
THE TEN MARTYRS ATONE FOR THE TEN
BROTHERS SELLING YOSEF

י־רָָעָָה  ֽ אמְְרוּ לְְיוֹסֵֵף אָָנָָּא שָָׂא נָָא פֶֶּשַַׁע אַַחֶֶיךָ וְְחַַטָָּאתָָם כִּֽ�  יז( ֹכֹּה־תֹֽ�ֽ
יךָ וַַיֵֵּבְְךְְּ יוֹסֵֵף בְְּדַַבְְּרָָם  גְְמָָלוּךָ וְְעַַתָָּה שָָׂא נָָא לְְפֶֶשַַׁע עַַבְְדֵֵי אֱֱלֹהֵֵי אִָָבִ

יו.ה ֽ אֵֵ�לָֽ

ים.ה ֽ עֲֲבָָדִֽ� ֽ נִֶֶּהִנּוּ לְְךָ �לַֽ פְְִּיִּלוּ לְְפָָנָָיו וַַֹיֹּאמְְרוּ   ֽ ֽלְְכוּ גַַּם־אֶֶחָָיו �וַֽ יח( וַַ�יֵּֽ

י.ןת ִנִ ֽ ים �אָֽ י הֲֲתַַחַַת אֱֱלִֹהִ ירָָאוּ ִכִּ יט( וַַֹיֹּאמֶֶר אֲֲלֵֵהֶֶם יוֹסֵֵף אַַל־ִתִּ

ים חֲֲשָָׁבָָהּ לְְטֹבָָֹה לְְמַַעַַן עֲֲֹשֹׂה  כ( וְְאַַתֶֶּם חֲֲשַַׁבְְתֶֶּם עָָלַַי רָָעָָה אֱֱלִֹהִ
ב.ןת ֽ חֲֲתֹיֹ עַַם־�רָֽ ֽ כַַּיּוֹם הַַזֶֶּה לְְ�הַֽ

ת־טַַפְְּכֶֶם וַַיְְנַַחֵֵם ֽ י אֲֲכַַלְְכֵֵּל אֶֶתְְכֶֶם וְְ�אֶֽ ִכִֹנֹ ֽ ירָָאוּ �אָֽ  כא( וְְעַַתָָּה אַַל־ִתִּ
ם.ןת ֽ �בִָּֽלִ אוֹתָָם וַַיְְדַַבֵֵּר עַַל־

17) ‘Thus shall you say to Yosef, Please forgive now the trespass of 
your brothers and their sin, for they have treated you with evil;’ so 
now, forgive now the trespass of the servants of your father’s God.” 
And Yosef wept as they spoke to him. 

18) Then his brothers also came and threw themselves down 
before him; and they said, “Here we are, servants unto you!” 

19) And Yosef said to them, “Do not be afraid; for am I in place of 
God?

20) “[Even though] you planned evil against me, God planned it to 
be good; in order to do what is happening today, to keep alive a 
large nation.

21) “And now, do not fear! I shall sustain you and your children.” 
Thus he comforted them and spoke to their hearts.

Chapter 50

Consider the following questions:

1.	 Verse 17 states, “Forgive now the trespass of your brothers and their sin,” then repeats, “forgive 
now the trespass of the servants of your father’s God.” What purpose does the repetition serve? 
And what is the significance of the switch from describing Yosef’s siblings as “your brothers” to 
“the servants of your father’s God”?

2.	 Why did Yosef weep while his brothers’ messengers were speaking to him?

3.	 In verse 21, Yosef told his brothers, “And now, do not fear!” What is the point of the word “now”?

Editor’s Introduction

There are various Talmudic and Midrashic passages (e.g. Pesachim 50a, Eichah Rabbah 2:4, and 

Midrash Shocher Tov, Tehillim 9:13) that refer to the Ten Martyrs killed by the Romans.  According to 

Jewish tradition, the ten greatest Sages in the entire Jewish world of their time, living in the years just 

before and just after the destruction of the Second Beis HaMikdash, were killed as punishment for 

the ten brothers’ sin of selling Yosef (see, e.g., Yalkut Shimoni, Mishlei 929). The story of their torturous 

executions is recounted in the אֵֵלֶֶּה אֶֶזְְכְְּרָָה  (These I remember) prayer recited during Mussaf on Yom 

Kippur, and the elegy אַרְְזֵֵי הַַלְְּבָָנוֹן  (The Cedars of Lebanon) recited on Tish’ah B’Av. As recounted in 
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these sources, the Roman emperor ordered the executions of those ten innocent tzaddikim as 

stand-ins for the ten brothers who were involved in the kidnaping and sale of Yosef, but who 

were never punished for their misdeed. To support the legitimacy of his murderous decree, 

the emperor cited the verse (Shemos 21:16), One who kidnaps a person and sells him… shall 

be put to death.

Now, Yosef and his brothers were prophetically aware of that tragic event. Therefore, the 

brothers first pleaded that Yosef should “forgive now the trespass of your brothers,” referring 

to themselves. Then they petitioned Yosef to forgive their sin for which ten tzaddikim of a 

future generation would be sentenced to death. Those tzaddikim are the people the verse 

refers to as “the servants of your father’s God.” [This answers Question 1.]

And Yosef wept as [his brothers’ messengers] spoke to him, for he realized that they were 

pleading for the innocent Sages who would be slaughtered as a consequence of what his 

brothers did to him, and his sense of mercy was aroused. [This answers Question 2.] At the 

same time, when the brothers saw Yosef crying, they realized that he was unable to prevent 

what was destined to happen to the Sages two millennia later. What might help, however, 

was if the brothers would be made to suffer in the same manner they had caused Yosef to 

suffer — that is, if they would be sold as slaves — their sin would be expiated measure for 

measure, and the future Roman emperor would not be able to use them as an excuse to 

murder innocent Jews. At this point, therefore, they said, “Here we are, servants unto you!” 

Yosef, however, knew that their plan would not work. For reasons unknown, there was no way they 

could prevent the destined executions of the Ten Martyrs. Thus, he said, “And now do not fear.” 

He meant, “Do not fear about what will happen to you now. I will not enslave you; I will not punish 

you in any way at all. But, unfortunately, we have no power over what will happen in the future.”  

[This answers Question 3.] 
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