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Chapter IX: Vayeishev (Gen. 37:1–40:23) 
 
Essay 4. Joseph’s beauty, and his father’s preference for him 
 

מְכוֹעָר! אֲמַר לַהּ רַבִּי   פֶּרֶק קַמָּא דְּתַּעֲנִית אֲמַרָה לֵיהּ בְּרַתֵּיה דְּקֵיסָר לְרַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֶּן חֲנַנְיָה: חׇכְמָה מְפוֹאָרָה בִּכְלִי  גְּמָרָא

  . טְפֵי הֲווֹ גְּמִירִי  ,סְנוּ ]הֲווֹ[אִי , גְמִירִיוִ  שַׁפִּירֵידְּ אִיכָּא  וְהָא'. יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֶּן חֲנַנְיָה: אָבִי בְּמַאי רָמֵי חַמְרָא וְכוּ
  

There is a Gemara in the first chapter of tractate Ta’anit: 

The daughter of the Roman emperor said to Rabbi Yehoshua ben 
Chananya [who was unattractive]: “Glorious wisdom [such as yours], in an ugly 
vessel.” Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananya said to her: “In what vessels does your 
father keep his wine?” She said, “In earthen vessels.” He said to her: “You, who 
are so important, [should] put it in vessels of gold and silver.” She went and said 
this to her father. He put the wine in vessels of gold and silver and it turned sour. 
[The servants] came and told the emperor [that the wine had turned sour], he said 
to [his daughter]: “Who told you to do this?” She daughter responded: “Rabbi 
Yehoshua ben Chananya.” [The emperor] summoned him and said to him: “Why 
did you say this to her?” He said to him: “Just as she said to me, so I said say to 
her” [to demonstrate to her that fine material is best preserved in the least of 
vessels]. [The emperor said to him:] “But there are handsome people who are 
learned.” [He replied:] “If they’d been ugly [ּסְנו] [se’nu], they would have been 
even more learned.” 

- Ta’anit 7a–7b 
 

  לְהַשְׁפִּיל דַּעְתּוֹ וּבָא לִידֵי שִׁכְחָה עכ"ל.  לְנָאָהוּפֵירֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י, אִי הֲווֹ סְנוּ: אוֹתָם נָאִים שֶׁהֵם חֲכָמִים. טְפֵי הֲווֹ גְּמִירִי: שֶׁאִי אֶפְשָׁר  
וְהָרִי"ף הִקְשָׁה עַל   . פִי הָיוּ חֲכָמִים בְּיוֹתֵרוֹנְאִים הַיּרוּשׁ אִם הָיוּ שׂוֹירְשׁוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת שָׁם (בד"ה אִי הֲווֹ סְנוּ וְכוּ'), פֵּ יוְעוֹד פֵּ 

וְהִכְרִיחַ פֵּ רַשִׁ רֵשׁ  יפֵּ  הַנָּאִים כְּיוֹן שֶׁהֵם שׂוֹנְאִים הַיּורֵשׁ שֶׁכַּוָּ ירוּשׁ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת, וּפֵ י"י  עוּרִים  כָּ פִי הֲווֹ לְהוּ כְּ וֹנָתָם הִיא שֶׁאוֹתָם 
  . מִים בָּהֶם דִּבְרֵי תּוֹרָה עכ"לימִתְקַיְּ וְלַכָּ 

 
Rashi explains: “ ‘If they’d been ugly [ּסְנו] [se’nu]: They are attractive in that they are 

wise. ‘They would have been even more learned’:  It’s impossible for a handsome man to 
humble himself [to review his studies], and he’ll come to be forgetful.” 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
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The Tosafists further explained there, as they vocalize סנו differently: “ ‘If they’d been 
haters [ ּסָנו] [sa’nu]: Commentary: If they would hate beauty, they would be even wiser.” This 
is explained by the Rif,1 who questions the explanation of Rashi and compelled the 
explanation of the Tosafists. He explained that [the Tosafist’s] intention was that since those 
[learned men] who are handsome hate beauty, they are [in their own eyes] as ugly men. 
Therefore, they are not proud and arrogant, but are humble and willing to review their studies, 
and thus the words of the Torah are fulfilled in them.2 

 
מִשּׁוּם הָכִי גְמִירִי, שֶׁבְּזֶה הָיְתָה מְתוֹרֶצֶת קוּשְׁיָא דִּבְרַתֵּיהּ    סָנוּוּם דְּאִינְהוּ  רוּשׁ זֶה דְּאִם כֵּן הֲוֵי לֵיהּ לְמֵימַר מִשּׁיוְקָשֶׁה טוּבָא לְפֵ 

בִּמְקוֹמָהּ עוֹמֶדֶת, דְּאָמְרָה  וְכוּ' דְּבַּלָּשׁוֹן הַזֶּה קוּשְׁיָא הָרִאשׁוֹנָה שֶׁל בְּרַתֵּיה דְּקֵיסָר    סָנוּוְלאֹ לְמֵימַר אִי הֲווֹ    רוּץ הָגוּן,ידְּקֵיסָר בְּתֵ 
ן  יוַעֲדַיִ   ,כָּעוּרנָתָהּ הִיא שֶׁרַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֵּן חֲנַנְיָה שֶׁהָיָה כֹּל כָּ חָכָם לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ לִהְיוֹת  ועָר, וְכַוָּ וֹלוֹ חָכְמָה מְפוֹאָרָה בִּכְלִי מְכ

פִי וְלאֹ הָיְתָה חֲכָמָה וֹהוֹאִיל שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לִהְיוֹת כֹּל כָּ חָכָם בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁהָיָה שׂוֹנֵא הַיּיְכוֹלָה הִיא לְהַקְשׁוֹת לָמָּה לאֹ נִבְרָא יָפֶה, שֶׁ 
  מְפוֹאָרָה בִּכְלִי מְכוֹעָר. 

 
This explanation of the Tosafists that סנו should be pronounced as [ּסָנו] [sa’nu], meaning 

haters, is very difficult, for if so, [Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananya] should have said, “Because 
they are haters [of beauty], because of this they are learned.” For in this way, the difficulty of 
the daughter of the emperor would’ve been solved in a suitable answer. He should not have 
said, “If they’d been haters [of beauty],” because the word “if” suggests that maybe they didn’t 
hate beauty, and then we still have a case of men who are both handsome and learned.  

Also, in that language the first question of the daughter of the emperor stands. For 
she said to him, “Glorious wisdom [such as yours], in an ugly vessel,” and her intention was 
that Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananya, who was so wise, should not have been ugly.  She would 
still be able to follow up and ask why he hadn’t been created handsome, that since he was so 
wise, then certainly he would have hated beauty and then he wouldn’t have been glorious 
wisdom in an ugly vessel.  

 
רוּשׁ שֶׁל רַשִׁ"י, וּמִשּׁוּם  ירוּשׁ עַל פֵּ יק כְּלָל עִם רַשִׁ"י, רַק בָּאוּ לְהוֹסִיף פֵּ וֹוּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי נִרְאֶה לוֹמַר שֶׁהַתּוֹסָפוֹת לאֹ בָּאוּ לַחֲל

לוֹמַר    רוּשׁ עַל לָשׁוֹן דְּ"אִי הֲווֹ סְנוּ", וְרוֹצֶהירוּשׁ רַשִׁ"י צָרִי פֵּ יכְּלוֹמַר שֶׁאַף אַחַר פֵּ ,  רוּשׁיבַת פֵּ י הָכִי כָּתְבוּ בִּתְחִלַּת דִּבְרֵיהֶם תֵּ 
הַיּ הָיוּ שׂוֹנְאִים  יִשְׂנָא הַיּוֹאִם  יָפֶה לאֹ  וְהָיִינוּ שְׁמִי שֶׁהוּא  וְכוּ',  אֵינוֹ מְח.  פִיוֹפִי  לִשְׂנ ייָּ וּ וְאַף  הִיא  וֹהַיּא  וֹב  כָּ  אֶלָּא חוֹבָתוֹ  פִי 

 . דַּעְתּוֹ לְגַמְרֵי כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב רַשִׁ"י ז"ל  שֶׁתִּהְיֶה דַּעְתּוֹ שְׁפֵלָה עָלָיו וְלאֹ יִתְפָּאֵר בְּיוֹפְיוֹ כְּלָל, וְזֶהוּ כִּמְעַט בִּלְתִּי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיַּשְׁפִּיל
פִי, כָּוָונוֹתָם מַמָּשׁ כְּפֵרוּשׁ  וֹפִי, וָאִם כֵּן כְּשֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת אִם הָיוּ שׂוֹנְאִים הַיּוֹשֶׁשּׂוֹנֵא הַיּאֲבָל מִי שֶׁהוּא כָּעוּר אִין הָכִי נָמֵי  

 ן חֲנַנְיָה כְּפָּשְׁטוּ.רוּץ שֶׁל רַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֵּ ינוּ שֶׁאִם הָיוּ כָּעוּרִים, וְהַשְׁתָּא אָתֵי שַׁפִּיר לָשׁוֹן הַגְּמָרָא וְהַתֵּ ירַשִׁ"י דְּהַיְ 
  

That's why it seems most likely to say that the additions of the Tosafists didn’t come 
to disagree with Rashi at all. They just came to add a commentary to Rashi's commentary, 
and that's why they wrote the word “commentary” at the beginning of their words. This is 

 
1 This is not the earlier and more famous “Rif” [Rabbi Isaac Alfasi (1013-1103)], but rather Rabbi Josiah ben 

Joseph Pinto (c. 1565–c. 1648), Syrian rabbi and preacher, a disciple of Rabbi Chaim Vital. He wrote Me'or Enayim 
(Venice, 1643), a commentary on Rabbi Jacob ibn Habib's Ein Yaakov.  

2 Thus too explains the Maharsha on Nedarim 50b. 
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as if to say that after the explanation of Rashi, an explanation is needed as to the Gemara’s 
wording of, “If they’d been ugly,” and wants to say, “If they had been haters of beauty, etc.,” 
and we would say that one who is handsome would not hate beauty. He is not obliged to hate 
beauty, but his duty is to have a low opinion of it, and not to boast of his beauty at all, and 
this is almost impossible for him to completely lower his opinion of his own beauty, as wrote 
Rashi of blessed memory. But one who is ugly, it is indeed so that he hates the beauty, and if 
so, when the Tosafists wrote, “If they’d been haters of beauty,” their intents were exactly as 
the explanation of Rashi, which is that if they were ugly, they would be more learned. Now the 
language of the Gemara is fine, and the solution of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananya is as they 
have explained. 

 
וְקָשֶׁה אֵי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיוֹסֵף  .  בְּעֵינָיו כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּהְיֶה נִרְאֶה יָפֶה  מְתַקֵּןוּק "וְהוּא נַעַר" וְכוּ', שֶׁ וּבְזֶה יְבוֹאַר מָה שֶׁכָּתַב רַשִׁ"י עַל הַפָּס

 ,"וְיִשְׂרָאֵל אָהַב אֶת־יוֹסֵף" וְכוּ'לּוּ קַל שֶׁבַּקַּלִּים לאֹ יַעֲשֶׂה כֵּן, וְלָכֵן כָּתַב אַחֲרָיו  יהַצַּדִּיק יִתְעַסֵּק בִּדְבָרִים בְּטֵלִים הַלָּלוּ שֶׁאֲפִ 
ב  וֹפִי, דְּאִי לָאו הָכִי לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ לְאָבִיו לֶאֱהוֹוְאִם הָיָה חָכָם עַל כָּרְחֲ צָרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה חוֹשֵׁב הַיּ. אֲרֵי בַר חַכִּים הוּא לֵיהּ

 מֶת אֶלָּא בַּפָּחוּת שֶׁבַּכֵּלִים, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן הָתָם בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּתַּעֲנִית.יחַ, שֶׁאֵינָהּ מִתְקַיֶּ אוֹתוֹ מִפְּנֵי חָכְמָתוֹ, לְפִי שֶׁסּוֹפָהּ לְהִשְׁתַּכֵּ 
 
In this way we will understand what Rashi wrote on the verse, “Joseph, being seventeen 

years old, was feeding the flock with his brethren, being still a lad even with the sons of Bilhah, 
and with the sons of Zilpah, his father's wives; and Joseph brought evil report of them unto their 
father.”3 Rashi wrote that, “His actions were childish: he fixed up his hair, he touched up his eyes 
so that he should appear good-looking.”4 It is difficult to understand how it’s possible that the 
righteous Joseph would engage in these idle matters that the commonest of people wouldn’t 
engage in. Therefore it is written afterward, in the next verse, “Now Israel loved Joseph best 
of all his sons—he was his ‘child of old age’—and he made him a coat of many colors.”5 Onkelos 
translated this into Aramaic: “Israel loved Joseph more than any of his sons, for he was a wise son 
of his to him, and he made him a long, colorful cloak.”6 Rashi adds, based on Gen. Rabbah 84:8, 
that Joseph was wise, and that Jacob taught him all that he had learned from the yeshiva of Shem 
and Eber. If he were wise, you necessarily must say that he didn’t think of that beauty, for if 
not so, his father would not have loved him because of his wisdom, as in the end it would be 
forgotten, for [the wisdom] lasts only in the least expensive of vessels, as it says there in the 
first chapter of tractate Ta’anit.7 Thus, one can be handsome and still be learned, as long as he 
pays no heed to his beauty and is modest, able to review his learning and thus retain it so that he 
does not forget it.  

 
3 Gen. 37:2. 
4 Rashi on Gen. 37:2, based on Gen. Rabbah 84:7. 
5 Gen. 37:3. 
6 Targum Onkelos on Gen. 37:3. 
7 Ta’anit 7a: “And Rabbi Oshaya said: Why are matters of Torah likened to these three liquids: To water, wine 

and milk? . . . Just as these three liquids can be retained only in the least of vessels [e.g., clay pots, but not vessels of 
silver and gold, as they will spoil], so too, matters of Torah are retained only by one whose spirit is lowly.” 
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שֶׁיִּהְיֶה נִרְאֶה יָפֶה, אֵינוֹ מוּבָן כִּפְשׁוּטוֹ אֶלָּא כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ  כְרָחִים אָנוּ לוֹמַר שֶׁמַה שֶׁכָּתַב "וְהוּא נַעַר" וְכוּ' כְּדֵי  וּאֶלָּא וַדַּאי מ
שֶׁאָמַר יוֹסֵף אַבָּא נִתְנַסָּה,   .וּ'בְּמִדְרָשׁ רַבָּה עַל הַפָּסוּק "וַיְהִי יוֹסֵף יְפֵה־תֹאַר וִיפֵה מַרְאֶה" וּסְמִי לֵיהּ "וַתִּשָּׂא אֵשֶׁת־אֲדֹנָיו" וְכ

נָיו כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּהְיֶה נִרְאֶה יָפֶה יוּמַחְשְׁבוֹתָיו שֶׁל יוֹסֵף לְמַשְׁמֵשׁ בְּעֵ   '.נַסָּה, אֲנִי אֵינִי מִתְנַסֶּה, מִיָּד "וַתִּשָּׂא אֵשֶׁת־אֲדֹנָיו" וְכוּזְקֵנִי נִתְ 
, שֶׁבְּזֶה יוּכַל לִהְיוֹת מָנוּסוֹ    .  בְּנִסְיוֹנוֹ מֵחֲמַת אוֹר תּוֹרָתוֹ הַמְּשַׁמֵּר אוֹתוֹוְלַעֲמוֹד לאֹ הָיוּ אֶלָּא כְּדֵי לְהוֹסִיף כֹּחַ בַּעֲבוֹדָתוֹ יִתְבָּרֵ

 
Rather, we must certainly say that what is written, Onkelos’s interpretation of “being 

still a lad” as being in order that he should appear handsome, is not understood as the plain 
meaning. Rather, it is meant as it is written in Midrash Gen. Rabbah 87:4 on the verse, “Now 
Joseph was well built and handsome,”8 and adjoining that verse, “his master’s wife cast her 
eyes upon Joseph and said, ‘Lie with me.’ ” The Midrash says that Joseph said, “My father has 
undergone trials, my grandfather has undergone trials; but I have not undergone trials.” 
Immediately, “his master’s wife cast her eyes upon Joseph.” 

Joseph’s thoughts to touch up his eyes in order that he would appear handsome were 
only to strengthen his service of G-d, may He be blessed. For in that way, he would be able to 
be tried and to withstand his test because of the light of His Torah, which preserved him. 

 
פֵלָה עָלָיו אַף  תָה דַּעְתּוֹ שְׁ "וְיִשְׂרָאֵל אָהַב אֶת־יוֹסֵף מִכׇּל־בָּנָיו" אֲרֵי בַר חַכִּים הוּא לֵיהּ, שֶׁבֶּהֱיוֹתוֹ חָכָם עַל כָּרְחֵין לוֹמַר שֶׁהָיְ 

פִי, וְאַף מִצַּד אַחֵר מַה שֶׁמְּתַקֵּן שְׂעָרוֹ לאֹ הָיָה כְּדֵי שֶׁתָּזוּחַ דַּעְתּוֹ עָלָיו  וֹוְאִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁמִּצַּד זֶה הָיָה שׂוֹנֵא הַיּ  עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיָה יָפֶה,
 נָה טוֹבָה.ואֶלָּא לְכַוָּ 

 
“Now Israel loved Joseph best of all his sons,” for he was a wise son to him, that in 

being wise, it must be said that he had a low opinion of himself even though he was handsome. 
It is indeed so that from this side, he hated beauty, and even from another side, the fact that 
he fixed his hair was not to raise his view of himself, but for a good intention. 

 

נוּ בַר חַכִּים כְּמוֹ שֶׁתִּרְגֵּם  יוְלָמָּה דַּוְקָא יוֹסֵף נִקְרָא בֶּן זְקוּנִים דְּהַיְ   ?עַל הַפָּסוּק הַנַּ"ל, קָשֶׁה דְּהַלּאֹ כָּל הַשְּׁבָטִים הָיוּ חֲכָמִים  עוֹד

בָּנִים אֶת בְּנוֹ בֵּין הַ   שִׁנָּההֲרֵי הָיָה בִּנְיָמִין שֶׁהָיָה יוֹתֵר בֶּן זְקוּנִים. וְעוֹד לָמָּה יַעֲקֹב    אוּנְקְלוֹס, וְאַף אִם נאֹמַר בֶּן זְקוּנִים כִּפְשׁוּטוֹ,
  אֶת בְּנוֹ וְכוּ', וּמַהוּ לְעוֹלָם, הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר לאֹ יְשַׁנֶּה אָדָם וְכוּ'. אָדָםוּבְפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּשַׁבָּת אָמְרִינַן לְעוֹלָם אַל יְשַׁנֶּה 

 
Further on the above verse, it is difficult to understand, for weren’t all the tribes wise? 

Why was Joseph specifically called a son of [Jacob’s] old age, which is a wise son as Onkelos 
translated? Even if we’ll say “a son of his old age” according to the plain meaning, there was 
Benjamin, who was even more a son of his old age. So why was Joseph given that label, instead 
of Benjamin? Also, why did Jacob distinguish his son, Joseph, among his other sons, for in the 
first chapter of tractate Shabbat, it is said, “A person should never distinguish his son [from] 
among [the other] sons [by giving him preferential treatment].”9 Also, why does the Gemara say 
“never”? It could have said, “A person should not distinguish” etc. 

 

 
8 Gen. 39:6. 
9 Shabbat 10a. 
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הִים מוֹשִׁיב יְחִידִים בַּיְתָה", כֹּל הַנּוֹשֵׂא אִשָּׁה לְשֵׁם מַיִם וּמֵהוֹגֵנֵת לוֹ הקב"ה שָׁ   וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאָמְרִינַן בַּמִּדְרָשׁ עַל הַפָּסוּק "אֱ
וּכְתַב הַפְרָשַׁת דְּרָכִים (דַּף ג') שֶׁהַמִּבְחָן לָדַעַת אִם אָדָם נָשָׂא אִשָּׁה הֲגוּנָה לוֹ וּלְשֵׁם שָׁמַיִם    .מוֹצִיא מֵהֶם בָּנִים בַּעֲלֵי הוֹרָאָה

   .פִי וּלְשֵׁם מָמוֹן הֵם הַבָּנִים הַנּוֹלָדִים מֵהֶםוֹוְלאֹ לְשֵׁם י
  

It can be said, as it’s said in the Midrash Num. Rabbah 5:6 on the verse, “G-d restores 
the lonely to their homes,”10 everyone who marries a woman for the sake of Heaven and she 
is proper for him, the Holy One, Blessed be He, will bring forth from them sons who are 
masters of instruction. The author of the Parashat Derachim11 writes (page 3, in the section By 
the Way of the Scouts, the first essay, at the words “the rising rule”), that the test to know if a 
man has married a woman suitable for him and for the sake of Heaven, and not for the sake 
of beauty or for the sake of money, this is to consider the children born from them.  

 
לְשֵׁם נוֹי   לְקָחָהּרָה, אוֹ דִּילְמָא שֶׁ יעִרְעוּר עַל יַעֲקֹב שֶׁנָּשָׂא שְׁתֵּי אֲחָיוֹת דְּהַיְינוּ שֶׁנָּשָׂא רָחֵל בַּעֲבֵ וּכְבָר יָדוּעַ שֶׁהָעוֹלָם יֵשׁ לוֹ  

וְכֻלָּם הָיוּ חֲכָמִים, אֲבָל עַל יוֹסֵף  מֵּד תּוֹרָה לְכָל בָּנָיו  יוּמֵעַתָּה אִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב לִ   כְּדִכְתִיב "וְרָחֵל הָיְתָה יְפַת־תֹּאַר" וְכוּ'.
לְפִי שֶׁבֶּהֱיוֹתוֹ חָכָם אִיגַּלַּאי מִילְּתָא לְמַפְרֵעַ שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב נָשָׂא רָחֵל בְּהֵיתֵר   הָיָה מַקְפִּיד יוֹתֵר וּמָסַר לוֹ כֹּל מָה שֶׁלַּמַּד מִשֵׁם וְעֵבֶר,

 .שֶׁל יוֹסֵף מוֹעֶלֶת הַרְבֵּה בִּכְבוֹדוֹ שֶׁל יַעֲקֹב  חָכמָהבָּנָיו בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁבַר חַכִּים הוּא לֵיהּ, וְהַ מִכָּל    אֲהֵבוֹוּלְשֵׁם שָׁמַיִם, וְלָכֵן הָיָה  
ה וְיִשְׁאֲלוּ הַטַּעַם יִרְאוּ שִׁנּוּי זֶ וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי "עָשָׂה לוֹ כְּתֹנֶת פַּסִּים", לאֹ לְשַׁנּוֹתוֹ מִשְּׁאָר בָּנָיו חַס וְשָׁלוֹם, אֶלָּא כְּדֵי שֶׁהָעוֹלָם  

 וּבֵין כָּ וּבֵין כָּ יִרְאוּ שֶׁהוּא חָכָם וְיוֹדוּ לְמַפְרֵעַ שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב בְּהֵיתֵר נַשָּׂא רָחֵל.
 
It’s already known that the world has a complaint against Jacob, that he married two 

sisters, that is, that he married Rachel through a sin, or perhaps that he took her for the sake 
of enjoyment, as it is written, “Rachel was shapely and beautiful.”12 

Now, it is indeed so that Jacob taught Torah to all of his sons, and they were all wise, 
but for Joseph, [Jacob] was more careful and he passed on to him everything that he had 
learned from the yeshiva of Shem and Eber. That is because being a wise man, it is clear 
retrospectively that Jacob married Rachel with permission and for the sake of Heaven, as we 
have learned above from Midrash Num. Rabbah 5:6 and Parashat Derachim. Therefore, [Jacob] 
favored [Joseph] more than all his sons, because he was a wise son to him, and the wisdom 
of Joseph greatly exalted Jacob’s honor, as it countered the claims of those who said that Jacob 
was wrong in Rachel after having been tricked into marrying Leah. 

 Because of this, “he made him a coat of many colors,” not to distinguish him from his 
other sons, G-d forbid, rather in order that the world would see this difference and would 
ask the reason, and either way, they would see that he was wise and would know 
retrospectively that Jacob had permission to marry Rachel. 

 

 
10 Ps. 68:7. 
11 Yehuda Rosanes (1657-1727), Rabbi of Constantinople, Parashat Derachim (Venice 1742). 
12 Gen. 29:17. 



6 
 

זֶה הַ  דֶּרֶ  נֶתוֹכְּתוְשֶׁמָּא  רַשִׁ"י  וּפֵרֵשׁ  לִירֵאָיו,  יַיִן סוּדָרָא סוֹד ה'  פֶּרֶק הַמּוֹצִיא  בְּשַׁבָּת  דְּאָמְרִינַן  תַּלְמִידֵי    הָיָה כְּמוֹ הַסוּדָרָא 
לָם אַל יְשַׁנֶּה אָדָם וְכוּ', כְּלוֹמַר אַף  וְאַף עַל פִּי כֵּן מִצִּינוּ שֶׁגָּרַם שִׂנְאָה לְאָחִיו, וְלָכֵן קָאָמַר הַגְּמָרָא לְעוֹ  חֲכָמִים לְעָטוּף סוּדָר.

 . אִם יִהְיֶה לוֹ טַעַם הָגוּן לִשְׁנוֹת אֶת בְּנוֹ כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיָה לְיַעֲקֹב, אַף עַל פִּי כֵּן לאֹ יְשַׁנֶּה
 

Perhaps this coat was like the turban that is spoken about in tractate Shabbat, chapter 
8 entitled “who takes out wine”: “[The head covering of Torah scholars is called] sudara, [which 
is an acronym for sod yareh, referencing the verse]: ‘The counsel of the L-rd is with those who 
fear Him [sod Hashem lire’av].’ ”13 Rashi explains that it was the way of Torah scholars to 
wrap a scarf around their heads.  

Yet we found that he caused hatred for his brothers, and therefore the Gemara said, 
“A person should never distinguish his son [from] among [the other] sons [by giving him 
preferential treatment].” That is the answer to the question of why the word “never” is included. 
It is as if to say, even if he had a decent reason to distinguish his son, as Jacob had, 
nevertheless he should not distinguish him. 

 

יוֹסֵף בֵּין הַבָּנִים בִּכְתוֹנֶת פַּסִים שֶׁעָשָׂה לְיוֹסֵף, וְהַלּאֹ הָיָה לוֹ לְחוּשׁ פֶּן יִתְקַנְּאוּ  שִׁנָּה , אֵי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב אַחֶרֶתבְּדֶרֶ  וְעוֹד

יְשַׁנֶּה אָדָם אֶת בְּנוֹ בֵּין הַבָּנִים הוּא מִטַּעַם שֶׁהַשִּׁנּוּי וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב הָיָה סוֹבֵר דְּמַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן אַל    בּוֹ אָחִיו, כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיָה.
דִּמְצִיעָא אָמְרִינַן תִּשְׁעִים וְתִשְׁעָה בָּעַיִן, וְנִמְצָא זֶה הַבֵּן   ]ט'[וּבְפֶרֶק  .  מוֹלִיד קִנְאָה בִּשְׁאַר הַבָּנִים, וְהַקִּנְאָה גּוֹרֶמֶת לְעֵין הָרַע

וּכְבָר זָכָה יוֹסֵף לְבִרְכַּת "בֵּן פֹּרָת עֲלֵי־עָיִן" מֵחֲמַת .  צּוּל מֵעֵשָׂוי ם עַתָּה שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב לאֹ עָשָׂה כָּ לְיוֹסֵף אֶלָּא לְאַחַר שֶׁנִּ בְּסַכָּנָה, אָמְנָ 
 .מִשְּׁאַר אָחִיו, הוֹאִיל שֶׁאֵין הָעַיִן שׁוֹלֵט בּוֹוֹתוֹ קְפִידָא לְשַׁנּ הַמַּעֲשֶׂה שֶׁל "וְאַחַר נִגַּשׁ יוֹסֵף וְרָחֵל וַיִּשְׁתַּחֲווּ", לאֹ הָיְתָה לוֹ שׁוּם 

 
Also, in another way of looking at it, how is it possible that Jacob distinguished Joseph 

among the sons with a coat of many colors that he made for Joseph, for wasn’t he worried 
lest his brothers would be jealous, as happened? It can be said that Jacob was of the opinion 
that what was said, “A person should not distinguish his son [from] among [the other] sons 
[by giving him preferential treatment]” was for the reason that the preference would lead to 
jealousy among the other brothers, and the jealousy would cause the evil eye.  

In the ninth chapter of tractate Bava Metzia, it is said: “Rav went to a graveyard, [and] 
did what he did [i.e., he used an incantation to find out how those buried there died, and he] said: 
Ninety-nine [of these died] by the evil eye, and [only] one [died] by [entirely] natural means.”14 

This [preference] placed the son in danger, although now Jacob did not do this to 
Joseph, i.e., endanger him by showing preference, until after [Jacob] was saved from Esau, as 
recounted in Gen. 33:1–16. Joseph had already merited the blessing, “Joseph is a fruitful vine, 
a fruitful vine by a spring [alei ayin], its branches run over a wall,”15 because of the incident of 
“and last, Joseph and Rachel came forward and bowed low.”16 Rashi explains, based on Gen. 
Rabbah 78:10, that the other matriarchs approached Esau before their children, but in the case of 

 
13 Shabbat 77b, quoting Ps. 25:14. 
14 Bava Metziah 107b. 
15 Gen. 49:22. 
16 Gen. 33:7. 
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Rachel, Joseph preceded her, afraid that Esau would desire her. Because he stood in front of her 
and prevented Esau from gazing at her, he was rewarded with the blessing alei ayin.17 The word 
“ayin” can represent either “an eye” or “a spring,” and the Gemara includes the homiletic 
interpretation, “Don’t read alei ayin, “a vine by a spring,” but rather olei ayin, “above the eye,” 
i.e., beyond the influence of the evil eye.18 Thus, Joseph and his descendants are not at danger of 
the evil eye. There was no particular fear against distinguishing him from the other brothers, 
since there was no evil eye ruling over him. 

 
. בוֹת זְ"רָעִים קְ"דֹשִׁים נָ"שִׁים יְ"שׁוּעוֹת מ"וֹעֵד. וְקָשֶׁה דְהָא סֵדֶר טְהֹרוֹת לֵיכָּאיעוֹד כָּתַב בַּעַל הַטּוּרִים דְּ"בֶן־זְ"קֻנִים" רָאשֵׁי תֵּ 

ה  ל דֶּרֶ "בִּגְדֵי אוֹכְלֵי תְרוּמָ וְנִרְאֶה דְּזֶה רֶמֶז הַכָּתוּב בְּאָמְרוֹ "וְעָשָׂה לוֹ כְּתֹנֶת פַּסִּים", דְּרָצָה לוֹמַר עָשָׂה לוֹ בֶּגֶד לְעַצְמוֹ, עַ 
  מִדְרָס לַקֹּדֶשׁ". 

 
Also, the author of the Ba’al HaTurim19 wrote that for the phrase “ben zekunim” [“son 

of his old age”], the word “zekunim” [“old age”] [represents] the initial letters of the words of 
five of the six orders of the Mishnah: Zeraim;20 Kodashim;21 Nashim;22 Yeshuot [“salvations, 
which Shabbat 31a says refers to the order of Nezikim];23 and Moed.24 A difficulty is that the 
order of Tohorot25 is missing. It appears that the end of the verse hints at this sixth order by 
saying, “and he made him a coat of many colors.” That intended to say that he made for him 
a garment for himself, a hint that he should not share garments because of the risk of ritual 
impurity. This is in the way that the Mishnah states, “The garments of those who eat teruma [a 
portion of produce given to the priests, which can be eaten by them, their families, and servants, 
but only in a state of ritual purity, are nevertheless like an object trodden on by a zav, someone 
suffering from gonorrhea] with regard to sacrificial [food, which has a higher level of 
holiness].”26 

 
* * * 

 
17 Rashi on Gen. 33:7. 
18 Berachot 20a, 55b; Sotah 36b; Bava Metzia 84a; Bava Batra 118b. 
19 Rabbi Yaakov ben Asher (Cologne, 1270–Toledo, Spain c. 1340) (“Ba'al Ha-Turim”). His commentary on the 

Torah, Rimzei Ba'al ha-Turim (Constantinople 1500), includes this teaching at Gen. 37:3. 
20 Zeraim [“seeds”] is the first order of the Mishnah, dealing with prayer and blessings, tithes and agricultural 

laws. 
21 Kodashim [“holy things”] is the fifth order of the Mishnah, dealing with sacrificial rites, the Temple, and the 

dietary laws. 
22 Nashim [“women”] is the third order of the Mishnah, dealing with marriage and divorce, some forms of oaths 

and the laws of the nazirite. 
23 Nezikim [“damages”] is the fourth order of the Mishnah, dealing with civil and criminal law, the functioning of 

the courts and oaths. 
24 Moed [“festival”] is the second order of the Mishnah, dealing with the laws of the Sabbath and the Festivals. 
25 Tohorot [“purities”] is the sixth order of the Mishnah, dealing with the laws of purity and impurity, including 

the impurity of the dead, the laws of food purity and bodily purity. 
26 Mishnah Chagigah 2:7, 3:1; Chagigah 20b; Chullin 35a. 


