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YEHUDAH’S FIRST APPROACH TO THE VICEROY

Consider the following questions:

1. When Binyamin is caught with Yosef’s goblet, Yehudah 
tells Yosef that as their punishment, all the brothers would 
become Yosef’s slaves (verse 16). 

(a) Why is it that Yehudah gets angry1 and approaches 
Yosef to protest after Yosef reduces the punishment and 
says that only Binyamin would remain as his slave (verse 
17)? 

(b) Why doesn’t Yehudah present his many arguments for 
clemency (verses 18–34) before offering Yosef that all 
the brothers would become his slaves? 

2. Verse 16 states: We are ready to be slaves to my lord — 
both we and the one in whose hand the goblet was 
found (i.e., Binyamin). 

(a) Why does Yehudah mention the other brothers (“we”) 

. As the Alshich notes, the Midrash (Bereishis Rabbah :) states that Yehudah ap-
proached Yosef for battle.

(16) Yehudah said, “What can we say to [you] my lord? What can we 
tell [you]? How can we defend our righteousness [before you]? God 
has uncovered the sin of your servants. We are ready to be slaves to 
my lord — both we and the one in whose hand the goblet was found.”

 (17) He said, “It would be profane for me to do this. �e person in 
whose hand the cup has been found, he [alone] shall become my ser-
vant; but [the rest of] you shall go in peace to your father.” 

(18) �en Yehudah approached him and said, “Please, my master, may 
your servant speak a word in my lord’s ears and let your anger not 
�are up against your servant — for you are like Pharaoh.”
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before Binyamin? It would have made more sense to 
mention Binyamin first, since he was really the “guilty” 
party. 

(b) The words ֹיָדו בְּ בִיעַ  הַגָּ נִמְצָא  ר  אֲשֶׁ ם  גַּ אֲנַחְנוּ  ם   literally גַּ
mean: also we, also the one in whose hand the goblet 
was found. What do these repetitions of the word ם  גַּ
come to include?

3. What is verse 18 pointing out when it says that Yehudah 
approached Yosef? And what does Yehudah mean by 
saying that he wishes to speak a word in my lord’s ears?

4. What is the meaning of the phrase י אֲדֹנִי  ,lit., in me) בִּ
my master)?2 If Yehudah was really saying, “Please, my 
master” (which is what this phrase seems to mean), he 
should have said “נָא אֲדֹנִי”.

5. Why does Yehudah tell Yosef not to get angry at him 
for what he is about to say, when his next words praise 
Yosef (“for you are like Pharaoh”)? In what way does 
Yehudah mean to compare Yosef to Pharaoh?

. The Alshich cites the Midrash (Bereishis Rabbah :), which translates this 
unusual phrase: “In me [you will find what you want,] my master, [and not in 
Binyamin],” meaning: “Whatever you might want a slave to do, I can do better than 
Binyamin.” However, the Alshich seeks to understand it according to its simple 
meaning.

אֱלהִֹים  ק הָֽ צְטַדָּ ר וּמַה־נִּ דַבֵּ (טז) וַיּאֹמֶר יְהוּדָה מַה־נּאֹמַר לַֽאדנִֹי מַה־נְּ
ר־נִמְצָא  ם אֲשֶׁ ם־אֲנַחְנוּ גַּ נּוּ עֲבָדִים לַֽאדנִֹי גַּ מָצָא אֶת־עֲוֹן עֲבָדֶיךָ הִנֶּ

יָדֽוֹ. בִיעַ בְּ הַגָּ

יָדוֹ  בִיעַ בְּ ר נִמְצָא הַגָּ עֲשׂוֹת זאֹת הָאִישׁ אֲשֶׁ י מֵֽ (יז) וַיּאֹמֶר חָלִילָה לִּ
לוֹם אֶל־אֲבִיכֶֽם. ם עֲלוּ לְשָׁ ֕ י עָבֶד וְאַתֶּ הוּא יִֽהְיֶה־לִּ

אָזְנֵי  בְּ ךָ דָבָר  עַבְדְּ ר־נָא  יְדַבֶּ י אֲדנִֹי  בִּ וַיּאֹמֶר  שׁ אֵלָיו יְהוּדָה  גַּ (יח) וַיִּ
פַרְעֽהֹ. י כָמוֹךָ כְּ ךָ כִּ עַבְדֶּ ךָ בְּ אֲדנִֹי וְאַל־יִחַר אַפְּ

פרק

מד
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yehudah thinks that the whole matter of the silver cup and 
the viceroy’s subsequent actions is a punishment from Hashem 
for the brothers having sold yosef so many years earlier — a pun-
ishment he feels is deserved and that he is prepared to accept. 
Thus, he tells yosef (verse 44:16), “God has uncovered the sin of 
your servants. We are ready to be slaves to my lord.” He offers that 
all the brothers be enslaved, and does not even try to argue. [This 
answers Question 1b.]

Moreover, yehudah wanted all the brothers to do teshuvah, 
i.e., even those who were not directly involved in yosef ’s sale. 
The phrase ּאֲנַחְנו ם   comes to include Reuven, for although he גַּ
had not been there when yosef was sold, he was the one who 
had said to throw him into a pit; even though his intention had 
been to save him,3 he arguably deserved some punishment for 
this. Meanwhile, the second ם יָדוֹ) גַּ בְּ בִיעַ  הַגָּ נִמְצָא  ר  אֲשֶׁ ם   ,means (גַּ
“and even Binyamin,” who did even less than Reuven with regard 
to harming yosef.4 [This answers Question 2b.] Since the other 
brothers are the main ones who deserve punishment, however, 
yehudah mentions them (ּאֲנַחְנו ם   .before mentioning Binyamin (גַּ
[This answers Question 2a.] 

However, when yosef says he’s only going to keep Binyamin 
as a slave and not the other brothers (verse 44:16), yehudah real-
izes that the viceroy’s decree is not a punishment from Hashem; 
rather, it is the viceroy’s own idea, stemming from his own 
free will. That is why it is at this point, in the beginning of our 

. Bereishis :.
. The Alshich does not explain why Binyamin should be included in this punish-
ment. Perhaps yehudah thought that Binyamin had something to do with the sto-
len cup, even if inadvertently; or maybe he thought that Binyamin had done some 
hitherto unknown sin for which he deserved punishment, and Hashem decided to 
punish him now by having the viceroy falsely accuse him. Another possibility is that 
Binyamin did share some small part of the blame in selling yosef because he ac-
cepted his brothers’ version of what happened and never went to look for yosef, his 
only full brother. 

Answer to 
Question 1b

Answer to 
Question 2b

Answer to 
Question 2a
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parashah, that yehudah starts arguing with yosef. [This answers 
Question 1a.] In addition, he wanted to speak to him directly (“in 
my lord’s ears”), without an interpreter.5 He therefore approached 
him, standing where the interpreter had been standing until that 
point. [This answers Question 3.]

yehudah now tells the viceroy his thought process, to explain 
why he is suddenly protesting. “I offered earlier, without protest, 
that we would all be your slaves, because I believed this was our 
due punishment for having sold our brother. But now you are 
threatening to take Binyamin and not us?! אֲדֹנִי י   lit., [the sin) בִּ
is] in me, my master); I am the main one responsible for selling 
our brother.6 יַעַל עִם עַר  וְהַנַּ עַר עֶבֶד לַאדֹנִי  הַנַּ חַת  תַּ ךָ  ב נָא עַבְדְּ יֵשֶׁ ה   וְעַתָּ
 let me be your slave in place of Binyamin, and let him go — אֶחָיו
back to Canaan with his brothers.” [This answers Question 4.] 

Now, there were two reasons why yehudah should not have 
undertaken to speak to the viceroy directly, without an inter-
preter. First, the implication would appear to be that he con-
sidered himself the viceroy’s equal. Second, it was possible that 
the viceroy did not speak yehudah’s language, lashon hakodesh! 
yehudah therefore indicates to the viceroy that he should not be 
angry: “May ‘your servant’ speak a word in my lord’s ears,” he 
says. “I know I am your servant and not your equal.” I also know 
that you do speak my language, because Egyptian law requires 
the rulers to speak 70 languages, and you are like Pharaoh; you 
certainly speak it, just as Pharaoh certainly speaks it.”7 [This an-
swers Question 5.]

. See Bereishis :.
. See Bereishis :–.
. The Alshich notes that in this, yehudah was in fact mistaken: Pharaoh was sup-
posed to know lashon hakodesh but he didn’t. Indeed, Chazal tell us (Sotah b, cited 
by Rashi in Bereishis :) that Pharaoh made yosef swear he would not tell this to 
anyone.

Answer to 
Question 1a

Answer to 
Question 3

Answer to 
Question 4

Answer to 
Question 5
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