
This Shabbat we read the first portion in the second book in the Torah, Shemot. It 
should be no surprise that the book and the first parsha carry the same name - Shemot. 

It takes the narrative only eight short verses to get into the topic of slavery. “A new king 
arose over Egypt who did not know Joseph.” (Exodus 1:8) 

This new king claims that the Israelites are “much too numerous for us. Let us deal 
shrewdly with them…so they set taskmasters to oppress them with forced labor.” 
(Exodus 1:9-11) 

This is the framework for the events that will follow, which start with the appointment 
of Moses as the leader. This becomes a pivotal moment in the whole Torah, since Moses 
will lead the Israelites throughout the balance of the biblical narrative out from the land 
of Egypt into freedom. 

We could say that the new king’s decision was unjustified and uncalled for. Why did he 
enslave the Israelites? 

A careful reading of certain sections in the Book of Genesis will tell us otherwise. 

There are instances in the Book of Genesis where our ancestors mistreated or even 
enslaved others. These instances inform us about practices that we usually pay little 
attention to. In Genesis 16 we read “Sarai treated her (Hagar the Egyptian) harshly, and 
she ran away from her.” Interestingly enough, when Radak (1160-1235), one of the 
classical medieval biblical commentators, explains that Sarai treated Hagar harshly by 
making her do heavy labor, he uses the exact same word that the book of Exodus (1:13) 
uses to describe the heavy labor of the Israelites in Egypt (parekh). Radak adds, ‘Sarah 
did not act appropriately or piously. A person should not do all that is in their power to 
those under them.’ 

The next instance that comes to mind is in Genesis 36:28 when his brothers sell Joseph 
to the caravan of Ishmaelite/Midianite traders. As much as the term ‘slave’ is not used 
here, a few chapters later (39:1), Potiphar, a courtier of Pharaoh and his chief steward, 
bought Joseph from the Ishmaelites. Before we know, Potiphar’s wife, in reference to 
Joseph, uses the following words ‘the Hebrew slave whom you brought into the house.’ 

Yet, one more example of lowering the human condition as an exercise of power is what 
happens in Egypt as a consequence of Joseph’s plan. We read in Genesis (47:19) how the 
Egyptians sell themselves to Pharaoh, “Let us not perish before your eyes, both us and 
our land. Take us and our land in exchange for bread, and we and our land will be slaves 
(avadim) to Pharaoh.” 

Finally, following Jacob’s death, the brothers, afraid of Joseph’s retaliation, use the 
following words, “We are prepared to be your slaves.” (Genesis 50:18) 

With this background it should be no surprise that the new Pharaoh decided to enslave 
the Israelites. It seems like this was a society where everyone else was a slave. It is 



actually surprising that the Israelites had remained free for such a long time. Now, the 
end of that privilege is come to its end. The Israelites will be enslaved. 
 
In this context and with this background, the story of the Exodus is so much more 
compelling! 
 
The end of slavery that the Torah is advocating and which Moses is about to lead, is not 
just for the Israelites. This is a universal cry for freedom, not just for the Israelites, but 
for every human being created in God’s image. 
 
Time and time again, the Torah keeps teaching us, move away from Egyptian practices, 
don’t do like the Egyptians. Getting out, leaving Egypt was not enough. 
 
The huge innovation of Torah and Judaism is that they come to teach us against every 
one of the Egyptian practices that robbed life of its sacred quality. Slavery and abuse are 
desecrations of human life. A basic belief in Judaism is the holiness of human life 
(Kedushat Hakhayim)! 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
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