commercial activity. Asher did not succeed in capruring the most important cities in its allotted
territory, as noted in Judges 1:31f, and seems to have thrown in its lot with the local city-states from
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which i1t derived its prosperity. The Testament would thus refer to the period of the judges before the
final defeat of the Canaanites in the north under Deborah’s inspiring leadership.

Asher The name, which means “fortune, happiness” (Gen. 30:13), contains a veiled
allusion to the prosperity of the tribe.4!

bread Hebrew lehbem can mean food in general, as in Psalms 136:25.

royal dainties The phrase may cither be figurative, “delicacies fit for a king,” or literal, that
is, Asher serviced the petty Canaanite kingdoms.

NAPHTALI (v. 21)

The territory of this tribe lay in Upper Galilee and ran parallel to the Jordan from the south shore of
the Sea of Galilee to an unspecified line in the north beyond Lake Huleh, with its western boundary
bordering on Asher (Josh. 19:32-39). Little is known of its early history, except that it was forced to
accept a symbiotic relationship with the Canaanites until it felt strong enough to subjugate them
(Judg. 1:33). It played a glorious role in the war of Deborah. The Israelite commander-in-chief came
from Naphtali (Judg. 4:6; 5:18). The aphorism here is obscure both because the language yields many
interpretations and because none can easily be related to the sparse data available about the tribe and
its history.

a hind In Proverbs s:19, Hebrew ’ayyalab 1s a symbol of beauty. In Psalms 18:34 and
Habakkuk 3:19 it typifies fleet-footedness. Naphtali is the only tribe compared to a female animal, but
the significance of the fact is not apparent. The Hebrew consonants can also be read ‘e(y)lah, “a
terebinth,” which is the way the Septruagint took it.

let loose Hebrew shelubah, “unrestrained,” is used of a beast in Exodus 22:4 and Leviticus
16:22. The stem is also used of one sent on a mission, as in Proverbs 17:11 and Obadiah 1, as well as of
the spreading shoots or branches of a tree, as in Isaiah 16:8, Jeremiah 17:8, and Psalms 8o:12.

lovely fawns Hebrew ’imerei shafer, a unique phrase, can be variously translated. The
present rendering is based on a word meaning “lamb” in many Semitic languages. The reference
could then be to Naphtali being quick to pay tribute of sheep to its Canaanite overlords or to the
beauty, openness, and fruitfulness of its tribal territory. Another possibility is to translate “beautiful
words™; that is, a swift runner from Naphtali brings good tidings of victory in Deborah’s war against
the Canaanites. Yet a third interpretation renders “goodly boughs/ crest of a tree.” This compares
the tribe to a terebinth with spreading branches and a lovely crest.#?

JOSEPH (vv. 22-26)

The Testament to Joseph is of extraordinary length, equaled only, and significantly, by that to Judah.
Lavish blessing is showered upon Joseph, the name here standing for Ephraim and Manasseh together
(see below). The language 1s enigmatic and allusive, and the meaning is often uncertain. Echoes of
the Testament are to be found in the Blessing of Moses (Deut. 33:13-16).

There seem to be four themes in the verses directed to Joseph: the attributes of the tribes (v. 22),
an historical allusion (vv. 23f.), divine protection (vv. 24f.), and blessings of prosperity (vv. 25f.). This
is the only Testament that does not commence with the name of the tribe. This stylistic variance may
be intended to draw attention to the special importance of the Joseph tribes.
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22. Joseph The Blessing of Moses similarly uses the name “Joseph” for the two tribes of
Ephraim and Manasseh; but such usage is rare. Otherwise, the name designates the entire northern
kingdom of Israel. The two tribes are known as “the House of Joseph” or “the sons of Joseph.”43

a wild ass . . . A wild ass Literally, “a wild ass is Joseph, A wild ass by a spring”—an
example of anaphora (see Comment to v. 2).

wild ass Hebrew ben porat is probably a word play on “Ephraim,” the more important of
the two Joseph tribes, for a member of the tribe was designated ’efrati Cpres).

The present translation takes ben as signifying a class or quality and porat as a feminine poetic
form of pere’. The parallel clause banot tsa‘adah is understood as the Hebrew equivalent of Arabic
banat sa‘adat, “wild colts.”** This rendering has the virtue of maintaining the pattern of the
figurative use of animal names for the tribes. In this particular case, the “wild ass” allusion (see
Comment to 16:2) may be to the freedom and independence of the Joseph tribes, which occupied an
area that had previously been sparsely populated, as is clearly implied in Joshua 17:14-18.

spring . . . hillside Hebrew ‘ayin, shur may well be word play concealing a reference to the
Ishmaelites who sold Joseph to Egypt, as related in Genesis 37:25,28. “The spring (‘ayin) on the road
to Shur” plays an important role in the birth narrative about Ishmael (16:7), who is also described as
“a wild ass” (16:12). Further, the following two verses here refer to hostile archers, and Ishmael was
indeed “a bowman” (21:20). It is also worth noting that both ‘ayin and shur are terms of “secing,”45
and Hagar, mother of Ishmael, referred to the “God of Seeing,” who reassured her at “the Well of the
Living One Who sees me” (16:13f.).

hillside A poetic extension of the otherwise attested meaning, “wall. 46

23.  Scripture nowhere else records attacks by archers upon Joseph. Unless this refers to
some unreported episode in his life or to attacks on Ephraim and Manasseh by neighboring tribes or
Canaanite armies, the phraseology may be figurative. It could allude to the Ishmaelites (see above), to
the hostility of Joseph’s brothers, or to the slanderous accusations of Potiphar’s wife with their bitter
aftereffects. The figure of slander as an arrow is well attested. 7

24. The Hebrew text is difficult. In the present state of our knowledge, this translation is
the best that can be wrested from it. The idea seems to be that Joseph remained steadfast in the face of
adversity and drew his strength from God, who championed his cause.*®

Mighty One of Jacob Hebrew ’avir ya‘akov, a rare divine title, appearing elsewhere only
four times, always in poetic texts. It corresponds to the Akkadian divine title bel abari, “endowed with
strength,” and 1s to be distinguished from ’abbir, which is used of stallions, bulls, and warriors.4?

Jacob . . . Israel The ambiguity as to whether the patriarch or the people of Israel is
intended is probably deliberate.5° See the Introduction to this chapter.

There Hebrew mi-sham, literally “from there.” The patriarch may have pointed heaven-
ward. The Peshitta reading mi-shem, “by the name of,” reflects the idea that the “Name” of God
expresses the essence of His being from which flows help and saivation.5! Although this reading has
been widely accepted as original, the biblical usage is invariably be-shem.

the Shepberd For the common image of God as a shepherd, see Comment to 48:15.
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25The God of your father who helps you, jjg}m ﬂ’jl;{ bRn 25
And Shaddai who blesses you j‘;'j‘;ﬂ {51 )
With blessings of heaven above, '7i{?_3 fl’f_JTQ nan3
Blessings of the deep that couches below, nnn Nyt oinn o3
Blessings of the breast and womb. Dlj:l} oY N33
26The blessings of your father TIAR N573 26
Surpass the blessings of my ancestors, ihl n‘D‘jZ;J'BQ "ﬁ:.‘.?
To the utmost bounds of the eternal hills. D:ﬂ}) ﬂ?;? ngn=y
May they rest on the head of Joseph, qoP Y17 :]’f:jlm
On the brow of the elect of his brothers. wy 5 MR 'IP'}IQ?W

the Rock of Israel Hebrew ’even, literally “stone,” is nowhere else used as a divine name or
in association with God. The present translation is that of zsur, “rock,” a frequent epithet of God,5?
expressing strength, permanence, and protection. Unlike tsur, ’even does not appear as a component
of proper names. It is possible that “Stone of Isracl” may have been a very ancient title that dis-
appeared early and that might have derived from the traditions about Jacob setting up a stone pillar at
Bethel, as reported in 28:18,22 and 35:14. This suggestion is bolstered by the use of the epithet “God of
.. . your father” on that occasion (28:13) and by the title El Shaddai associated with the revelation
there (35:11; 48:3). All these terms occur here in the Testament of Jacob.

25. The Testament to Joseph now shifts from the miseries of the past to the promise of the
future. Underlying the blessing is the concept of a God who has a personal relationship with the
individual and who, at the same time, is 2 cosmic, universal deity in sovereign control of all the forces
of nature.

The God of your father This title stresses the continuity of the generations, the unbroken
chain of religious tradition that alone makes the dying patriarch’s blessing meaningful and effective.
Hebrew el ’avikha is unique; otherwise, ’elobim is used in this compound. The reason for the
exception is that the composite epithet ’el shaddai is here split up into its components for purposes of
poetic parallelism (cf. Num. 24:4,16).

blessings These consist of rain and dew and abundance of water resources, all of which
symbolize fruitfulness of the soil and the fecundity (= “breast and womb™) of animals and humans.

breast and womb The natural order (¢f. Hos. 9:14) is here reversed for reasons of sound-
harmony (Heb. shamayim-shadayim; tehom-rabam), and there is also an obvious word play between
shaddai and shadayim.

the deep that couches below  On Hebrew tehom, see Comment to 1:1. Here (cf. Deut. 33:13) it
means the subterranean source of waters that rise to the earth’s surface. The language used is
borrowed from a lost myth about a sea monster, another fragment of which i1s Habakkuk 3:10
(literally): “The deep gave forth its voice; it raised its hands on high.” This is another example of the
biblical employment of mythic language purely as a literary convention, emptied of its original
content.

26. According to the present rendering, the patriarch assures Joseph that the blessings he
bestows on him immeasurably exceed what he himself had received from his forebears. This inter-
pretation, however, depends upon a particular understanding of several unique and difficult words
and phrases of uncertain meaning.

Surpass Hebrew gavar ‘al is used elsewhere of the flood waters that “swelled upon” the
earth, as in Genesis 7:19,24; of troops that “prevailed against” an enemy, as in 2 Samuel 11:23; and of
God’s steadfast love being “great in respect of” the recipient, as in Psalms 103:11 and 117:2. Clearly,
this last best fits the context, except that one would expect the object to be Joseph rather than the
other blessings. Perhaps ‘%l should here be taken as “in addition to,” as in Exodus 3s5:22 and
Deuteronomy 22:6.
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my ancestors Hebrew horai is so rendered based on postbiblical usage. However, the stem
h-r-b in the Bible can only mean “to become pregnant” and is, of course, solely used in the feminine.
Seeing that “mountain(s)”—*hill(s)” is a fixed pair of parallel terms in Hebrew poetry, occurring
more than thirty times in that order, Rashbam is undoubtedly correct in connecting boraé here with
har, “mountain.” The Septuagint indeed reads here “ancient mountains,” joining the word to the
following ‘ad. The phrase harere ‘ad, “ancient mountains,” appears in Habakkuk 3:6 in parallel with
give‘ot ‘olam, “cternal hills.” The Blessing of Moses to Joseph in Deuteronomy 33:15 employs the same
imagery, though in variant form: “With the best from the ancient mountains, / And the bounty of
hills immemorial. . . .” Therefore, it is best to render here, “the blessings of the ancient mountains.”

the utmost bounds Hebrew ta’ava(t)h is taken to be connected with a rare verbal form
teta’n (Num. 34:7-8), apparently meaning “to draw a Jine, delineate.”3® But this is itself uncertain (cf.
Num. 34:10). Elsewhere, the noun means “desire” and is best translated here “desirable things,
delights (cf. Gen. 3:6), bounty,” parallel to “blessings.” In light of the above analysis, the text may be
translated: “Mighty are the blessings of your father, / In addition to the blessings of the ancient
mountains, / The bounty of the eternal hills.”

on the bead An example of synecdoche, the head representing the entire person.54
head ... brow Hebrew ro’sh kodkod (lit. “pate™) are a fixed pair of parallel terms in poetry .55

the elect Rather, “leader.” Hebrew nazir may here be “one who wears the nezer,” the
symbol of royal power, as in 2 Samuel 1:10 and 2 Kings 11:12.56 Another tradition takes it in the sense
of “separated,” a transferred use of its usual meaning, “Nazirite,” meaning the one who took vows of
abstinence as detailed in Numbers 6:1~6. This refers to the early relationships between Joseph and his
brothers. Since Hebrew nezer also means “the hair of the head” (Jer. 7:29)—the cutward charac-
teristic of the Nazirite, who is not permitted to cut his hair—a word play with ro’sh and kodkod is
probably intended.

BENJAMIN (v. 27)

The picture of Benjamin drawn here is certainly not the same as the one that emerges from the Joseph
story. Far from being a “ravenous wolf,” he is there the patriarch’s lamblike youngest son whom he is
reluctant to let out of his sight. Clearly, the image in the Testament, which portrays the Benjaminites
as warlike and predatory, is tribal and not individual.

The martial qualities of this small tribe are indeed well attested. The first judge-savior of Israel
from Moabite oppression was Ehud the Benjaminite, mentioned in Judges 3:15, and the army of the
tribe took part in the war of Deborah (Judg. s:14). In a civil war, it is said to have mustered twenty-six
thousand men armed with swords and seven hundred crack slingers and to have fought back savagely
against the combined forces of the other tribes, so Judges 20:15,16,21,25. It provided skilled archers,
men “valiant in battle,” says 1 Chronicles 8:40 and 12:2, and two of David’s heroes came from this
tribe, according to 2 Samuel 23:27,29.

The historic explanation for the militancy of the Benjaminites is grounded in the geographical
situation of its territory. Occupying a narrow strip of land separating the hill country of Judah to the
south from the hill country of Ephraim to the north, it was so strategically located that the important
north-south central highway, as well as a main east-west road leading to Transjordan, passed through
it. As a result, the territory of Benjamin became an arena for wars. It is no accident that Israelite
opposition to Philistine oppression was centered in that tribe (1 Sam. 10:5; 13:3) and thar Saul, first
king of Israel and warrior-liberator, came from Benjamin (1 Sam. 9:1).57

The Testament of Jacob here reflects this general historic situation. It is quite likely that Benja-
minites preyed upon the caravans that passed along the trade routes within their territory, an activity
echoed in the text.

morning . . . evening The two contrasting terms express continual action (cf. Pss. 55:18;
92:3} or describe the wolf as prowling among the sheep at night, snatching its prey and returning to its
lair to share it with its young. In the latter instance, the image would be poetic hyperbole: The loot is
so great that there 1s even enough left to eat the next morning (cf. Zeph. 3:3).58
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27Benjamin is a ravenous wolf;
In the morning he consumes the foe,
And in the evening he divides the spoil.”

28A1] these were the tribes of Israel, twelve in number,
and this is what their father said to them as he bade them
farewell, addressing to each a parting word appropriate to
him.

2°Then he instructed them, saying to them, “I am about
to be gathered to my kin. Bury me with my fathers in the
cave which is in the field of Ephron the Hittite, 3%the cave
which is in the field of Machpelah, facing Mamre, in the
land of Canaan, the field that Abraham bought from
Ephron the Hittite for a burial site—3!there Abraham and
his wife Sarah were buried; there Isaac and his wife Rebekah
were buried; and there I buried Leah—32the field and the
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PROSE EPILOGUE: THE DEATH OF JACOB (vv. 28-33)

These verses recapitulate some of the details mentioned previously.

Al these . . . This is a formula frequently used after lists to emphasize the unifying
element.5®

the tribes of Israel Cf. verse 16. The phrase expresses the consciousness of an overall
national unity and common identity that is “Israel,” even though each tribe is separately treated in
the Testament as an autonomous entity.

twelve in number This is the first biblical reference to the twelve tribes of Israel. The
number is a constant and is maintained in tribal lists either by regarding Joseph as a single tribe when
Levi is included, as here, or, if Levi is excluded, by splitting Joseph into two separate tribes (cf. Num.
1,13,26). The clans of Ishmaelites (Gen. 17:20; 25:16), of Arameans (22:20-24), and of Esau (36:10-13)
likewise numbered twelve, and the duodecimal organization is also known from ancient Greece.

ashe bade . . . favewell Hebrew va-yevarekh and the following derivatives of the same stem
b-r-k are here so understood, as in 47:7,10 (see Comments), rather than in the usual sense of “bless,”
because not all the tribes received blessings.

29. heinstructed The Hebrew stem ts-p-b, “to command” (cf. v. 33), is used in the sense
of laying a charge on someone in preparation for death.%® This usage has given rise to the postbiblical
Hebrew tsavra’ah, “last will and testament.”

gathered to my kin  Sec Comment to 25:8 and 47:30. This is the only instance of the use of
this phrase by the speaker about himself, and the only case in which “kin” appears in the singular
Hebrew form (‘am).

Bury me ... Here Jacob imposes upon all his sons the obligation to bury him in Canaan,
but he does not make them swear to that effect, as he had Joseph (47:29-31), because it was not in their

power to implement his wish. Only Joseph had the necessary ready access to the Egyptian authorities
(s50:4f.).

30. thecave The precise description of the burial site follows that of 23:17-20.

31. Rebekakh ... Leah The death and burial of these matriarchs has not previously been
mentioned.
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cave in it, bought from the Hittites.” 3When Jacob fin-  :N0™3 NRD 137K T30 7797 NP0 32
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33.  he drew bis feet into the bed Presumably, he had been sitting with his feet over the side
of the bed (cf. 48:2,12), but this is hardly a likely posture for one about to breathe his last. The unique
phrase may be a figurative expression for dying. The usual threefold formula (cf. 25:8,17; 35:29)
includes va-yamot, “and he died,” which is here missing; this phrase may be used instead. In fact, “the
drawing in (Heb. va-ye’esof ) of the feet” goes together with pa-ye’asef, “he was gathered. . . .”
Furthermore, the two words tie in with he’asefu, “come together,” in the very first verse of the chapter
to form a literary frame for the entire Testament.

CHAPTER 50

Mourning and Burial — (w.1-14)

1. Joseph flung bimself wpon his father’s face Such a gesture is unique. The usual phrase
for such an emotional embrace is “to fall on the neck,”! but this would be appropriate only when the
parties involved are in an upright position.

and kissed him  For the kiss as a farewell token, see Genesis 31:28, 32:1;and Ruth 1:9,14. It is
not otherwise attested in parting from the dead. But the author of the Book of Jubilees (23:5) similarly
has Isaac kissing the dead Abraham, and it may be that the practice was widespread though
unrecorded.

2. Joseph orders the embalming of his father. He too is to be embalmed at death (v. 26).
Such a practice is never again referred to in the Bible. Itis well known that mummification, with all its
claborate ritual, played a crucial role in the Egyptian religion and was bound up with the cult of Osiris
and conceptions of the afterlife. Survival of death was taken for granted by the Egyptians. Central to
this notion was the belief in the importance of the physical preservation of the body. They took
meticulous care to prevent the putrefaction of the corpse in order to ensure the right of the deceased
to immortality. But the embalming of Jacob and Joseph is without any religious significance. In both
cases the act is a purely practical measure, for Jacob is to be buried far from his place of death, and
Joseph is to be reinterred many years later (v. 25). The text subtly underlines the disconnection of the
embalming procedure from any pagan context by having Joseph entrust the task to “physicians in his
service.” It was not performed by professional mortuary priests.

3. forty days. .. seventy days Itis not clear if the two periods overlap or are consecutive.
Detailed information on the embalming process is lacking for the ancient period, but is available
from the fifth century B.c.E. and from the late Hellenistic period. Herodotus (Histories 2.86) reports
that the body was placed in niter for seventy days. Diodorus of Sicily (Histories 1.91) describes a
thirty-day dressing of the corpse with oils and spices and seventy-two days of public mourning for a
king. Jacob is apparently being accorded royal honors. Jewish exegetes have by and large understood
that forty days were required for embalming, followed by another thirty days of mourning. The time
of mourning would be in accordance with the period of public grief observed for Aaron (Num. 20:29)
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to Pharaoh’s court, saying, “Do me this favor, and lay this
appeal before Pharaoh: 5*‘My father made me swear, saying,
“I am about to dic. Be sure to bury me in the grave which I
made ready for myself in the land of Canaan.” Now, there-
fore, let me go up and bury my father; then I shall return.””
°And Pharaoh said, “Go up and bury your father, as he
made you promise on oath.”

7So Joseph went up to bury his father; and with him went
up all the officials of Pharaoh, the senior members of his
court, and all of Egypt’s dignitaries, $together with all of
Josephs houschold, his brothers, and his father’s house-
hold; only their children, their flocks, and their herds were
left in the region of Goshen. ?Chariots, too, and horsemen
went up with him; it was a very large troop.

1When they came to Goren ha-Atad, which is beyond
the Jordan, they held there a very great and solemn lamen-
tation; and he observed a mourning period of seven days
for his father. ''And when the Canaanite inhabitants of the
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and Moses (Deut. 34:8). Jewish law to the present time requires a thirty-day mourning period after
burial (sheloshim) for close relatives, during which various restrictions are observed.

4. the wailing period That is, the period fixed by convention (cf. Deut. 34:8).

to Pharaok’s court The king is not directly approached by Joseph probably because a
mourner was considered unclean and was not allowed in his presence.?

5. made me swear Sec Comments to 47:29-31 and 49:29-32.

I made ready

Hebrew kariti, from stem k-»-b, may mean either “I dug”? or “I purchased.”

But neither meaning suits a reference to the Cave of Machpelah (v. 13), which had been purchased,.
not dug, by Abraham, not Jacob (chap. 23). In light of this, some moderns have suggested that the
verse reflects another tradition about the site of Jacob’s burial. However, as Malbim points out, a
similar usage of the verb k-7-b in 2 Chronicles 16:14 (cf. 1 Kings 15:24) indicates that the term may

simply mean “to prepare a grave in advance.”

then I shall return The assurance reflects an undercurrent of anxiety (cf. Exod. 1:10), and
hints at something of a deterioration in the situation of the Israelites in Egypt.

7-9.

The funeral procession comprises a vast throng. The elite of the court and govern-

ment participate. The charioteers, not usually depicted in Egyptian tomb paintings of such events, are
most likely present for security reasons, since the burial is to take place beyond the borders of the
land. Women, children, flocks, and herds would not be included in a funeral cortege. The explicit
mention of their exclusion may hint at a thwarted desire on the part of the tribes to return to Canaan.

10-13. The funeral takes place in two stages. The entire cortege first proceeds to a place at
which a great public mourning ceremony is held. Here formal Egyptian participation in the rites is
completed. Then, after a week’s stay, the immediate family continues the journey to the Cave of

Machpelah, where the body 1s privately interred.

10-12. Goren ba-Atad Literally, “the threshing-floor of the bramble.” The site is men-
tioned nowhere clse and cannot be certainly identified. “Beyond the Jordan” can mean either east or
west of the river, depending on the standpoint of the speaker or writer.* Here it refers to Canaan (v.
11), and the place most probably lies along the coastal road (the Via Maris), since this would be the
shortest route for anyone traveling from Egypt to Canaan, as Exodus 13:17 notes. Another name for
the site is Abel-mizraim (v. 11). The first element here most likely means “a stream” and is a
component of several biblical place-names. By a play on words, it is connected with the Hebrew stem
>_y-1, *to mourn.” Why does the procession stop just at this place? Interestingly, the local Canaanites
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land saw the mourning at Goren ha-Atad, they said, “This
is a solemn mourning on the part of the Egyptians.” That is
why it was named Abel-mizraim, which is beyond the
Jordan. 2Thus his sons did for him as he had instructed
them. 3His sons carried him to the land of Canaan, and
buried him in the cave of the field of Machpelah, the field
near Mamre, which Abraham had bought for a burial site
from Ephron the Hittite. 1*After burying his father, Joseph
returned to Egypt, he and his brothers and all who had
gone up with him to bury his father.

15When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead,
they said, “What if joseph sull bears a grudge against us
and pays us back for all the wrong that we did him!” %S0
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are impressed by the Egyptian presence. The name Abel-mizraim suggests that the site had important
Egyptian connections. It may well be Tell el-“‘Ajjul (Beth ‘Eglaim) situated 4.5 miles (7 km.)
southwest of Gaza on the eastern Mediterranean coast alongside the desert road that connected the
Hyksos capital in the Nile Delta with Asia. Excavations have disclosed that the town was an Egyptian
stronghold. Just a little to the south, on the same highway, lies Deir el-Balah, where a large collection
of Egypuian-style anthropoid clay coffins have been found in a Late Bronze Age cemetery. The place
was a burial ground for high-ranking Egyptians serving in Canaan and for Egypuianized Canaanite
rulers and dignitaries. Such an association would explain why the cortege halted at Abel-mizraim for
public homage to Jacob in his own country.

seven days The anuquity of this custom is attested by its presence in the Epic of Gil-
gamesh.¢ In biblical times we find the inhabitants of Jabesh Gilead fasting seven days after the funeral
rites for Saul and his sons (1 Sam. 31:13). Job and his friends similarly observe a seven-day mourning
period (Job 2:13). This is a well-established rule among Jews by the early second century B.c.e. (Ben
Sira 22:12; cf. Jth. 16:24). Strict mourning for seven days (shiv‘ah) following the burial of a close
relative has remained the Jewish practice.

12-14. The focus now shifts back to the brothers. They too fulfilled their father’s last
request (49:29-32) by completing the final segment of the journey to Hebron.

returned Sce Comments to verses 5,7-9.

Joseph and His Brothers: The Finale  (~.15-21)

349

The Joseph story reverts to its opening theme: the complicated relations between the brothers and
Joseph. Earlier the brothers had not sought forgiveness. In fact, they had maintained an unbroken
silence (chap. 45). Yet throughout the seventeen years that elapsed since the day of reconciliation, the
nagging voice of conscience was not stilled. Now that death has removed the commanding presence
of the patriarch, family cohesion falls apart and the brothers anticipate Joseph’s revenge for the
terrible crime they committed against him {cf. 27:471).

15. When Joseph’s brothers saw  That is, when the reality of the situation struck them on
their return to Egypt.

What if Hebrew /u is unparalleled in this sense. It is always used in conditional sentences
(cf. 17:18). It must be assumed that the apodosis, or resolution of the condition, is understood but
unspoken. The idea would be, “If Joseph should harbor a grudge, what would become of us?”

16-17. The brothers send Joseph a message through a third party, rather than risk a
personal confrontation. Apparently, they trifle with the truth in reporting a message from their
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they sent this message to Joseph, “Before his death your
father left this instruction: 7So shall you say to Joseph,
‘Forgive, I urge vou, the offense and guilt of your brothers
who treated you so harshly.” Therefore, please forgive the
offense of the servants of the God of your father.” And
Joseph was in tears as they spoke to him.

8His brothers went to him themselves, flung themselves
before him, and said, “We are prepared to be your slaves.”
“But Joseph said to them, “Have no fear! Am I a substitute
for God? 2°Besides, although you intended me harm, God
mtended it for good, so as to bring about the present
result—the survival of many people. 2'And so, fear not. |
will sustain you and your children.” Thus he reassured
them, speaking kindly to them.

2250 Joseph and his father’s household remained in
Egypt. Joseph lived one hundred and ten years. 2!Joseph
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father, for had Jacob really known the fact of Joseph’s kidnapping and sale into slavery, he would
surcly have made a clear reference to it in his Testament.

God of your father

As Abravanel observes, they do not invoke a claim of brotherliness

since they had forfeited it by their own actions. Hence, they appeal to his respect and love for his
father and to the religion that unites them all. Once again we meet with the biblical idea of the
consciousness of God as the most powerful factor controlling human behavior, stronger than the ties

of kinship.”

18.  When the brothers learn of Joseph’s emotional reaction they feel free to go to him in
person. There is here an echo of the opening scene of the Joseph narrative. The boyhood dreams of
lordship over his kin (27:7-10) have long been fulfilled, but the reality is now distasteful to him for his
character is being called into question (cf. 42:6,9; 44:14,16). He had earlier tested his brothers; now
they challenge him, even though they are wholly in his power. Will the base human desire for revenge

triumph over nobility of character?

19-20. Have no fear!

Their anxiety is allayed at once. Joseph has no interest in seeking

revenge because the very idea offends his personal theology. Man dares not usurp the prerogative of
God to whom alone belongs the right of punitive vindication (cf. Lev. 19:18). Moreover, human
actions and their consequences are far more profound than human intentions. God may use man’s
evil purposes as the instrument for ultimate good, beyond the knowledge, desire, or realization of the
human agents involved (cf. Gen. 44:5~7). What may seem to be a chance succession of disparate
incidents is in reality a process, so that what has happened and what is unfolding take on meaning
when viewed from the perspective of God’s time (cf. Prov. 16:9; 19:21; 20:24).

21. I will sustain you This reassurance is puzzling since the famine is long over. Again
there is a hint of a deterioration in the Israelite situation (cf. vv. 5,8).

22, Joscph is singularly blessed with respect to age and progeny. One hundred and ten
years were regarded as the ideal life span in ancient Egypt. In Israel it seems to have been 120 years (cf.
Gen. 6:3), attained only by Moses (Deut. 31:2; 34:7).

23. It is not clear whether the great-grandchildren (= “children of the third generation,”
cf. Exod. 20:5; Num. 14:18) are Ephraim’s or Joseph’s (“through Ephraim™). If the former, Ephraim’s
line would have begotten one more generation than Manasseh’s in the same period of time. This
would be in fulfillment of the blessing of Genesis 48:19. If the latter, then Joseph would have seen
only the grandchildren of both his sons before dying. He would thus have lived to see at least the
fourth gencration. This is a sign of special favor, such as Job enjoys as a reward for his piety (Job
42:16). A seventh-century B.C.E. Aramaic funerary inscription from Syria airs the notion that living to
see “children of the fourth generation” is the reward of righteousness.®
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childven of Machir Machir was the most important of the clans of Manasseh and, at one
time, was identified with the tribe as a whole. The Machirites captured and occupied the Trans-
jordanian regions of Gilead and Bashan.? Machir’s first-born is given as Gilead in 1 Chronicles 7:14, a2
name without doubt derived from the association of the clan with the area.

Likewise born upon Joseph’s knees  This idiom, as explained in the Comments to 30:3 and
48:12, usually implies legitimation of progeny. Here the parallel phrase “Joseph lived to see . . .”
suggests that a figurative use of the idiom is intended. However, one cannot entirely rule out the
possibility that behind the narrative lies a tradition about the formal incorporation of the clans of
Machir into the House of Joseph.

24. I am about to die Compare 48:21. Joseph’s last words would seem to imply that he
died before his brothers, even though, with the exception of Benjamin, they were all his seniors. This
is hardly likely. Clearly, “brothers™ here is loosely used since in the next verse it is the “children of
Israel” who are put under oath. We have here another example of the biblical tendency to treat the
tribe or people as a corporate personality (cf. 46:3f.).

God will surely take notice of you On the Hebrew stem p-k-d, see Comment to 21:1. This
reassuring profession of faith, made fifty-four years after Jacob’s death, betrays a serious deterioration
in the situation of the Isracelites in Egypt in the intervening pertod. The repetition of the statement in
verse 25 underscores its seminal importance. The measure of its impact is its use as the rallying cry
when Moses first appears as the national savior (Exod. 3:16).

Abrabam . .. Isaac . .. Jacob This clustering of the three patriarchs for the first time sets
the pattern for all such subsequent citations in the Torah, which are invariably in a context of the
divine promises of national territory for the people of Israel,!® the unifying theme of all the patri-
archal narratives.

25. Why Joseph does not request immediate interment in the land of his fathers is not
explained; no doubt, he knows that present conditions are unfavorable. The oath he extracts was
indeed carried out at the time of the Exodus, as Exodus 13:19 reports. No request for any specific
burial place is made, and he is finally laid to rest in a plot of land that Jacob had once bought in
Shechem (Josh. 24:32; cf. Gen. 33:19).

26. acoffin The use of a coffin is characteristically Egyptian and is never again mentioned
in biblical litcrature. In striking contrast to the honors accorded Jacob, no ritual or mourning is
recorded. The atmosphere, heavy with the anticipation of enslavement, is filled with foreboding.

The formative period in Israel’s history 1s now over. The divine promise of nationhood has been
fulfilled. The great national drama of the slavery and the Exodus is about to unfold. Yet the Book of
Genesis closes with an assurance of redemption. The people of Israel will possess the land pledged to
them by God in His oaths to the patriarchs.





