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

Essay 13. The rewards for avoiding temptation
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There is a Midrash:

“And much as she coaxed Joseph day after day, he did not yield to her
request to lie beside her, to be with her.”! Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said:
Joseph was given what he deserved: His mouth [19] [piv] did not Kiss [pw1]
[nashak] in transgression, [thus] “and by your mouth, all my people will be
directed [P 7°9-9¥1] [ve al pikha yishak].”* His body did not touch sin, [thus]
“and he dressed him in garments of fine linen.”’ His neck did not bend toward
sin, [thus] “and he placed a gold chain on his neck.”* His hands did not handle
sin, [thus] “Pharaoh removed his signet ring from his hand, and he put it on
Joseph’s hand.” His feet did not walk toward sin, [thus] “and he had him ride
in the chariot of his second-in-command.”® [Regarding] his thought, which did
not think of sin, let it come and be called wisdom.

- Gen. Rabbah 90:3

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
' Gen. 39:10.

2 Gen. 41:40.

3 Gen. 41:42.

4 Ibid.

5 Ibid.

¢ Gen. 41:43.
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This requires examination: was Joseph not obligated by law to guard himself from all
these things? Why then did he merit all this great reward, which it appears he merited from
a trait of piety? One may say that in all these matters, it was not enough that he simply
refrained from transgression and guarded himself from sin, but he also performed an
additional act. That is, with these limbs he perfected himself and practiced piety beyond what
is apparent from the simple reading.
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At first [Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel] said: “His mouth did not Kiss in transgression,
[thus] ‘and by your mouth, all my people will be directed.” ” For it is stated in the Midrash
Yalkut Shimoni: “ ‘And he came into the house to do his work,’’ and what work did he have
there, other than that he would read and review what he had learned with his father,”® and
this is also written in the holy Zohar.’

Not only did he refrain from Kissing sinfully, but he involved himself in Torah. As it is
written of it, “Let him Kiss me with the kisses of his mouth,” with this intent: that the merit
of Torah would help save him so that he would not come to a sinful kiss. As the payment of
this reward, “and by your mouth, all my people will be directed.”
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Prior to this, the verse states, “There is none as discerning and wise as you.”'° The
world asks: it should have said, “There is none as wise and discerning as you,” for first a
person becomes wise, and afterward discerning, one who understands a matter from within
a matter. Rather, this alludes to what happened to Joseph: that while he was with his father,

7 Gen. 39:11.

8 Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Vayeshev, 146:2.

9 Zohar 1:190b, “When the sons of men ‘come into the house to do their work,’ that is, to repent of their sins or
study the Torah and carry out the commandments of the Torah,”

10 Gen. 41:39.



he would study every single day, and each day he would innovate something, and would
understand a matter from within a matter, and would ask him every doubt that he had. But
once he was brought to Egypt and thus distanced from his father, he would only read and
review what he had learned with him, to remember it, and he was not able on his own to
innovate or understand a matter from within a matter, for he did not wish to say anything
he had not heard from his teacher.
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Measure for measure, the interpretation of the dream came to his hand, and he said,
“Now let Pharaoh seek out a discerning and wise man.”'! This is difficult: why did he place
“discerning” before “wise”? One must say: it is because we have established: “Who is wise?
One who has foresight.”!?

But here there was no wisdom in foreseeing the coming famine, for the entire world
already knew this from the dream. l.e., the knowledge of the coming famine was a Divine
message transmitted to Pharaoh in his dream. Joseph correctly interpreted the dream, but it’s not
as though he would have otherwise predicted the famine through his intellect. Furthermore, Joseph
himself downplayed his interpretation, telling the cupbearer and the baker, “surely G-d can
interpret; tell me [your dreams].”'®> Rather, the novelty was that this man would possess
understanding to comprehend and to act in all that was necessary, to fill the storehouses in
such a way that they would endure, and to foresee from afar that they would not decay and
rot afterward. For this reason, he placed “discerning” before “wise.”
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Therefore, Pharaoh said: “You shall be in charge of my court, and by your command
shall all my people be directed,” as if so say: “In the merit of the Torah that you learn with
your mouth, all my people shall be directed. This is what Scripture says: “ ‘Go to Joseph;
whatever he tells you, you shall do.” ”'* Rashi, of blessed memory, explained that Pharaoh

' Gen. 41:33.

12 Tamid 32a, based on Pirkei Avot 2:9.
13 Gen. 40:8.

14 Gen. 41:55.



said to them: “Look—he decreed concerning the grain, and it rotted. Perhaps he will decree
upon us, and we will die.”!®

This is difficult to understand: who told Pharaoh that Joseph had decreed concerning
their produce? Perhaps they were simply not as wise and discerning as Joseph in storing and
burying the grain so that it would endure. Rather, certainly Pharaoh recognized that he had
great merit, and trusted in his merit that he would stand for all the people of his land in the
time of famine, just as he initially said: “There is none as discerning and wise as you.”
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“His body did not touch sin, [thus] ‘and he dressed him in garments of fine linen.” ”
For it is brought in the Midrash:

Rabbi Yosei said: There were three whose evil inclination attacked them
and they took an oath against it; Joseph, David, and Boaz. Joseph, from where
is it derived? As it is stated: “How can I perform this great wickedness and sin
against G-d?”'°

- Ex. Rabbah 23:11

This phrase “against G-d” means an oath, that he hurried and fortified himself to distance
his evil inclination from him. Therefore, as reward for this, “and he dressed him in garments
of fine linen.” It is known among us Kabbalists that for one who is clothed in garments of
linen, no destructive forces or accusers can approach him, for linen has the property of
repelling destructive forces.'’
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“His neck did not bend toward sin, [thus] ‘and he placed a gold chain on his neck,” ”
for it is brought in Midrash Tanchuma on this parasha (Vayeshev 5): When she would come
to converse with him, he would lower his face downward so as not to look at her. She
fashioned for him an iron spike beneath his beard, so that if he lowered his face, the spike
would strike him, and nevertheless, “he did not listen to her.”'® Since he bore such painful

15 Rashi on Gen. 41:55, based on Gen. Rabbah 91:5.

16 Gen. 39:9.

17 Abraham Azulai (c. 1570-1643), Kabbalistic author and commentator, Chesed le-Avraham (Amsterdam, 1685),
Even Shetiya, Maayan 4, Nahar 52.

18 Gen. 39:10.



suffering from that spike in order not to look at her, therefore, as payment of his reward, in
the place of that spike, “he placed a gold chain on his neck.”
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His hands did not handle sin, [thus] “Pharaoh removed his signet ring from his hand, and
he put it on Joseph’s hand.” For there is a difficulty concerning the verse: “And she grabbed
him by his garment, saying: ‘Lie with me.” ”!° What relevance is there to her grabbing his
garment? One may say: her intent was that Joseph should look at her. When she saw that
even that spike accomplished nothing, she grabbed him by his garment, for if Joseph wished
to save his garment, he would be forced to turn his face toward her. She thought: once he
looked at her, immediately the eye sees, the heart desires, and the instruments of action enact.
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But Joseph, “he left his garment in her hand.”?’ [The rabbis] of blessed memory said:

One who counts out money for a woman from his hand into her hand,
or from her hand into his hand, in order to look upon her, even if he had
received the Torah like Moses, he will not be cleansed from the punishment of
Gehenna, as it is said: “Hand to hand, the evil man shall not go unpunished.”?!

- Eruvin 18b; Berachot 61a
He did not wish to take the garment from her hand to his hand, in order not to gaze upon
her, even though he knew that with that garment she would accuse him with false accusations
contrary to the truth. As payment of his reward, “Pharaoh removed his signet ring from his
hand, and he put it on Joseph’s hand.” There is a difficulty: It should have said “on Joseph’s
finger,” for rings are given on the finger. Rather, certainly Scripture wished to hint that
Joseph merited this ring on account of his hand that did not take hold of the garment.

19 Gen. 39:12.
20 Thid.
21 prov. 11:21.
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“His feet did not walk toward sin, [thus] ‘and he had him ride in the chariot of his
second-in-command.’ ” A difficulty is what praise is this? Wasn’t it his obligation, and was it
not proper for him, to flee from the fire of sin? Similarly, it is said in the Midrash, “ ‘and he
fled and went outside’*’: he jumped by the merit of the patriarchs.””’ What need did he have
for the merit of the patriarchs in this flight?
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One may say that ethically, he should not have fled when he heard his master's wife
raise her voice and call the members of her household and accuse him falsely; for when he
was fleeing, it appeared that he admitted her words, and that he was fleeing out of fear and
shame. That would not be the case if he had remained there and contradicted her; then the
matter would have been doubtful in the eyes of the neighbors and the household members,
who would not know whether the truth was with him and she was lying, or perhaps the
matter was the reverse. But Joseph allowed himself to fall under suspicion and relied on the
merit of the patriarchs that no harm would befall him, in order to flee completely from sin,
not taking even a moderate step. In this merit, “and he had him ride in the chariot of his
second-in-command.” It is known that the patriarchs themselves are the [Divine] chariot,*
and thus Joseph was rewarded for relying on their teachings.
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“[Regarding] his thought, which did not think of sin, let it come and be called wisdom.”
Because Joseph would fix his hair and touch up his eyes so that he should appear good-
looking, as Rashi explained on the verse, “while he was still a youth,”?* that he engaged in
youthful behavior, etc. Earlier in this parasha, Essay 1, we explained that all of this he did
with good intention, for the sake of Heaven, because he was confident in himself that he could
withstand his test.

22 Gen. 39:12.

23 Gen. Rabbah 87:8.
24 Gen. Rabbah 47:6.
%5 Gen. 37:2.
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Now it is understood why regarding thought the Midrash did not say that he merited
any reward like the others, i.c., his mouth, his body, his neck, etc. Rather, it said only, “let it
come and be called wisdom,” because for all the others he was fleeing from sin, but regarding
his thought, on the contrary, he was approaching sin, albeit with good intention, namely to
withstand his trial. Therefore, it said: “let it come and be called wisdom,” in the manner of
“Who is wise? One who has foresight,” for his thought foresaw from afar that he had the
strength to withstand the trial.



