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Ws Vayigash 5784: Can we criticise Joseph, or do the ends justify the means?

Bereishit (Genesis) 47:13-27

(13) Now 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. (14)
Joseph gathered 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. (15) And
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!” (16) And Joseph said, “Bring
your livestock, and I will sell to you against your
livestock, if the money is gone.” (17) So 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. (18) And
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 farmland. (19) Let us not perish before
your eyes, both we and our 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.” (20) So
Joseph gained possession of all the farm land of Egypt
for Pharaoh, all the Egyptians having sold their fields
because the famine was too much for them; thus the land
passed over to Pharaoh. (21) And he removed the
population town by town, from one end of Egypt’s
border to the other. (22) Only 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.
(23) Then 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. (24) 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
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nourishment for your children.” (25) And they said,
“You have saved our lives! We are grateful to my lord,
and we shall be serfs to Pharaoh.” (26) And Joseph made
it into a land law in Egypt, which is still valid, that a
fifth should be Pharaoh’s; only the land of the priests did
not become Pharaoh’s. (27) Thus Israel settled in the
country of Egypt, in the region of Goshen; they acquired
holdings in it, and were fertile and increased greatly.
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- What characteristics do we see here? What do you make of Yosef’s behaviour here? Does

he behave well or badly?

- What do you personally want to learn from Yosef through his positive example here?
- Is there anything you want to learn from his negative example?

- What can we learn from this passage in its totality?

Rashbam 12th C, on verse 21
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0°7Y7 \MIX avs, a stratagem also employed by Sancheriv when he conquered the northern
Kingdom of Israel and forcibly exchanged the populations of that kingdom with people from the
north. (compare Kings II 18,32). The purpose behind this was to prevent uprisings by
populations who had no roots in their countries and therefore had no good reason to start a

rebellion.
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