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YOSEF’S TWO EXTRA YEARS IN PRISON 

Consider the following questions:

1. Pharaoh’s dreams, which led to Yosef’s being freed from 
jail,2 took place two years after Yosef had asked the chief 
butler to get him freed from prison. We learned at the 
end of Parashas Vayeishev3 that according to the Sages, 
those two years were two extra years that Yosef had to 
spend in prison because, in speaking to the butler, he 
had given the impression that he was relying on the man 
(and not on God) to be released. But how did our Sages 
know that Yosef was due to be freed when he spoke to 
the butler, and that the two years that passed since then 
were an added punishment? 

2. Why does the verse say, נָתַיִם ץ שְׁ  It was at the end ,וַיְהִי מִקֵּ
of two years, instead of using the more common expres-
sion, נָתַיִם  It was after two years? And why does ,וַיְהִי אַחַר שְׁ
it add יָמִים נָתַיִם   which literally means two years “of ,שְׁ
days”? The word יָמִים seems completely redundant.

3. Why does it say, וּפַרְעהֹ חלֵֹם, which literally means Pharaoh 
“is dreaming” (i.e., in the present tense)?

Our Sages knew that yosef had to be imprisoned for ten years, 
as an atonement for the ten drops of seed that had emerged from 
his between fingertips before he managed to tear himself away 

. Note that this verse is the last one in Parashas Vayeishev.
. See below, :ff.
. See Alshich above, :–, .

(23) �e chief butler did not remember Yosef and he forgot about him.1

(1) It was at the end of two years of days. Pharaoh is dreaming that 
behold! — he is standing over the river. 
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from the advances of Potiphar’s wife.4 They calculated that when 
yosef asked the chief butler to get him out of jail, he had already 
been in prison for ten years: He was seventeen when he was kid-
naped from his father’s house, he spent one year in Potiphar’s 
house, and when he came before Pharaoh he was thirty years 
old. It follows that he spent twelve years in prison, and it is clear 
from our passage that the last two years were after he spoke to 
the butler. [This answers Question 1.]

But there is another way to answer Question 1, one that is di-
rectly related to our other questions as well: The Sages knew that 
yosef ’s last two years in prison were an extra punishment from 
the Torah’s language in our passage. Verse 1 states, It was at the 
end of two years of days … Pharaoh is dreaming. The seemingly 
redundant phrase “two years of days” indicates that God caused 
Pharaoh to have the dreams that would get yosef released exactly 
two years to the day after he had spoken to the chief butler — 
not a day sooner and not a day later. [This answers the second 
part of Question 2.] In addition, the Torah’s use of the present 
tense in the phrase “Pharaoh is dreaming” brings out the point 
that Pharaoh began dreaming only now, after the two years were 
up. [This answers Question 3.] From the exact timing of the Di-
vine hashgachah (Providence) it was clear to our Sages that this 
two-year delay in yosef ’s attaining his freedom was a precisely 
calibrated additional punishment, separate from the ten years 
that preceded them. [This is another answer to Question 1.] 

We may now learn an important lesson from our passage. By 
placing together the last verse of the previous parashah (The chief 

. See Alshich above, Parashas Vayeishev :–, with footnote .
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Answer to 
Question 1

הוּ. חֵֽ כָּ שְׁ קִים אֶת־יוֹסֵף וַיִּ שְׁ ר־הַמַּ א־זָכַר שַׂ (כג)  וְלֹֽ

ה עמֵֹד עַל־הַיְאֽרֹ. נָתַיִם יָמִים וּפַרְעהֹ חלֵֹם וְהִנֵּ ץ שְׁ (א) וַיְהִי מִקֵּ
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of drinks did not remember Yosef and he forgot about him) and 
the beginning of our parashah (It was at the end of two years of 
days, Pharaoh is dreaming), the Torah is coming to teach us that 
a person should not think that his own efforts, or his connec-
tions with people who like him, are what get him out of difficul-
ties. One should not think that if yosef had not made an effort to 
ask the chief butler, who liked yosef,5 to speak to Pharaoh about 
freeing him (which the butler eventually did6), yosef would have 
remained in prison for his whole life. To the contrary: salvation 

. This is because yosef had interpreted his dream in the prison and told him he 
would be going free (see :–).
. In :–, when he told Pharaoh that there was a slave in prison who could 
interpret Pharaoh’s dreams.

(1) It was at the end of two years of days. Pharaoh is dreaming that 
behold! — he is standing over the river.7

(17) Pharaoh told Yosef, “In my dream, I am standing by the side of 
the river.

(2) From the river are emerging seven beautiful-looking cows with 
healthy �esh. �ey grazed in the marshland.
(18) From the river are emerging seven cows with healthy �esh and a 
beautiful form. �ey grazed in the marshland. 

(3) Seven other cows are coming out a�er them from the river — ugly-
looking and thin. �ey stood next to the [healthy] cows on the river bank.
(19) Seven other cows are coming out a�er them —poor, with a very 
ugly form and thin. I have never seen such terrible-looking cows in the 
whole of Egypt.  

(4) �e ugly-looking, thin cows ate the seven beautiful-looking and 
healthy cows. Pharaoh woke up!
(20) �e thin ugly cows ate the �rst seven healthy cows. 
(21) �ey came inside them, but it was not noticeable that they had come 
inside them. �eir appearance was as bad as it was before, and I woke up.
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comes from God, to those who trust in Him. The Torah’s state-
ment that at the end of two years … Pharaoh is dreaming, teaches 
that it was because yosef improperly relied on the butler that 
God arranged for Pharaoh to have the dreams that led to yosef ’s 
freedom only after those two years, and not when the ten previ-
ous years had concluded.7 [This answers the first part of Ques-
tion 2.]

. We have juxtaposed the Torah’s account of the dreams (verses –) with Pharaoh’s 
recounting of the dreams to yosef (verses –) in order to make it easier to understand 
the Alshich’s discussion of our passage. To make it clear to the reader which version of 
the dreams are being discussed, we will refer to the Torah’s original recording of the 
dreams as “the first version” and  Pharaoh’s account to yosef as “the second version.”

Answer to 
First Part of 
Question 2

ה עמֵֹד עַל־הַיְאֽרֹ. נָתַיִם יָמִים וּפַרְעהֹ חלֵֹם וְהִנֵּ ץ שְׁ (א) וַיְהִי מִקֵּ

פַת הַיְאֽרֹ. חֲלמִֹי הִנְנִי עמֵֹד עַל־שְׂ ֽ רְעהֹ אֶל־יוֹסֵף בַּ ר פַּ (יז) וַיְדַבֵּ

ר  שָׂ בָּ וּבְרִיאתֹ  מַרְאֶה  יְפוֹת  רוֹת  פָּ בַע  שֶׁ עלֹתֹ  מִן־הַיְארֹ  ה  (ב) וְהִנֵּ
חוּ. אָֽ רְעֶינָה בָּ וַתִּ

תֹּאַר  וִיפתֹ  ר  שָׂ בָּ רִיאוֹת  בְּ רוֹת  פָּ בַע  שֶׁ עלֹתֹ  מִן־הַיְארֹ  ה  (יח) וְהִנֵּ
חוּ. אָֽ רְעֶינָה בָּ וַתִּ

חֲרֵיהֶן מִן־הַיְארֹ רָעוֹת מַרְאֶה  רוֹת אֲחֵרוֹת עלֹוֹת אַֽ בַע פָּ ה שֶׁ (ג) וְהִנֵּ
פַת הַיְאֽרֹ. רוֹת עַל־שְׂ עֲמֹדְנָה אֵצֶל הַפָּ ֽ ר וַֽתַּ שָׂ וְדַקּוֹת בָּ

לּוֹת וְרָעוֹת תֹּאַר מְאדֹ  חֲרֵיהֶן דַּ רוֹת אֲחֵרוֹת עלֹוֹת אַֽ בַע פָּ ה שֶׁ (יט) וְהִנֵּ
כָל־אֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם לָרֽעַֹ. ה בְּ א־רָאִיתִי כָהֵנָּ ר לֹֽ שָׂ וְרַקּוֹת בָּ

רוֹת  בַע הַפָּ ר אֵת שֶׁ שָׂ רְאֶה וְדַקּתֹ הַבָּ רוֹת רָעוֹת הַמַּ (ד) וַתֹּאכַלְנָה הַפָּ
רְעֽהֹ. יקַץ פַּ רִיאתֹ וַיִּ רְאֶה וְהַבְּ יְפתֹ הַמַּ

אשׁנֹוֹת  רוֹת הָרִֽ בַע הַפָּ רָעוֹת אֵת שֶׁ רַקּוֹת וְהָֽ רוֹת הָֽ (כ) וַתֹּאכַלְנָה הַפָּ
רִיאֽתֹ.  הַבְּ

נָה וּמַרְאֵיהֶן רַע  י־בָאוּ אֶל־קִרְבֶּ נָה וְלאֹ נוֹדַע כִּ בֹאנָה אֶל־קִרְבֶּ (כא) וַתָּ
ה וָֽאִיקָֽץ. חִלָּ תְּ ר בַּ אֲשֶׁ ֽ כַּ
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