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JOSEPH, THE MASTER OF DREAMS
I. INTRODUCTION

F

rom the time Jacob settled in Canaan to the end of Genesis, the
central theme of the biblical narrative is the transformation of
God’s relationship with the Jews. Instead of a relationship with an
individual Patriarch, God’s relationship is with the nation of Israel, initially Jacob’s sons, and ultimately the entire people that descend from them.
The focus of the narrative is who shall lead them: will it be Reuben—the
first born of all the sons—or Joseph—the first born of the favorite wife
Rachel—or someone else? As this essay demonstrates, Jacob initially
assumed that Joseph would be the leader. Reuben repeatedly attempted
to assert himself as the leader, but was ineffective. Surprisingly, the correct
answer is “someone else”—Judah emerges as the son his father ultimately
designates as the ruler of his brothers in his final blessings to his children.
Joseph’s dreams are the first key to understanding the narrative
since they focus on the leadership of the people of Israel. Joseph’s
brothers initially misinterpreted the dreams, assuming that Joseph
would rule autocratically over his family. This misinterpretation led to
tragedy because it impelled Joseph’s brothers to depose him from the
leadership role assigned by his father. Joseph’s re-encounter with his
half brothers in Egypt triggered Joseph’s new understanding of the
dreams: they are about his responsibility to care for his brothers and the
people of Israel (a very different kind of leadership), not about Joseph’s
self-aggrandizement.
The second key to understanding the narrative is Joseph’s view of
his brothers after he was sold into slavery. After his exile, Joseph concluded that his father died of grief and his brothers exiled or killed
Benjamin. Thus, Joseph’s behavior once he re-encountered his half
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brothers in Egypt was governed by two opposing views of them. Given
what they had done to him and what he believed they had done to his
father and brother, they were untrustworthy and he had no responsibility for them at all. His new understanding of his dreams suggested a
diametrically opposite view: that he was responsible not only for them,
but for the entire people of Israel.
These opposing views explain Joseph’s behavior. He needed to see
Benjamin with his own eyes to establish that Benjamin was alive so that
he could be sure that the eleven stars in the second dream represented
all of his brothers. He needed to establish—by framing Benjamin—that
his half brothers were willing to subordinate themselves to their father’s
preference for the sons of Rachel. Then, as suggested by the second
dream, he could reveal himself and take responsibility for all the sons of
Israel, knowing that they would now accept his leadership (the celestial
bodies bow to acknowledge his care of them). After Jacob’s death,
Joseph’s brothers continued to misinterpret his dreams, assuming that
Joseph would punish them and rule them autocratically. Joseph reassured them by reiterating the underlying significance of his dreams: it
was God’s will that Joseph care for the people of Israel.
II. JACOB’S CHOICE
After Jacob settled in Canaan, God appeared to him and promised him
that kings would descend directly from him. 1 The narrative then
describes the kings that ruled Esau’s descendants before a king ruled
Israel (Genesis 36:31–39). Jacob therefore selected Joseph as the leader
of his sons.2 Jacob’s special treatment of Joseph3 and Joseph’s tales
about his brothers4 led them to hate him and influenced their interpretation of his first dream. The dream unfolds in three short scenes: He
and his brothers are binding sheaves. His sheaf separates and rises up.
His brothers’ sheaves gather around it and bow to it.5 The brothers
interpreted the dream in the light of Joseph’s imposed leadership: “Will
you be a king over us? Will you rule us without our consent?”6
Even Jacob became concerned when Joseph claimed that the sun,
moon, and eleven stars bowed to him in his second dream (Genesis
37:9). Jacob scolded his son: “What dream is this that you have
dreamed?” (Genesis 37:10), i.e., “What kind of nonsense is this?”
Jacob rejected the obvious interpretation: if the sun corresponds to
Jacob, the eleven stars to his brothers, and the moon to Joseph’s
mother Rachel, how can Rachel, who has died (Genesis 35:19), bow
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to Joseph? The dream appears to be about Joseph’s desire for power
and to be worshipped, not about Joseph’s relationship to God, the
focus of the Patriarchs’ dreams. Nevertheless, Jacob committed the
dream to memory (Genesis 37:11) because Joseph had received divine
communication.
Joseph’s dreams indicated that he himself might be a Patriarch,
excluding the other brothers, thereby making them jealous (Genesis
37:11). They determined to depose him, but disagreed whether he
should be killed, allowed to die of exposure,7 or sold into slavery and
permanently exiled.8 The loss of Joseph plunged Jacob into mourning
that he claimed would be fatal (Genesis 37:35). How could the son
who had received divine communication be taken from him?
III. JOSEPH AS INTERPRETER OF DREAMS
Joseph’s own dreams had not yet been realized, but Joseph continued to
ascribe both dreams and their interpretations to God. When confronted
in prison by the distraught royal cupbearer and royal baker whose
dreams appeared to defy interpretation, Joseph said, “Interpretations
belong to God” (Genesis 40:8). When Pharaoh asked Joseph to interpret his disturbing dreams because Joseph had a reputation for doing
this well, he protested, “Not I! God will answer for the wellbeing of
Pharaoh” (Genesis 41:16). He sees dreams as messages from God that
can guide human action, not portents of fate that cannot be changed.
Thus, after interpreting Pharaoh’s dreams, Joseph proposed the creation
of a food czar who will save the surplus of the years of plenty to mitigate
the years of famine (Genesis 41:33–36).
Joseph’s methodology was to find the underlying significance of a
dream, which clarifies its apparently absurd details and suggests its
implications for the dreamer. The underlying significance of the dreams
of the two prisoners was different: does the dreamer succeed or fail in
accomplishing his assigned task? In their dreams, the cupbearer succeeded in giving Pharaoh wine (Genesis 40:11), whereas the baker failed to
give Pharaoh bread (the food was eaten by the birds; Genesis 40:17). In
contrast, Joseph recognized that the underlying significance of
Pharaoh’s dreams was the same: seven excellent objects are entirely
obliterated by seven extremely sickly objects. Joseph therefore emphasized their similarities: “Pharaoh’s dreams are identical” (Genesis 41:25,
26). They were doubled because God has revealed His immediate
intentions (Genesis 41:32).
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Based on Joseph’s methodology, a dream interpretation should (1)
suggest an underlying significance that is more abstract than surface
details, (2) explain surface details, especially absurd ones, by the underlying significance, (3) be comprehensible and relevant to the dreamer,
and (4) suggest events that will happen to the dreamer or actions that
should be undertaken by the dreamer. For example, cows do not eat
cows, nor do sheaves of wheat eat sheaves of wheat; but years of famine
can obliterate years of plenty.
IV. JOSEPH IN POWER
Joseph knew how entwined his soul was with Jacob’s soul and may have
wondered why his father never attempted to find him. He concluded
that Jacob died of grief.9 Without his father’s protection, the ten halfbrothers exiled or killed Rachel’s other son Benjamin, just as they nearly
killed and finally exiled him. Joseph never contacted his father after he
was elevated to power because he believed that he was an orphan. When
he named his first son, Manasseh, Joseph thanked God for helping him
to forget “all of (his) troubles and all of (his) father’s house,” because he
and his estranged ten half brothers were no longer a family.10
V. JOSEPH IS REMINDED OF HIS DREAMS
Once the famine began, Joseph took personal responsibility for distributing food (Genesis 42:6) to ensure that the process was completely
free of corruption,11 so he saw his brothers as they came to Egypt.
Joseph’s brothers bowed to him (Genesis 42:6) and he immediately
recognized them (Genesis 42:7) and assumed that they recognized him.
Joseph’s initial response was dominated by his anger at what his brothers did to him, his father, and Benjamin. He estranged himself totally
from them (Genesis 42:7) and spoke harshly, demanding to know their
country of origin. As he expected, they answered “from Canaan”
(Genesis 42:7), identifying themselves as foreigners. Joseph knew the
xenophobia of the Egyptians; they refused to eat with the grand vizier
who has saved them from famine because he is a Hebrew (Genesis
43:32). Joseph could claim that he must feed Egyptians before feeding
foreigners and send his brothers away with nothing, condemning them
to starvation. He would be meting out a just punishment.12
Joseph suddenly realized that he recognized his brothers, but they
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had not recognized him.13 They did not bow to Joseph, but to an
Egyptian official who could feed them. Joseph was reminded of his
dreams (Genesis 42:9). He suddenly understood that the dreams were
not about his power over his brothers; they were about his responsibility to care for his brothers. The dreams were for them.14
Joseph’s first dream had just come true. His brothers bowed to him
in their quest for food (thus, they were represented as sheaves of wheat
in the dream), which only he could provide (which is why his sheaf was
central). Moreover, his identity was concealed from them (which is why
the sheaves bow to a sheaf, since the brothers see him as a source of
food, not as Joseph). 15 Shifting the underlying significance from
Joseph’s power over his brothers to Joseph’s responsibility to feed his
brothers as an Egyptian official in charge of food accounts for the
absurd image of sheaves bowing to a sheaf.
Joseph now realized that the second dream must be re-interpreted.
The sun corresponds to his father as progenitor of the people, the
moon to all of the matriarchs (not just his mother Rachel), and the
eleven stars correspond to the eleven tribes that will descend from his
brothers. The second dream implies that he must take responsibility for
the entire people of Israel, who will recognize and acknowledge his care
for them, which is why they bow to him and why his identity is not
concealed in the second dream.16 Thus, the absurd surface image of
celestial bodies bowing to a human being is explained by the new
underlying significance.
Although Joseph grasped the new interpretations, he had difficulty
accepting them.17 If Benjamin was exiled or killed by his ten half brothers, could there possibly be eleven stars? Must he care for the brothers
who exiled him? Would they accept his leadership after having rejected
him earlier? Since the identity of the eleven stars was concealed, Joseph
could not be certain that his new interpretation was correct. Moreover,
given his belief that the ten half brothers may have caused the death of
his father and brother, he did not trust anything they said.
VI. JOSEPH CHALLENGES HIS BROTHERS
Joseph gained control over his brothers by accusing them of spying to
find out the land’s weaknesses (Genesis 42:9). No Egyptian courtier
would oppose his imprisoning foreigners who were a danger to national
security. His brothers protest that they are honest men who are not
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spies (Genesis 42:10-11). Since they have only responded to the first
accusation, he repeats the second accusation: they are looking for the
land’s weaknesses (Genesis 42:12). To emphasize their lack of interest
in Egypt, the brothers explain that they are a family of twelve, their
father and youngest brother are in Canaan, and one son is gone
(Genesis 42:13). They have added new details: that they are a family of
twelve (even though only ten are there), one brother is at home (for no
clear reason) and one brother is gone (an even more suspicious detail).
Joseph does not believe them, and to the courtiers it appears that they
have changed their story, so Joseph formally passes judgment on them,
proclaiming that they are certainly spies. To test their words, one brother must bring him their youngest brother, while the rest stay in prison.18
Joseph will be able to see if Benjamin is still alive.
Three days elapsed, and the brothers did not comply (Genesis
42:17–18). Instead of becoming angrier, Joseph realized that the
brothers refused to be separated, a sign of solidarity. He softens his
tone, tells them that he fears God and does not want them to starve,
uses their own language to suggest that they may be honest men, and
modifies his plan: one brother will remain in prison while the rest can
return to feed their families.19 The brothers comply with his new plan.20
As Joseph was about to send his brothers back to Canaan, the
brothers regretted that they saw Joseph’s anguish and ignored his pleas,
realizing that this must be the source of their troubles (Genesis 42:2122). Without direct evidence that Benjamin and his father are alive,
Joseph is still unsure that he is responsible for these brothers, or
whether they would accept his leadership. He turns away to hide his
tears (Genesis 42:24), concealing his identity. He imprisons Simon
(Genesis 42:24) to ensure that the two brothers who had violently rescued their abducted sister (Genesis 34:25-26) would not violently rescue the brother kept hostage. The brothers’ solidarity and their expression of regret change Joseph’s views of his ten half brothers. He
instructs his retainers to fill the brothers’ sacks with food and to return
their money.21 His brothers and father are frightened when they find
their money in their sacks (Genesis 42:27–28, 35). Joseph’s household
retainer reassured the brothers once they return to Egypt that the
money was a present to them from their God and their father’s God
(Genesis 43:23; these phrases clearly were said by his master). Joseph is
signaling to his brothers that they will have food from him at no cost;
i.e., he will care for them.
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VII. A LEADER EMERGES
The leadership of the brothers is resolved as they argued with their
father about the demand to bring Benjamin to Egypt. Reuben attempts
to assert leadership. He offers to have his two sons killed if he does not
bring Benjamin back (Genesis 42:37). Jacob rejects this offer (Genesis
42:38); how will killing Reuben’s two sons bring back Benjamin and
Joseph? Judah then asserts himself as a leader. If nothing is done, everyone will die, including Benjamin and his father (Genesis 43:8). Judah
then says, “I myself will serve as a surety for him; you may request him
from my hand. If I do not bring him back and present him to you, I
will have sinned to you for all time” (Genesis 43:9). Judah puts his own
life on the line, moving beyond pragmatism to heroic self-sacrifice.22
Jacob allows Benjamin to travel to Egypt, and Judah now leads his
brothers.
VIII. JOSEPH’S SELF-SACRIFICE AND BENJAMIN’S TRIAL
When Joseph saw his brothers with Benjamin (Genesis 43:16), he knew
that the eleven stars in his second dream could correspond to his eleven
brothers and that his ten half brothers told him the truth about
Benjamin. He acknowledged that his father might be alive by inquiring
politely about the health of their elderly father (Genesis 43:27–28), but
he was not convinced.23
Joseph still did not know how his ten half brothers would respond
to his leadership. To understand their response to Jacob’s preference for
Rachel’s children, he isolated Benjamin by framing him for theft.
Because of his experience with Potiphar’s wife, Joseph knew how it felt
to be innocent, framed, and publicly humiliated (Genesis 39:12-18;
40:15). He must sacrifice his feelings and impose pain on his beloved
younger brother to understand how to act on his second dream. Thus,
he is overcome with pity for Benjamin.24 Joseph signals his hopes for
reconciliation by seating his brothers in age order and being merry with
them (Genesis 43:33–34).
The response of the brothers to the incontrovertible evidence that
Benjamin is a thief demonstrated how they have changed. They instantaneously and in unity tear their clothes as a sign of mourning and go
back with Benjamin to stand before Joseph (Genesis 44:13). Judah
speaks for the brothers: “God has found out the sins of your servants”
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(Genesis 44:16). The ten half brothers are technically innocent, but
they recognized that God has revealed their guilt in exiling Joseph.
Judah has pledged himself as a surety for Benjamin’s return and cannot
leave Benjamin behind. He proposes that all of the brothers become
Joseph’s servants (Genesis 44:16). It is not enough for Joseph that all
share Benjamin’s fate; the half brothers must acknowledge Benjamin’s
unique status because of Jacob’s special relationship to Benjamin.
Joseph rejects Judah’s proposal on the grounds that it is unjust to treat
the innocent and guilty alike. Only Benjamin will be his servant; the
others may return in peace to their father (Genesis 44:17).
IX. JUDAH’S SELF-SACRIFICE
How could Judah convince the Egyptian official to enslave an innocent
man and let a convicted thief go free? Judah rises to the challenge magnificently. Judah claims that the vizier asked them many personal questions, and demanded that they bring down their youngest brother.25
Judah portrays the love that Jacob feels for Benjamin, and argues that if
Benjamin does not return to Jacob, Jacob will die of grief, for their souls
are entwined with one another (Genesis 44:22, 29, 30–31). Overtly,
Judah focuses on arousing compassion for his elderly father. Covertly,
Judah compares himself to the Egyptian vizier. You wanted to see
Benjamin on a whim and may not care about its lethal consequences.
But I cannot bear the possibility of seeing my father killed by grief. How
can the Egyptian vizier ignore either the overt appeal to his compassion
or the covert reproof to his insensitivity? From Judah’s speech, Joseph
now understood why his father never sought for him (Jacob thought
Joseph was dead), and why Benjamin’s presence in Egypt did not imply
that Jacob was dead (Judah served as surety for Benjamin).
Joseph remained silent throughout Judah’s long speech26 because
he wanted to know what Judah would do, not just what he would say.
Judah proposes to become Joseph’s servant so that Benjamin can return
to his father (Genesis 44:33). Judah will sacrifice his freedom because of
the special relationship between Jacob and Rachel’s son, the argument
that Judah should have made years ago to keep Joseph from being sold
into slavery. Judah is also publicly admitting a painful reality: Jacob will
be saddened by the loss of one of his other sons, but he will be killed by
grief if he loses his favorite son, Benjamin. Judah, as spokesman for the
ten half brothers, demonstrates that they will subordinate themselves to
their father’s choices.
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Judah’s proposal convinced Joseph that Jacob is alive, because otherwise Judah would not offer to be his servant. Judah has also shown
that if Joseph reappeared, the ten half brothers would respect their
father’s choices and allow Joseph to lead them. Joseph must take
responsibility for the people of Israel. Joseph is overwhelmed and sends
ever yone else away. 27 Through his sobs, he cries out in Hebrew
(Genesis 45:3): “I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?”28
X. JOSEPH INTERPRETS HIS DREAMS
FOR HIS BROTHERS
Joseph reassured his brothers by interpreting his first dream, which
described the process by which he came to care for them (Genesis
45:4–8). They sold him into slavery so that God could provide them
with food (his sheaf separated from their sheaves). Although there are
five more years of famine, God has sent Joseph before them to ensure
that his brothers, as individuals, will survive and flourish (their sheaves—
ability to feed themselves—are subordinated to his). For this reason,
God has elevated him as ruler over the land of Egypt (their sheaves
bowed to his, in acknowledgment of his ability to care for them).
Joseph asked his brothers to quickly go up to his father and repeat
to him verbatim the interpretation of Joseph’s second dream, the only
one he told his father (Genesis 45:9–11). He begins with a formal
injunction (“Thus says your son Joseph”), and then says “God has
made me master of all Egypt” (the second dream opens with Joseph in
a central position of power). “Come to me immediately, settle in the
land of Goshen and be near to me, you, your sons, their children, the
sheep, cattle, and all that is yours” (the whole house of Israel, represented
by celestial bodies, must come to Egypt). “I will feed you there, for
there are five more years of famine, lest you and your household and all
your possessions be destroyed” (the celestial bodies will bow to
acknowledge Joseph’s care of them, for his identity will be clear to
them). The dream is not about Joseph’s power; rather, it signals God’s
will that Joseph care for the entire people of Israel (and thus the dreams
become similar to those of the Patriarchs).
Joseph did not mention that he was interpreting his dreams when
he revealed himself to his brothers so as not to offend or anger them;
he needed their complete cooperation. However, the language that
Joseph used as he revealed himself parallels the language he used as he
interpreted Pharaoh’s dreams: these events have come from God, and
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they reflect God’s will.29 Since the narrative provides no other record of
God communicating with Joseph, Joseph’s certainty that he understands God’s will must come from his new dream interpretations.
XI. THE INTERPRETATION OF THE SECOND DREAM
CONVINCES JACOB
When Joseph’s brothers told Jacob that Joseph was alive and ruling all
of Egypt, Jacob did not believe them (Genesis 45:26). However, when
they repeated Joseph’s exact words and Jacob saw the evidence of
Joseph’s wealth and power, Jacob finally believed them.30 Thus, the correct interpretation of Joseph’s second dream, the only dream that
Joseph told Jacob, and the dream that Jacob preserved in memory, was
the “password” that convinced Jacob that the message was truly from
his son Joseph, represented the divine will, and meant that Jacob
should uproot the entire family from the land that God had promised
to him and his descendants. Only after Jacob had decided to go to
Egypt did God ratify Jacob’s decision (Genesis 46:2–4).
XII. FULFILLING THE SECOND DREAM
Once the house of Israel came to Egypt, Joseph ensured their longterm safety and sustenance. By telling Pharaoh (as Joseph instructed
them) that they were shepherds, his brothers ensured that the family
would be sent to the land of Goshen, which could best sustain them
and their flocks during the famine (Genesis 47:1–6) as Joseph promised
(Genesis 45:10). Joseph also ensured that Pharaoh could protect the
people of Israel by consolidating Pharaoh’s power.31 Thus, during his
lifetime, Joseph protected and sustained his entire family.
XIII. BLESSINGS OF THE LEADERS
Shortly before his death, Jacob assigned Joseph an extra portion in the
land of Israel, thus giving him the rights of primogeniture (Genesis
48:5, 22).32 However, Jacob did not designate Joseph as the leader, as
he did years earlier. Indeed, when Jacob repeats to Joseph the blessings
that God gave him at Beth El, Jacob omits the promise that kings will
descend directly from him.33 Joseph has become a ruler in Egypt, but
not a king in the land of Canaan.34

14

Chiel.QX 11/24/05 11:19 PM Page 15

Hillel J. Chiel
Jacob divided the blessing of his father Isaac between his two sons,
Joseph and Judah. Isaac blessed Jacob with the bounty of heaven and
earth and with dominance over his brother (Genesis 27:28–29). Jacob
blesses Joseph with the bounty of heaven and of earth (Genesis
49:25–26), and blesses Judah by telling him that neither the scepter nor
the ruler’s staff will depart from him (Genesis 49:8–10), i.e., his descendants will rule Israel. Thus, Jacob acknowledged Joseph’s ability to sustain his people, while recognizing that Judah’s self-sacrifice and decisiveness will allow Judah’s descendants to rule over Israel.
XIV. A CLASH OF INTERPRETATIONS
After Jacob’s death, the brothers viewed Joseph’s behavior through
their original interpretation of his dreams. They expected that Joseph
would revenge himself and rule them autocratically now that their
father no longer restrains him.35 Joseph cries because they have misunderstood both his true nature and God’s will (Genesis 50:17, 19). He
repeats his very different interpretation of the underlying significance of
both dreams: it was God’s will to transform their evil intent to good,
and thus give him the power to sustain and care for the entire nation.
The dreams are not about Joseph’s power over his brothers,36 but his
responsibility to nurture and sustain them (Genesis 50:20–21). He succeeds in reassuring them (Genesis 50:21).
XV. JOSEPH, THE MASTER OF DREAMS
The transformation of God’s relationship with single Patriarchs to a
relationship with an entire people created great strains among the children of Israel. Joseph was the only son who received divine communication about the new form of the people of Israel, and he and his
brothers initially misinterpreted his role. The shift in Joseph’s understanding of his dreams reflects his own shift from the immaturity of
youth to the generosity of a mature man who has been granted extraordinary power. Joseph is a model for leadership of the people of Israel: a
true leader is not focused primarily on himself, but on others, fulfilling
the responsibility that God has given to him.
Joseph serves as an exemplar of the relationship between the people
of Israel and God. God never addresses Joseph directly, nor does God
appear explicitly in any dream that Joseph experiences or interprets.
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Nevertheless, by recognizing God’s role in history, by interpreting
dreams and current events, and by focusing on the nation, Joseph is an
active partner with God in improving the world.
Joseph’s brothers mocked him by calling him “the master of
dreams” (Genesis 37:19). Joseph’s actions transform this mocking title
to a title of honor. By discovering the underlying significance of
dreams, Joseph shows how to relate their absurd surface details to their
deeper meaning. By his advice to Pharaoh in response to Pharaoh’s
dreams and his actions towards his brothers once he truly understands
his own dreams, he demonstrates that dreams are not only a source of
knowledge of the divine will, but also impose a responsibility to guide
one’s actions by this knowledge. Finally, by mastering himself, by overcoming his natural feelings of anger when he re-encountered his brothers, and by struggling to determine whether his new interpretation of
his dreams could be correct so that his actions could be guided by
God’s will, Joseph comes to understand that he will bring his dreams to
fruition by focusing on the needs of others. He thereby earns for himself the title of honor, “the master of dreams.”
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NOTES
1. Genesis 35:11: u-melakhim me-halatsekha yetse’u (kings will come from
your loins). In contrast, Abraham is promised that kings will descend from
him (mimkha), but not as his direct descendants (Genesis 17:6). When
Solomon dedicates the Temple, he uses the phrase “from your loins” to
refer to God’s promise that David’s direct descendant would build the
Temple (1 Kings 8:19; II Chronicles 6:9).
2. Genesis 37:2: haya ro’eh et ehav ba-tson ve-hu na’ar—His brothers super-
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vised the sheep, and Joseph supervised his brothers, even though he was
the youngest and least experienced. Compare Seforno.
3. Genesis 37:3: ketonet passim—The phrase describes royal clothing (II
Samuel 13:18).
4. Genesis 37:2: dibbatam ra’a—Compare Numbers 14:37; it is clear that the
phrase refers to slanderous tales. Compare the Malbim on these verses.
5. Genesis 37:7. The repeated phrase ve-hinei separates each scene.
6. Genesis 37:8: The force of the word melokh is kingship, which may involve
the consent of the governed (see Deuteronomy 17:14–15), whereas the
force of the word meshol is domination without consent (e.g., Genesis 4:7,
ve-ata timshol bo—you shall rule over [the evil inclination]); compare also
Genesis 3:16, ve-hu yimshol bakh, which does not imply mutual consent).
See Ibn Ezra.
7. Genesis 37:22. This is Reuben’s first, ineffective attempt to assert leadership over his brothers.
8. Genesis 37:26-27. Judah opts for pragmatic compromise rather than true
leadership.
9. Jacob claims that he will die of grief after Joseph disappears (Genesis
37:35). Later, Judah argues that if Jacob is deprived of Benjamin, Jacob
will die of grief (Genesis 44:22, 29, 30–31).
10. Genesis 41:51. If Joseph thought his father had conspired with his brothers to exclude him from the family, he should have said ve-et avi u-beto
(compare Exodus 1:1, ish u-beto). If Joseph still believed that Benjamin was
with his brothers, he should have said ve-et bet avi, and not used the inclusive phrase kol. Only if his father was dead and his brother exiled or dead
would it make sense for him to say ve-et kol bet avi. Compare R. Yoel BinNun, “Division and Unity: Why did Joseph Not Send a Message to His
Father?” [in Hebrew], Megadim 1 (1986), pp. 20-31 (see especially p.
28). An English précis of Rav Bin-Nun’s essay is available at www.vbmtorah.org/parsha.61/11vayiga.htm (accessed October 2005).
11. See R. Samson Rafael Hirsch on Genesis 41:56 and 42:6.
12. Reuben asserts that their treatment of Joseph should lead to punishment
(Genesis 42:22), and the brothers assume that Joseph will take revenge
once their father dies (Genesis 50:15).
13. Genesis 42:8. Why does verse 8 interrupt Joseph’s interrogation of his
brothers and repeat verse 7? This interpretation suggests that verse 8
describes Joseph’s dawning realization that his brothers do not recognize
him. Their failure to recognize him as Joseph suggested to him a new interpretation of his dreams. Compare the analysis of R. Mordechai Breuer:
“Joseph’s Reunion with his Brothers” in Pirkei Bereshit (Alon Shevut:
Tevunot Press, 1998), pp. 663-673.
14. Genesis 42:9: va-yizkor Yosef et ha-halomot asher halam lahem… The verse
could have said va-yizkor Yosef et halomotav (and Joseph remembered his
dreams). What is the significance of the extra phrase? Targum Onkelos
translates lahem as lahon (for them). Yonatan ben Uziel translates it as
aleyhom (about them), which is the translation that is followed by Rashi
(Genesis 42:9). Parallel texts support the translation of lahem as “for
them” (e.g., Genesis 11:29). The apparently superfluous phrase should be

17

Chiel.QX 11/24/05 11:19 PM Page 18

TRADITION
translated “. . . and Joseph remembered the dreams that he had dreamed
for them,” i.e., he now realized that the dreams were for them, for his
brothers, not for him. On this verse, Rashi comments that both dreams had
come true, because the brothers bowed to Joseph. Ramban comments that
neither dream had come true, because all the brothers had not yet bowed
to Joseph, and this justified his demand that Benjamin be brought to him.
In “The Ramban’s Additions to his Commentary on the Torah,” R.
Kalman Kahana transcribes a different explanation found in manuscripts:
Joseph realized that the first dream had come true when his brothers
bowed to him because Benjamin was not included in the first dream.
Joseph therefore accused them of spying to induce them to bring
Benjamin to Egypt so that all eleven brothers would bow to him, corresponding to the eleven stars in his second dream (Ha-Ma’ayan 1 [1969],
p. 41). I thank Dr. Yosef Ofer for drawing this citation to my attention.
15. After this essay was completed, Rabbi Daniel Wolf drew my attention to a
recently published essay by R. Elhanan Samet, “The Interpretations of
Joseph’s Dreams,” in Iyyunim be-Parashot ha-Shavu’a ([Jerusalem:
Ma’aliyot Press, 2002], pp. 105-113), which argues that Joseph recognized
that his dreams were about the dependence of his brothers on him, and provides a similar interpretation of Joseph’s first dream. Rav Samet’s interpretation of Joseph’s second dream differs, and he does not explore the implications of the new dream interpretations for the narrative. An English précis
of the essay can be found at http://www.vbm-torah.org/parsha.60/
09vayesh.htm (accessed October 2005).
16. The people of Israel are compared to stars (for example, Genesis 15:5;
22:17). Bowing can indicate thanks rather than servitude. When the
Hittites and Efron offer Abraham a burial place for Sarah, Abraham
acknowledges their offer by bowing to them (Genesis 23:7, 12).
17. If Joseph accepted the new dream interpretations and believed his brothers, then when they told him that Benjamin was in Canaan with their
father Jacob (Genesis 42:13), he should have revealed himself.
18. Genesis 42:14–16. The formal tone is clear: Joseph swears by the life of
Pharaoh at the beginning and end of his statements. He twice emphasizes
that the words of the brothers must be tested (be-zot tibahanu; ve-yibahanu divreikhem) and doubts there is any truth to what they say (ha-emet
itkhem). He publicly and formally proclaims his private view that they are
completely untrustworthy.
19. Genesis 42:18–20. Joseph is now willing to assume that they are honest
men (im kenim atem—compare Genesis 42:11) whose words need to be
verified (ve-ye’amnu divreikhem).
20. Genesis 42:20: . . . va-ya’asu ken. This contrasts with their silence in
response to his first proposal.
21. Genesis 42:25. Joseph’s household retainers must have found it confusing
that men accused of espionage were now given back their money.
22. Tamar’s demand for a surety (eravon; Genesis 38:17) that ultimately saved
her life (Genesis 38:25-26) may have influenced Judah’s decision to
become his brother’s surety (eravon) at this moment of crisis.
23. If Jacob cared for Benjamin as he cared for Joseph, he was unlikely to have
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let Benjamin come down to Egypt; thus, Benjamin’s presence in Egypt
could mean that Jacob was no longer alive.
24. Genesis 43:30: “for he felt pity for his brother” Joseph pities his brother in
anticipation of what he must do to him. It has been suggested that Joseph
was inducing his brothers to repent by re-enacting his drama with
Benjamin in Joseph’s place. Is Joseph justified in subjecting his ten brothers to the temptation of sinning again, in imposing pain on his father, and
in publicly humiliating his innocent younger brother? However, Joseph’s
behavior could be justified if Joseph was not sure that his father was alive
and still needed to know whether his brothers would accept his leadership
so that he could act on his second dream, which represented God’s will.
Compare Or ha-Hayyim, Keli Yakar on Genesis 42:7–9; see also R.
Ya’akov Medan, “Where the Repentant Stand (Joseph and his Brothers)”
[in Hebrew], Megadim 2 (1986), 54-78. An English précis of the essay is
available at http://www.vbm-torah.org/parsha.61/12vayechi.htm
(accessed October 2005).
25. Genesis 44:19–21. In the narrative, Joseph is careful not to directly ask the
brothers anything. As they defend themselves against Joseph’s accusation
that they are spies, the brothers reveal that their youngest brother is home
with his father (Genesis 42:13), and they later repeat this to their father
(Genesis 42:32). After their food runs out and their father accuses them of
having told the grand vizier too much (Genesis 43:6), they claim he asked
them persistent questions about their family (Genesis 43:7), which may be
how they now remember their interaction with him. Thus, Judah may
truly believe this version of events.
26. If the crucial part of Judah’s speech is the revelation that Jacob believes that
Joseph was eaten by a wild beast, and thus was never part of a conspiracy to
exclude Joseph from the family, Joseph finds this out in verse 28, five verses
before he interrupts Judah. It is puzzling that Joseph would allow Judah to
continue speaking once he knew this. Discovering that the ten half brothers
also deceived his father should make him angrier with them and increase his
desire to revenge himself on them after his father’s death, a desire he clearly
does not feel. Compare R. Yoel Bin Nun’s explanation, op. cit.
27. Genesis 45:1: “Joseph could no longer control himself before all his attendants . . . so there was no one else about when Joseph made himself
known to his brothers.” This implies that he dismissed the translator
(Genesis 42:23). Since his brothers did not speak the Egyptian language,
Joseph must have spoken to them in Hebrew, convincing them that he was
their brother Joseph.
28. It is hard to understand why Joseph would ask if his father was still alive,
unless he had not been sure until this moment. The brothers had told him,
at their first encounter in Egypt, that their father was alive (Genesis 42:13).
On their return to Egypt, Joseph greeted his brothers by asking them
about their elderly father. The brothers assured Joseph that their father was
well (Genesis 43:27-28). Before Judah’s speech, Joseph told his brothers
to return to their father in peace (Genesis 44:17). Only after Judah offered
to be Joseph’s servant did Joseph know with certainty that his father must
be alive; this clearly implies that Joseph had thought otherwise previously.
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29. Compare Genesis 41:25, 28, 32 and Genesis 45:5, 7, 8–9.
30. Genesis 45:27: va-yedabru elav et kol divrei Yosef asher dibber aleyhem. The
verse could have said va-yedabru elav et divrei Yosef… (and they told him
Joseph’s words . . .). By adding “kol” and the phrase “asher dibber aleyhem,” the verse stresses that the brothers conveyed Joseph’s exact wording.
It should be translated, “And they told him all the words that Joseph
instructed them to say. . . .” This interpretation avoids another difficulty: if
the brothers had repeated all of Joseph’s words, they would have revealed
that they sold Joseph into slavery (Genesis 45:4). Jacob does not reprove
them because they repeated only those words that Joseph told them to say
to Jacob (Genesis 45: 9–11). Compare Rashbam on Genesis 37:11 and
Genesis 45:27.
31. During the years of famine, the Egyptians sold their livestock, their lands,
and their bodies to Pharaoh for food (Genesis 47:16–25). Joseph re-settled
people at the borders and throughout the country, weakening local power
centers (Genesis 47:21), and imposed a 20% tax paid to Pharaoh—exempting only the priests and their lands (Genesis 47:26)—providing Pharaoh
with steady revenue even after the famine. An irony of Joseph’s rule is that
he set up the conditions for the oppression of his own people. When the
Pharaoh that has forgotten Joseph instructs the Egyptians to enslave and
oppress the people of Israel (Exodus 1:8–14), he has the power to enforce
his will due to Joseph’s reforms. On his deathbed, Joseph recognizes that
their stay in Egypt is temporary, and tells his brothers that God will
redeem them. He insists on an oath that his bones be taken from Egypt
(Genesis 50:24–25).
32. See Deuteronomy 21:15–17. Jacob acknowledged Reuben as his first born
when he blessed Reuben, but immediately explains why Reuben is unfit to
be the leader of his brothers (Genesis 49:3-4).
33. Parallel phrases in the two key verses (Genesis 35:11–12, Genesis 48:4): (1)
“Be fertile and increase; A nation and an assembly of nations shall descend
from you” corresponds to “I will make you fertile and numerous, making of
you an assembly of peoples;” (2) “The land that I assigned to Abraham and
Isaac I assign to you; and to your offspring to come will I assign the land”
corresponds to “. . . and I will assign this land to your offspring to come for
an everlasting possession.” The phrase “Kings shall issue from your loins” in
Genesis 35:11 has no corresponding phrase in Genesis 48:4.
34. The original promise was that “kings” would descend directly from Jacob.
This could be a dynastic line from one son, but Jacob may now realize that
all his sons will be leaders (i.e., “kings”) of their tribes, and this is consistent
with the new interpretation that Joseph has given him of the second dream.
35. His brothers fear that Joseph will revenge himself on them (Genesis
50:15), and they send him a message, ostensibly from Jacob, asking Joseph
to forgive them (Genesis 50:16-17). They prostrate themselves before
Joseph, offering to be his servants (Genesis 50:18), fulfilling their interpretation of his dreams.
36. Joseph says to them, “Do not fear; can I take the place of God?” (Genesis
50:19). He emphasizes that only God is truly in control of their destiny,
that they should not worship him by bowing to him—and thus decisively
rejects their interpretation of his dreams.
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