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Baruch atah, Adonai Eloheinu, Melech haolam, asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav

v’tzivanu laasok b’divrei Torah.

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of all, who hallows us with 

mitzvot, commanding us to engage with words of Torah.



Plaut
If we look at Jacob’s testament as a picture of the Israelites at the time of the Judges, as 
biblical scholars are generally wont to do, we recognize twelve tribes as different from each 
others as twelve sons could be… It is obvious that the tribes are still in a state of ferment, and 
it is equally remarkable that they seemingly have little cohesion… 
We would not do justice to the poem, however, were we to examine it only as a 
characterization of the twelve tribes at a certain point in later history.

Adele Berlin
Parashat Vayechi serves as a transition between the stories in Genesis about the patriarchs 
and Joseph, and the narrative in Exodus of the Egyptian slavery and exodus.  It is both a 
conclusion and a foreshadowing.

Pinchas Peli
[Jacob’s speech] was meant to help his children find their proper identity.  Such a criticism of 
them would help them find their way towards the future, in which they were destined to 
assume the roles as heads of the tribes of Israel.

.



Genesis 49:1-7
1 And Jacob called his sons and said, “Come together that I may tell you what is to befall you in days 
to come. 
2 Assemble and hearken, O sons of Jacob; Hearken to Israel your father: 

3 Reuben, you are my first-born, My might and first fruit of my vigor, Exceeding in rank and 
exceeding in honor. 
4 Unstable as water, you shall excel no longer; For when you mounted your father’s bed, You 
brought disgrace—my couch he mounted! 

5 Simeon and Levi are a pair; Their weapons are tools of lawlessness. 
6 Let not my person be included in their council, Let not my being be counted in their assembly. For 
when angry they slay men, And when pleased they maim oxen. 
7 Cursed be their anger so fierce, And their wrath so relentless. I will divide them in Jacob, scatter 
them in Israel. 



Genesis 35:22
Now, while Israel was residing in that area, Reuben went and lay with his father’s concubine 
Bilhah, and Israel heard of it.

Genesis 34:25
On the third day, when they were in pain, the two sons of Jacob, Simeon and Levi, Dinah’s 
brothers, each took his sword; they went undisturbed into the city and killed every male.

Hizkuni
Cursed be their anger, for it was fierce…This was not a curse, but a blessing.  Let it be God’s 
will that they will not succeed with their anger, so that they will not learn to be wrathful.

Akedat Yitzhak
Anger in extremes is detrimental, but in moderation, can be useful. Jacob had the same idea 
in mind. It was advisable that the qualities of anger and passion that had been concentrated 
in Simeon and Levi should be dispersed among all the tribes of Israel. All of them would share 
some of it. A little spread everywhere would prove useful, but if concentrated in one place, 
would be dangerous.



Genesis 49:8-15
8 You, O Judah, your brothers shall praise (Y’hudah, atah yoducha achecha); Your hand shall be on 
the nape of your foes; Your father’s sons shall bow low to you. 
9 Judah is a lion’s whelp; On prey, my son, have you grown. He crouches, lies down like a lion, Like 
the king of beasts—who dare rouse him? 
10 The scepter shall not depart from Judah, Nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet; So that 
tribute shall come to him And the homage of peoples be his. 
11 He tethers his ass to a vine, His ass’s foal to a choice vine; He washes his garment in wine, His 
robe in blood of grapes. 
12 His eyes are darker than wine; His teeth are whiter than milk. 

13 Zebulun shall dwell by the seashore; He shall be a haven for ships, And his flank shall rest on 
Sidon. 

14 Issachar is a strong-boned ass, Crouching among the sheepfolds. 
15 When he saw how good was security, And how pleasant was the country, He bent his shoulder to 
the burden, And became a toiling serf. 



Plaut
Tethers… Judah is to have such abundance that he can even afford to wash his clothes in 
wine… and to tie his ass to a vine – ordinarily not done because the animal would consume it.

Plaut
Became a toiling serf… A castigation of the tribe. At the time of the judges it had apparently
traded freedom for comfort and was subjected by the Canaanites.

Plaut
Jacob’s has not been a happy life, and he cannot but reflect on his deep disappointments over
his three oldest sons. Yet now, as death nears, a brighter future rises before his inner eye. 
This future is tied to Judah and Joseph, and these two he addresses directly (the others, with 
the exception of the first-born Reuben, are only spoken about),



Genesis 49:16-21

16 Dan shall govern his people (Dan yadin amo), As one of the tribes of Israel. 
17 Dan shall be a serpent by the road, A viper by the path, That bites the horse’s heels So that his 
rider is thrown backward. 
18 I wait for Your deliverance, O LORD! 

19 Gad shall be raided by raiders (Gad g’dud y’gudenu), But he shall raid at their heels. (v’hu yagud
akev)

20 Asher’s bread shall be rich, And he shall yield royal dainties. 

21 Naphtali is a hind let loose, Which yields lovely fawns. 



Rashi
Dan shall judge his people – avenge his people of the Philistines…as one of the tribes of 
Israel – all the tribes of Israel, all Israel will be united with him and he will judge them all 
– this message he prophesied concerning Samson. 
So that his rider falls backward whom it did not touch. A parallel is to be found in 
Samson when he grasped hold of the pillars and those on the roof died. 
For Thy salvation do I wait O Lord – he prophesied that the Philistines would pluck out 
his eyes and that he was destined to say: O Lord God remember me and strengthen me, 
only this once O God…



Genesis 49:22-27

22 Joseph is a wild ass, A wild ass by a spring —Wild colts on a hillside. 
23 Archers bitterly assailed him; They shot at him and harried him. 
24 Yet his bow stayed taut, And his arms were made firm By the hands of the Mighty One of Jacob—
There, the Shepherd, the Rock of Israel—
25 The God of your father who helps you, And Shaddai who blesses you With blessings of heaven 
above, Blessings of the deep that couches below, Blessings of the breast and womb. 
26 The blessings of your father Surpass the blessings of my ancestors, To the utmost bounds of the 
eternal hills. May they rest on the head of Joseph, On the brow of the elect of his brothers. 

27 Benjamin is a ravenous wolf; In the morning he consumes the foe, And in the evening he divides 
the spoil.”



Plaut
Steady stayed his bow… Making him able to withstand the onslaughts of others’ designs –
those of his brother, of Potiphar’s wife, and presumably of enemies at court.

Plaut
Benjamin in a wolf… Benjamin’s warlike temperament is here characterized… Based on this 
verse, many Jews have been named Binyamin Ze’ev



Genesis 49:28

Translation from JPS 1985

28 All 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.

Translation from Plaut (JPS 1999)

28 All these are the twelve tribes of Israel, and thus did their father speak to them as he blessed 
them, blessing each one with a blessing that befit him.


