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Chapter IX: Vayeishev (Gen. 37:1-40:23)

Essay 12. The blessing that Joseph brought to Potiphar’s house.
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There are verse[s]: “The L-rd was with Joseph, and he was a successful man; and
he was in the house of his Egyptian master. And when his master saw that the L-rd was with
him and that the L-rd lent success to everything he undertook, he took a liking to Joseph. He
made him his personal attendant and put him in charge of his household, placing all that he
owned in his hands. And from the time that he put him in charge of his household and of all
that he owned, the L-rd blessed the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s sake, so that the blessing of
the L-rd was upon everything that he owned, in the house and outside.” (Gen. 39:2-5).
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We should investigate why the word va’yehi (>77) (“and he was”) appears three times in
one verse, and another difficulty is that Scripture could have said, “He made [Joseph] his
personal attendant, and he took a liking to Joseph,” that first he served him and afterward
he took a liking to him, literally, “he found grace in his eyes.” Also, what is the reason for
Potiphar’s liking of Joseph? Also, why did Scripture return to say “from the time that he put
him in charge of his household” in Gen. 39:5, for didn’t it already say “he put him in charge
of his household” in Gen. 39:4? It would have been sufficient for Scripture to say, “He made
him his personal attendant and put him in charge of his household, placing all that he owned
in his hands,” “and the L-rd blessed the Egyptian’s house etc.,” i.e., omitting the beginning of
Gen. 39:5, “And from the time that he put him in charge of his household and of all that he owned.”

’ English translation: Copyright © 2020 by Charles S. Stein.
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It’s brought in Midrash Gen. Rabbah 86:3, on the verse “Potiphar bought him” (Gen.
39:1), “All of the servants were suspected of theft except for this one.” This is because, as
Scripture has said, “the L-rd blessed the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s sake.” The midrash
continues, “All of the servants were suspected of immorality except for this one,” and therefore
Scripture said, “As much as she coaxed Joseph day after day, he did not listen to her to lie beside
her, to be with her” (Gen. 39:10). Therefore, Scripture says, “The L-rd was with Joseph,” that
the L-rd was with him, and if so, then certainly he was not suspected of immorality. Similarly,
Scripture says, “and he was a successful man,” and if so, then certainly he was not suspected
of theft. Finally, Scripture uses va 'yehi (°771) (‘“and he was”) a third time in the verse, saying, “and
he was in the house of his Egyptian master,” that even though this same house was an
Egyptian house and wasn’t suitable for [G-d’s presence], nevertheless even there, G-d was
with him and he was successful.
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When his master perceived that G-d was with [Joseph] specifically, and that he was
successful in all that he did, whether for himself or for others, then he recognized that this
was like a virtue that Joseph had, similar to someone who is an expert in writing amulets.
Therefore, he took a liking to Joseph and wanted that he specifically would serve him in
order that the success would be in his actions, i.c., on behalf of Potiphar. This wasn’t enough,
but he also put him in charge of his household, in order that the blessing would also rest on
his household in the merit of Joseph. Thus, it was that immediately upon putting him in
charge of his household, he perceived that the blessing was sent upon his household, and this
is why Scripture appears to repeat itself in Gen. 39:5 by saying, “And from the time that he put
him in charge etc.”
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In this way, it will be understood that which is said in the fourth chapter of Sanhedrin:

Rabbi Yitzchak says, “Thus said Ahab to Obadiah: It is written
regarding Jacob: ‘And Laban said to him: If now I have found favor in your eyes,
I have learned by divination that the L-rd has blessed me on your account’
(Gen. 30:27). It is written regarding Joseph: ‘The L-rd blessed the Egyptian’s
house for Joseph’s sake.” The house of that man, i.e., my house, was not blessed.
Perhaps you, i.e., Obadiah, do not fear G-d? Immediately, a Divine Voice
emerged and said: ‘Now Obadiah feared the L-rd greatly’ (I Kings 8:13), but
the house of Ahab is not fit for blessing.”

- Sanhedrin 39b
It is difficult to understand how it is possible that the house of the Egyptian was more fit for
blessing than the house of Ahab.
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It can be said that even in the Egyptian house, there was no right of blessing, if not for
the fact that his master gave to Joseph everything he had, as if [Joseph] were master and
governor of all. But for the case of Obadiah with Ahab, this was not possible, for Ahab was
king and his house was called a royal house, and the kingship remained for [Ahab] alone to
control. This is not like Potiphar and Laban, who removed their thoughts from their
possessions and houses after handing everything over to Jacob and Joseph. In this way we
will also come to give a taste of what Joseph had to say to Potiphar's wife, “Look, my master,
having me, doesn’t know what is in the house, and he has put all that he has into my hand” (Gen.
39:8). Rather, it is certain that he meant, “Look, my master has given everything to me in
order that the blessing should rest upon him, and why is this that he has done so? Because he
recognizes that G-d is with me, “and how will I do” this thing, if so, “this great evil and sin
before the L-rd? (Gen. 39:9)”

* %%



