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Sefer Beraishit describes a number of confrontations between key Jewish 
personalities and the political leaders of the various countries in which they 
reside.1[1] The manner in which these interactions are described by the Bible not 
only reflect particular aspects of these individuals’ characters and attitudes,2[2] as 
well as fascinating social and royal protocols of the Biblical period,3[3] but also, 
according to at least some commentators,4[4] serve as an objective reference guide 
for what to either do or not do when one finds him/herself in a similar situation at 
any point in history. This latter view assumes that in addition to idiosyncratic 
personality traits, and specific historical national practices and entitlements, there 

                                                             
1[1] a) Avraham and Pharoah (Beraishit 12:10-20); 
b) Avraham and MalkiTzedek (14:18-20); 
c) Avraham and Melech Sodom (14:17, 21-24); 
d) Avraham and Avimelech (20:1-18; 21:22-32); 
e) Yitzchak and Avimelech (26:1-33); 
f) Yaakov and Chamor (34:6-31); 
g) Yosef and Pharoah (41:14-45; 44:16-20; 46:31-47:10; 50:4-6); 
h) the brothers and Yosef, whom they think is an Egyptian potentate (42:1-44:34); 
i) Yaakov and Pharoah (47:7-10). 
2[2] a) Avraham’s lying about his being married to Sara out of fear of being killed; Pharoah’s offering A. 
and S. a monetary settlement for his complicity in trying to claim her for his wife; P. exiling A. and S. from 
Egypt rather than offering them hospitality. 
b) MalkiTzedek presenting A. with food and drink as well as conferring upon him a blessing; A. 
reciprocating by giving M. 1/10 of the spoils of war. 
c) Melech Sodom solely concerned about dividing the spoils of war; A. refusing to be associated with him 
in any manner. 
d) Several parallels to a), but with the following differences: a strong protestation of innocence on the 
part of Avimelech, his allowing A. and S. to remain in Gerar, and his entering with A. into a non-
aggression pact for future generations. 
e) Avimelech is on his guard and does not trust Yitzchak and Rivka’s representation that they are no more 
than brother and sister; a surreptitious attempt by means of his servants to interfere with Yitzchak’s 
ability to obtain water; and yet another non-aggression pact, this time between Yitzchak and Avimelech. 
f) Chamor proposes a merging between the peoples of Shechem and Yaakov’s family; Yaakov and his 
sons propose a hard bargain whereby the males of Shechem would first have to undergo circumcision, 
with the intention that this should serve as a “deal-breaker”.  
g) Yosef’s careful deference to his master, some of which is discussed in this essay. 
i) Pharoah inquires as to Yaakov’s age; Yaakov blesses Pharoah. 
3[3] a) and d) [perhaps f) as well] The right to take an attractive woman as a wife for the king; 
b) Presenting food and drink as a sign of respect for another;  
d) and e) The ritual of entering into a non-aggression pact. 
e) Spying on private citizens and sojourners; quasi-official vandalizing of property in an attempt to 
influence an individual to relocate;  
g) How someone who has won the king’s favor is rewarded in terms of status and appearance. 
h) The ability of a ruler to incarcerate anyone he wishes for as long as he wishes; his capacity to both 
accuse as well as even frame individuals for crimes that they did not commit. 
4[4] E.g.Midrash Lekach Tov (cited in R. Menachem Kasher’s Tora Shleima, on Beraishit 32:4, #19, pp. 
1258-9) 

“To Eisav, his brother”—would you otherwise have thought (had the modification “his brother” 
been omitted) that Eisav was unrelated to him? But it is to emphasize that even though Eisav 
was his brother, he nevertheless sent messengers to him. All the more so regarding someone 
who has a conflict with a non-Jew that he should not incite him. Said R. Yochanan: Anyone who 
wishes to appease a king or a ruler, but does not know their ways or their protocols, let 
him place this Parsha (the beginning of Parshat VaYishlach in which is described the encounter 
between Yaakov and Eisav) before him, and he can learn from it rituals, appeasements and 
concessions. 



are psychological verities contained in these Biblical stories that are instructive 
whenever it becomes necessary to “speak to power”.5[5]   
 
Yosef, in particular, because rather than being a mere sojourner or commoner, as in 
the cases of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, he is made into an intrinsic part of the 
country’s government once he is appointed by Pharoah to the second highest ruling 
position in Egypt, can be seen to tread both carefully and lightly in his dealings with 
the Egyptian supreme ruler. On the one hand, Yosef does not wish to incur the king’s 
displeasure, which could easily result in dismissal and even execution.6[6] Pharoah 
explicitly warns Yosef in 41:40 that he is to keep in mind that he is no more than the 
king’s assistant, and that all true authority flowed from Pharoah himself. But at the 
same time, Yosef is clearly determined to not only boldly fulfill his mandate to do 
what is in Egypt’s best interests so that its populace can survive the years of intense 
famine that have been prophesied,7[7] but also to protect both physically and 
spiritually his extended family from the threats that a prolonged stay in Egypt 
obviously poses.8[8] Whereas Parshat Miketz focuses upon Yosef’s rise to power by 
his forthrightly interpreting Pharoah’s dreams (41:1-32) and his brilliant presentation 
of a manner by which to prepare for the years of future hardship (41:33-36), 
Parshat VaYigash describes the delicate and subtle manner in which Yosef 
convinces Pharoah to agree to a plan that assures that Yaakov together with his 
children and grandchildren, will be protected from the types of stresses and 
pressures to which Yosef found himself subjected since arriving in Egypt.9[9],10[10]  
 
Yosef’s challenges with regard to the problem of “dual loyalty”, i.e., the competing 
and sometimes antithetical interests11[11] of the Egyptian people in general, and 
those of his family in particular,12[12] begin when he decides to end his charade, 
                                                             
5[5] For a complete essay with respect to the manner in which Avraham deals with royalty, see 
www.kmsynagogue.org/VaYera.html. 
6[6] Amply illustrated by what happens to the Royal Butler and Baker in 40:1 ff.. 
7[7] For an essay exploring the implications of Yosef’s plan for saving Egypt from the impending famine, 
see www.kmsynagogue.org/VaYigash.html  
8[8] For an essay that explores more extensively the rationales for the Jews to live in Goshen rather than 
in Egypt proper, see www.kmsynagogue.org/VaYigash1.html. 
9[9] Yosef experiences included: a) being reduced in status to that of a servant/slave; b) being the object 
of unwanted sexual advances on the part of his master’s wife; c) sentenced to spending time in prison; d) 
in order to be a member of the Egyptian court, taking on the name and general appearance of an 
Egyptian; e) to live among the Egyptians and raise his children in such an environment; and f) trying to 
conceal his true identity from the general Egyptian population. 
10[10] Should it be claimed that the protection that Yosef offered his family delayed the onset of the 
fulfillment of the “Brit Bein HaBetarim” in Beraishit 15:13 that called for the Jews being afflicted and 
enslaved by the people of a strange land, it could be countered that their enslavement could not take 
place as long as any of Yosef’s generation were still alive. How would Yosef be able to rule if his family 
was enslaved? Consequently, why not protect the people from assimilation for the time being? 
Furthermore, if the assimilatory process would have begun immediately after their arrival in Egypt, 
perhaps Jewish identity would have been reduced to such a state that their redemption as a distinct 
people would have proved impossible. See VaYikra Rabba 32:5, quoted in 
www.kmsynagogue.org/Miketz1.html which attests to the need for minimum standards of cultural, not 
necessarily religious, identity in order for the Jews to qualify for redemption from Egypt. 
11[11] e.g. with respect to efficient food distribution, just as Yosef concentrates everyone around the 
storage cities in 47:21 and organizes them in a food growing effort in 47:23-4, shouldn’t the same have 
been done with his own extended family, rather than sending them off to Goshen where food production 
and distribution would have to be conducted separately and therefore less efficiently? 
12[12] Particularly in light of what he tells the brothers with regard to HaShem Being behind all that 
transpired (44:5-8), and his own recognition that the dreams of his youth were coming to fruition (42:9), 
Yosef has to have some sense that his important position in Egypt is a means to the end of advancing 
HaShem’s Master Plan for the Jewish people. It is interesting to speculate how Yosef approached such a 
realization in his own mind—was his saving Egypt in general nothing more than the means to the end of 



and disclose to his siblings his true identity. Despite the fact that Yosef banishes 
everyone from his presence just before telling his brothers that he is their long-lost 
sibling (Beraishit 45:1), word reaches Pharoah almost immediately concerning what 
has taken place. 
 

Beraishit 45:2,16-18 
And his (Yosef’s) voice rose in crying, and Egypt heard, and it was 
heard in the house of Pharoah… 
And the report was heard in Pharoah’s palace, stating, “Yosef’s 
brothers have come.” And it was good in the eyes of Pharoah and 
in the eyes of his servants.  
And Pharoah said to Yosef: Say to your brothers, “Do the following. 
Load up your animals, and travel to the land of Canaan. 
And take your father and your families and come to me, and I will 
give you the best of the land of Egypt, and partake in the fat of 
the land!” 
 

While it could be asserted that Pharoah and his servants are acting purely 
benevolently and generously,13[13] personally happy that lonely and isolated Yosef, 
who has turned out to be so vital to the survival of their kingdom, has finally been 
reunited with his family, not all commentators attribute to the Egyptian rulership 
purely altruistic intentions with respect to their warm invitation.14[14],15[15] 

 
NeTzIV on Beraishit 45:16 
It is unclear why they (the Egyptians) would rejoice simply because of 
the arrival of Yosef’s brothers. It would seem that he (Pharoah) 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
saving his family, or did he consider his work on behalf of the Egyptian people at least as important as 
what he achieved on behalf of his relatives. 
13[13] R. Hirsch interprets the reaction of the Egyptian ruling class as evidence of the “Kiddush HaShem” 
(the sanctification of God’s Name) that Yosef had achieved by the integrity by which Yosef conducted 
himself and carried out his policies: 

That the servants of Pharoah were pleased with Yosef’s joy, and the news, that now, by having 
his family with him again, he would remain permanently in the country is a proof of the high 
reputation for morality and honesty that Yosef had attained, so that even in the circles of state 
service, no jealousy had arisen. 

14[14] Additional hypotheses that account for why the arrival of Yosef’s brothers was being embraced 
include:  
 RaMBaN, Rabbeinu Bachaye—it had been embarrassing for the Egyptians to be ruled by an 

individual about whose personal life they knew virtually nothing. Perhaps he was a criminal or a 
shyster and all that he had revealed about himself had been fictitious. Therefore, now that he can 
finally demonstrate that he truly does come from a distinguished family in Canaan, the Egyptians 
from Pharoah on down can more readily accept the role to which he has been appointed. 
Sephorno—as long as Yosef lived alone in Egypt, the people could not be sure that he would 
necessarily would do what would be best for them. However, now that he had to worry about his 
own family as well, they would have more confidence in the prudence and seriousness of his 
decisions. (This view echoes R. Hirsch’s comment included in the essay on Parshat Miketz 
[www.kmsynagogue.org/Miketz1.html] explaining why Pharoah thought that it was important 
that Yosef be married.) 

These two interpretations have in common the assumption that the arrival of Yosef’s brothers justified and 
legitimized Yosef’s authority. NeTzIV’s perspective stresses how Pharoah was interested in incorporating 
the rest of Yosef’s family into the Egyptian government as he had done with Yosef. 
15[15] NeTzIV’s understanding of Pharoah’s intentions is very much in keeping with the following well-
known comment of ChaZaL: 

Avot 2:3 
(Rabban Gamliel, son of R. Yehuda HaNasi said:) Beware of the governmental authorities, for 
they do not bring someone close to them for purposes other than their own benefit. They very 
much appear like dear friends while they are deriving benefit. But when the individual is beset by 
difficulties, they do not support him. 



decided that without a doubt, they (the brothers) must be more or less 
like Yosef with regard to their wisdom, and that they would help the 
country to be even more successful, just as Yosef had done.  
 

NeTzIV assumes that had Pharoah only wanted to make the Jews comfortable 
without any benefit to himself, he could have simply agreed to continually send food 
back to Canaan for the duration of the lean years, along the lines of what had been 
done following the first two visits of the brothers in 42:19 ff. and 45:23 ff. By virtue 
of Pharoah not offering to do this, NeTzIV understands that a modicum of self-
interest in terms of putting as many members of Yaakov’s family as possible to work 
in the king’s service is implied by Pharoah’s proposal, and this intent on the part of 
the Egyptian ruler is probably not lost upon the watchful and astute Yosef. 

 
NeTzIV on 45:18 
…Pharoah wished that the Jews should come under his dominion, and 
that they settle in Egypt. However, he could not force them to do this 
since they were not citizens of his country (and therefore not subject to 
his rule). But what he could do was refuse to send food to 
Canaan. This would necessitate their coming to Egypt for at least as 
long as the famine continued… 
“And I will settle them in my service in the choicest area of the land 
of Egypt.” 
 

NeTzIV further speculates that government or military service on behalf of Pharoah 
would probably mean that the Jews would end up being inordinately exposed to 
Egyptian culture and values, thereby threatening their unique identity as the 
descendents of Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov. 

 
Ibid. on 46:31 
…Once they have all come with their families, along with their cattle 
and sheep, it is possible that Pharoah will decide that they (didn’t just 
come to visit Yosef, but rather) were prepared to serve Pharoah in 
some capacity, and therefore he would most likely settle them in a 
location where they could best serve the government (the 
Egyptian capital, center of Egyptian culture and religious worship?)…Yosef 
would not be able to directly request that his family be allowed to live 
in Goshen, since his official role required him to think of the welfare of 
the country. And who knows what Pharoah originally thought with 
respect to how to use Yosef’s brothers. Perhaps he intended to 
scatter them in different parts of the country in order to best 
serve Egypt’s interests. Consequently Yosef tells his family’s story 
(with regard to what has happened to this point [46:31-32; 47:1]), 
without making a specific request. 
 

Although Yosef seems to have successfully retained his own Jewish distinctiveness, 
despite the temptations and alien ideologies to which he has been subjected during 
his 22 year exile in Egypt, he also recognizes how easy it would have been to 
succumb to temptation and ambition, and he therefore cannot be sure that his 
siblings and their families will be able to successfully meet such a severe challenge, 
particularly if they are made to dwell in the middle of mainstream Egyptian society, 
or even more problematically, if they were separated and sent individually to 
different corners of the vast geographical area that comprised Egypt . Not only does 
Yosef decide to engineer a way for his family to be isolated from most of these 



temptations, but a careful reading of the Biblical verses indicates that Yosef 
manipulates Pharoah into thinking that the plan to locate Yaakov’s family in Goshen 
was invented by Pharoah himself, rather than initiated by his second-in-command. 
 
By combining the Biblical record of Yosef’s initial conversations with his brothers 
(46:31-34) together with the verses describing how the plan was actually carried out 
(47:1-6), we come to appreciate Yosef’s deftness. 
 

Beraishit 46:31-34 
And Yosef said to his brothers and the household of his father: I will go 
up and I will tell Pharoah and I will say, “My brothers and the 
household of my father that reside in the land of Canaan have come to 
me.  
And the men are shepherds of sheep because they have been men of 
herds,16[16] and their sheep and their cattle and everything that 
belongs to them they have brought.” 
And it will be when you meet Pharoah, and he will say, “What is your 
occupation?” (i.e., “What have you done”, as well as “What might you like to 
do?”) 
And you will say, “Your servants have been men of herds, from our 
youth until this day, both we and our fathers.” (Saying this [continues 
Yosef] is) in order that you will get to dwell in the land of Goshen, 
because all shepherds of sheep are an abomination of Egypt.  

 
Once Yosef explains his strategy to his brothers, the Bible describes how the plan is 
actually carried out: 
 

Beraishit 47:1-6 
And Yosef came and told Pharoah and he said: My father and my 
brothers and their sheep and their cattle and everything that they 
possess have come from the land of Canaan, and behold they are in 
the land of Goshen.  
 

(In 46:31-32, Yosef did not say to his brothers that he would explicitly 
mention the land of Goshen to Pharoah, as he does here in 47:1. Yet 
neither does Yosef at this point explicitly ask permission for his family 
to continue to dwell there; rather he simply states as a fact that when 
they first arrived, they set up their camp in Goshen. It is up to 
Pharoah to say one way or the other whether they will be able to 
remain in Goshen. Consequently, Yosef plants the idea in Pharoah’s 
mind that Goshen might be desirable to his family, and Pharoah in turn 
makes the location official in 47:6.) 
 

And he took some of his brothers, five men, and presented them to 
Pharoah.  

                                                             
16[16] Considering the previous information that the Bible supplies describing the brothers activities, such 
as 37:12 and 38:12, combined with what Yaakov did while employed by Lavan, and how their father 
became wealthy by declaring as his wages speckled, spotted and brown sheep and goats, there is no 
reason to think that Yosef’s telling his brothers to declare themselves shepherds before Pharoah, was a 
misrepresentation. However, just as Yosef had demonstrated that he was capable of complex managerial 
responsibilities in Potiphar’s home, in prison and finally as Viceroy of Egypt, any number of his brothers 
probably had the potential to do the same. We get a sense of the diversity of talents to be found among 
his offspring in the blessings that Yaakov gives his sons before he dies in 49:1-27. Therefore Yosef wanted 
to thoroughly convince Pharoah that this is all that anyone in his family had ever done and expected to do 
going forward. 



 
(When he discusses the plan originally with his brothers in 
46:31-34, Yosef gives no indication that he would pick 
representatives from the group to meet with Pharoah. While he 
may have decided to take only some of his siblings to Pharoah 
for purely logistical reasons—perhaps it would be too awkward 
to have a large entourage to meet with the king—
commentators assume that Yosef’s action, like virtually 
everything else he does once he arrives in Egypt, is strategic. 
The commentaries agree that the appearance of the brothers 
that Yosef presented was additionally designed to dissuade 
Pharaoh from recruiting them into his service.  
 

RaShI on 47:2 
Some of the weaker men among them, those who did 
not look powerful. For should Pharoah view them as 
powerful, he might draft them for military 
service…17[17]  

 
Nevertheless, according to RaMBaN, Yosef wishes his family to 
make a favorable impression upon Pharoah, if not physically, 
then at least materially. RaMBaN on 46:32 draws attention to 
the description of the brothers as “men of herds”, suggesting 
that they were not the shepherds of flocks belonging to others, 
which would imply that they were of lowly social and economic 
status, but rather that they owned herds and took care of their 
own property. This would most probably serve as a basis for 
respect on the part of Pharoah, even if the religious differences 
between them caused all Egyptians to view herding and 
owning sheep as a detestable livelihood. From Pharoah’s 
request in 47:6 (“…And if you know any able men among 
them, make them rulers over my cattle”, we see that Pharoah 
also owned herds. Klee Yakar surmises that because of their 
worship of these domesticated animals, the manner in which 
the Egyptians treated their herds was different from Jewish 
practice, and for this reason, Pharoah ultimately agrees that 
the Jews should reside in Goshen.  
 

Klee Yakar on 46:32 
…Although Pharoah also possessed sheep and cattle 
and shepherds to take care of them, nevertheless 
Egyptian shepherds showed deference to sheep 
because of the sheep deity that they worshipped. This 
extra care manifested itself in the Egyptians, in 
contrast to other peoples, allowing their sheep to graze 
in especially good pastures, and that they would never 
beat the animals with sticks. Consequently all normal, 
typical shepherding of sheep was an abomination for 
the Egyptians.)  

                                                             
17[17] RaShI quotes two traditions regarding which of his brothers Yosef actually introduced to Pharoah. 
Beraishit Rabba claims that the weaker brothers were the following: Reuven, Shimon, Levi, Yissachar and 
Binyamin. This conclusion is based upon whose names Moshe doubles in his blessings to the tribes at the 
end of Devarim. Assuming that Moshe would repeat the names of the stronger individuals, it was those 
whose names were not repeated that became Yosef’s representatives. Bava Kama 92a, on the other hand, 
posits that the names that are doubled are specifically the weaker tribes because they need the most 
Divine Intervention. Consequently, the brothers who accompanied Yosef were Gad (33:20); Naftali 
(33:25); Dan (33:22); Zevulun (33:18); and Asher (33:24). Although Yehuda’s name is also doubled 
(Devarim 33:7), the Talmud offers an alternative explanation other than Yehuda’s weakness for this 
particular superfluity. 



  
And Pharoah said to his brothers: What is your occupation? And they 
said to Pharoah: Your servants are shepherds, both we and also our 
fathers.  
 

(Although Yosef, according to RaMBaN, wished to put the 
brothers in a good light materially before Pharoah, NeTzIV 
states that they themselves were ready to declare themselves 
simple shepherds, in order not to unduly aggrandize 
themselves in the presence of the King.)  
 

And they said to Pharoah: To sojourn in your land we have come, for 
your servants have no pasture for their flocks,  
 

(In the event that Pharoah was concerned that perhaps the 
Jews had come in order to obtain the Egyptian’s possessions, 
the brothers assure him that they are only coming temporarily, 
and only in order to find grazing land for their animals. Their 
explicit intention to return to Canaan as soon as possible 
further puts a crimp in Pharoah’s plan to recruit them for 
government jobs, as suggested by NeTzIV.) 
 

for the famine is severe in the land of Canaan. Now therefore, we ask 
you, let your servants dwell in the land of Goshen. 
 

(We will stay out of your way. You’ll never notice our 
presence.) 
 

And Pharoah spoke to Yosef, saying: Your father and your brothers 
have come to you.  
 

(In contrast to coming to serve me, they are only here 
because they wished to see Yosef and be helped in their time 
of need.) 
 

The land of Egypt is before you. In the best of the land cause your 
father and your brothers to dwell, in the land of Goshen. And if you 
know any able men among them, make them rulers over my cattle.  
 

(But certainly not my sheep!!!) 
 

We see from the skillful manner by which Yosef handled this potentially explosive 
situation, that he was endowed not only with managerial skills enabling him to save 
an entire country from severe famine, but also with extraordinary ability to obtain a 
desired result by avoiding conflicts and hurtful slights. Comparing Yosef’s early 
history in Parshat VaYeishev where he appears to be completely self-absorbed and 
indifferent to what he says, to whom he says it and what the possible consequences 
may prove to be, in Parshat VaYigash, the Tora optimistically supplies us with the 
example of a person who has obviously learned how to win hearts and minds and 
achieve what he deeply believes to be the best course for all concerned.  
 
Shabbat Shalom, and may we all be inspired not only by Yosef’s success, but the 
manner in which he was able to achieve it through peaceful and productive 
negotiation.  



 
 

 


