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Chapter X: Mikeitz (Gen. 41:1–44:17) 
 
Essay 16. Five insults and defenses 
 

אֲנַחְנוּ, דַּכִּים אֲנַחְנוּ, צַדִּיקִים אֲנַחְנוּ, טְהוֹרִים    נְכוֹנִים":  מַה־נְּדַבֵּר וּמַה־נִּצְטַדָּק"אָמַר:   פֶּרֶק י"ב רַב נַחְמָן בַּר יִצְחָק  שַׁבָּת
אֲנַחְנוּ  קְדוֹשִׁים  לִדְר  .ע"כ  אֲנַחְנוּ,  נַחְמָן  לְרַב  שֶׁהָיָה  וְכָתַב  וֹהַהֶכְרֵחַ  "מַה־נִצְדַּק"  לוֹמַר  לוֹ  שֶׁהָיָה  מִפְּנֵי  הוּא  הַנּוֹטָרִיקוֹן,  שׁ 

  . ז עַל חֲמִשָּׁה דְּבָרִים אֵלּוּוֹן צָרִי טַעַם מָה רָאוּ אָז הַשְּׁבָטִים לִרְמיי לִדְרָשָׁא. אֲבָל עֲדַיִ "נִּצְטַדָּק" וַדַּאי דְּאָתֵ 
 
It says in tractate Shabbat, chapter 12: 

Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak said: “And Judah said: What can we say to 
my master, what can we speak, and how can we justify ourselves [nitztadak]” 
(Gen. 44:16). [This is an abbreviation for]: We are honest [nechonim], we are 
righteous [tzaddikim], we are pure [tehorim], we are innocent [dakim], we are 
holy [kedoshim]. 

- Shabbat 105a  
The compulsion felt by Rav Nachman to expound this abbreviation was because 

[Judah] could have said “how can we be justified” [nitzdak] in the niphal [passive] verb form, 
but instead wrote “justify ourselves” [nitztadak] in the hitpa’el [reflexive] verb form, which is 
certainly coming for the purpose of a different exposition. Thus, he interpreted he word nitztadak 
as representing an acronym. 

But we still need a reason what the tribes saw at this time to hint about these five 
things, viz, honest, righteous, pure, innocent, and holy. 

  
וְהָיוּ מְזַלְזְלִים בִּבְנֵי   ,ז עַל הָעֶלְבּוֹנוֹת שֶׁסָּבְלוּ, שֶׁהִנֵּה יוֹסֵף סִפֵּר לְאָבִיו עֲלֵיהֶם שֶׁהָיוּ אוֹכְלִים אֵבֶר מִן הַחַיוֹוְאֶפְשָׁר שֶׁרָצוּ לִרְמ

עֲבָדִים לִקְרוֹתָם  הָעֲרָיוֹתוַחֲשׁ   ,הַשְּׁפָחוֹת  עַל  דַּוְקָא .  וּדִים  שֶׁקׇרְאָם  אֲחֵרִים  דְּבָרִים  שְׁתֵּי  עַל  נֶחְשְׁדוּ  לְמִצְרַיִם  בַּרִדְתָּם  וְעַתָּה 
שְׁמְעֵאלִים, וּלְפִי זֶה  רוֹ בְּיַד גּוֹי וְאַף הֵם מָסְרוּ יוֹסֵף בְּיַד יִ יד לָהֶם מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה, כִּי הַמְּרַגֵּל מוֹסֵר מָמוֹן חֲבֵ וֹמְרַגְּלִים לִמְד

ת  וְהָכִי דִּיֵּיק הַכָּתוּב לוֹמַר "וַיּאֹמֶר אֲלֵהֶם מְרַגְּלִים אַתֶּם" מִפְּנֵי שֶׁמְּכַרְתֶּם אֲחֵיכֶם וּבְוַדַּאי "לִרְאוֹ  נֶחְשְׁדוּ שֶׁבָּאוּ לְרַגֵּל אֵת הָאֶרֶץ.
   .אֶת־עֶרְוַת הָאָרֶץ בָּאתֶם"

 
It’s possible that they wanted to hint at the insults that they suffered, for Joseph had 

told their father: (1) that they had eaten flesh [cut off] from a living animal, and (2) that they 
had insulted the sons of the handmaids, their half-brothers, calling them “slaves,” and (3) that 
they were suspected of sexual immorality.1 Now when they went to Egypt, they were 
suspected of two other things: (4) that they were called spies to punish them measure-for-

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Rashi on Gen. 37:2, based on Gen. Rabbah 84:7. See Zera Shimshon, Chapter IX, Vayeishev, essay 3. 
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measure, because the spy keeps track of his fellow’s property and then betrays by delivering his 
fellow’s money into the hand of a gentile2 and they had handed Joseph over to the 
Ishmaelites, and (5) that according to this they were suspected of coming to spy on the land. 
Scripture was precise to say, “and he said to them, you are spies,”3 because “you sold your 
brother,” and certainly “you have come to see the land in its nakedness.”4  

Regarding the last two points, there is a connection between spying and betrayal, though 
they are counted as two separate sins. As will be discussed later in this essay, the brothers entered 
Egypt through ten separate gates.5 While their primary purpose for coming to Egypt was to 
purchase food, they were also searching for Joseph. The viceroy had learned of their entry via 
separate gates, so accusing them of spying was a logical way of putting them on edge. Also, he 
didn’t want them to continue searching, for they might learn of the Hebrew slave who had become 
the viceroy. By putting them on notice that they were suspected of espionage and were being 
watched, they would be less likely to continue asking about a Hebrew slave.6  

   
הוֹרִים אֲנַחְנוּ וְלאֹ אָכַלְנוּ אֵבֶר מִן הַחַי צַדִּיקִים אֲנַחְנוּ וְלאֹ מוֹסְרִים, טְ   ,הָאָרֶץ  וְלָכֵן אָמְרוּ הֵם נְכוֹנִים אֲנַחְנוּ וְלאֹ מְרַגְּלִים אֶת

קְדוֹשִׁים אֲנַחְנוּ וְאֵין   עֲבָדִים,לִקְרוֹתָם  שֶׁאֵבֶר מִן הַחַי מְטַמֵּא, דַּכִּים אֲנַחְנוּ וּשְׁפָלִים בְּעֵינֵינוּ וְלאֹ גָּאָה לְבָבֵנוּ עַל בְּנֵי הַשְּׁפָחוֹת  
  . אִיסּוּר קְדוּשָּׁהעֶרְוָה שָׁם אַתָּה מוֹצֵא  גֶדֶרכָל מָקוֹם שֶׁאַתָּה מוֹצֵא אָנוּ חֲשׁוּדִים עַל הָעֲרָיוֹת שֶׁבְּ 

 
Therefore, they said: we are honest, and not spying on the land, we are righteous and 

not betrayers, we are pure and don’t eat flesh [torn from] a living animal, for flesh from a 
living animal is defiling, we are innocent and lowly in our eyes and not haughty in our hearts 
toward our half-brothers, the sons of the handmaids, to call them “slaves,” we are holy and 
we are not suspected of sexual immorality, for in every place that you find a fence against 
such relations you find a prohibition stemming from holiness.7  

   
וֹ שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י  ל מָמוֹן שֶׁבָּעוֹלָם, כְּמוְהַקֶּשֶׁר הוּא כָּ שֶׁבְּנֵי יַעֲקֹב נִכְנְסוּ בָּעֲשָׂרָה שַׁעֲרֵי הָעִיר כְּדֵי לְבַקֵּשׁ אֶת יוֹסֵף וְלִפְדוֹתוֹ בְּכָ 

וְעַל פָּסוּק "וַיֵּרְדוּ אֲחֵי־יוֹסֵף" וְכוּ', וְזֶה נָתַן מְקוֹם לְיוֹסֵף לִקְרוֹתָם מְרַגְּלִים,  .  עַל פָּסוּק "כִּי־עֶרְוַת הָאָרֶץ בָּאתֶם לִרְאוֹת" וְכוּ'
נָתֵנוּ הָיְתָה  ושֶׁהֲרֵי אַדְרַבָּא כַּוָּ   וּמִזֶּה מוּכָח שֶׁצַּדִּיקִים אֲנַחְנוּ וְלאֹ מוֹסְרִים,  נָתָם לוֹמַר נְכוֹנִים אֲנַחְנוּ שֶׁאֵין אָנוּ מְרַגְּלִיםווְעַתָּה כַּוָּ 

לְמַפְרֵעַ שֶׁ אָחִינוּ  ל אֶת  וֹלִגְא מִילְּתָא  אִיגַּלַּאי  כֵּן  וְאִם  לְהִגָּאֵל,  זָכָה  אָנוּ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁלּאֹ  מִצִּינוּ אוֹתוֹ  פֵּר יסִּ מַה שֶׁ וּמֵעַתָּה שֶׁלּאֹ 
  .לְאָבִינוּ הָיָה לָשׁוֹן הָרָע וּשְׂפַת־שָׁקֶר וְאַדְרַבָּא אֲנַחְנוּ טְהוֹרִים דַּכִּים וּקְדוֹשִׁים כנ"ל

 
The connection is that the sons of Jacob entered the ten gates of the city to ask for 

Joseph and to redeem him with all the wealth in the world, as Rashi interpreted on the verse, 

 
2 Bava Kamma 117b, 119a discusses the informer, who informs gentiles of the whereabouts of another’s property, 

facilitating its theft or misuse. 
3 Gen. 42:9. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Rashi on Gen. 42:12, based on Gen. Rabbah 91:6. 
6 Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz, Kli Yakar (1602) on Gen. 42:9. 
7 Rashi on Lev. 19:2, based on Lev. Rabbah 24:4–6, discusses a prohibition against marrying a harlot. Yevamot 

20a explains the term “a prohibition stemming from holiness” as referring to rabbinic prohibitions. 
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“you have come to see the land in its nakedness!”8 On the verse, “So ten of Joseph’s brothers 
went down to get grain rations in Egypt,”9 that gave room for Joseph to call them spies. Now 
their intent was to say, “We are honest, that we are not spies, and from this it’s proven that 
we are righteous and not betrayers, for rather our intention was to redeem our brother, and 
now that we can’t find him, we say that he did not deserve to be redeemed. If so, it is clear 
retrospectively that what he told our father was slander and lying words,10 and to the 
contrary, we are pure, innocent, and holy, as above.”  

   

אֹכֶל", אֶלָּא א"ו יְתֵירָה עַל פָּסוּק "וַעֲבָדֶי בָּאוּ לִשְׁבָּר־אֹכֶל", דְּהָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר "לאֹ אֲדֹנִי וַעֲבָדֶי בָּאוּ לִשְׁבָּר־יְתוֹרַץ וָ   וּבְזֶה

שֶׁאֵין אֲנַחְנוּ מוֹסְרִים וְעוֹד "עֲבָדֶי בָּאוּ לִשְׁבָּר־אֹכֶל" וְלאֹ לָתוּר אֶת הָאֶרֶץ.    " לאֹ אֲדוֹנִי" :וֹ שְׁתֵּי דְּבָרִיםוַדַּאי שֶׁהֵם הֵשִׁיבוּ ל
עָבַר, שֶׁמַה שֶׁמָּכְרוּ אֲחִיהֶם  לְשֶׁ   ""לאֹ־הָיוּאֶלָּא וַדַּאי    וְעוֹד "לאֹ־הָיוּ עֲבָדֶי מְרַגְּלִים" שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר "אֵין אֲנַחְנוּ מְרַגְּלִים."

  .ב לְקַמָּן בְּסָמוּוֹיוֹסֵף בְּדִין מְכָרוּהוּ מֵהַטְּעָמִים שֶׁכָּתַבְנוּ לְעֵיל בַּפָּרָשָׁה הַקּוֹדֶמֶת, אוֹ מִמַּה שֶׁנִּכְתּ
 

In this way will be understood the extra prefixed vav [“and”] in the verse, “No, my lord! 
And your servants [  have come to procure food,”11 for he should have [va’avadecha] [וַעֲבָדֶי
said, “No, my lord! Your servants [  have come to procure food.” Rather, it’s [avadecha] [עֲבָדֶי
certain that they were answering him two things: “No, my lord! We are not betrayers,” and 
also “we have come to procure food, and not to scout the land.” 

Also, what is this language, “Your servants were not spies,”12 for he could have said, 
“your servants are not spies.” Rather, it’s certain this term “were not” [referred] to the past, 
i.e., that they were not spies, who keep track of their fellow’s property and then betray by delivering 
their fellow’s money into the hand of a gentile. For Joseph’s brothers sold him according to the 
law, for the reasons that we wrote above in the preceding parasha,13 or for the reasons we will 
write in the next essay. 

   
לְפִי פְּשׁוּטוֹ  מְרַגְּלִים אַתֶּם", דִּ וְאָתֵי שַׁפִּיר שֶׁמִּיָּד שֶׁאָמְרוּ הֵם "וְהָאֶחָד אֵינֶנּוּ" אָמַר לָהֶם יוֹסֵף "הוּא אֲשֶׁר דִּבַּרְתִּי אֲלֵכֶם לֵאמֹר 

ם דָּם  אֶלָּא שֶׁכֵּיוָן שֶׁאָמְרוּ הֵם "וְהָאֶחָד אֵינֶנּוּ" אָמַר לָהֶם "הוּא אֲשֶׁר דִּבַּרְתִּי" שֶׁאַתֶּם מוֹסְרִים שֶׁמְּסַרְתֶּ .  קָשֶׁה מִלַּת "הוּא" וְכוּ'
כְּלוֹמַר אִם תָּבִיאוּ   ם הַקָּטֹן תָּבִיאוּ אֵלַי וְיֵאָמְנוּ דִבְרֵיכֶם" וְכוּ',אֲחִיכֶם "בְּיַד הָעֲרֵלִים". וְאַף יוֹסֵף כְּשֶׁאָמַר לָהֶם "וְאֶת־אֲחִיכֶ 

  . לְעוֹלָם, שְׁמַע מִינָהּ שֶׁאַתֶּם מוֹסְרִים בְּיָדִיאֲחִיכֶם יִהְיֶה וַדַּאי שֶׁאַתֶּם אֵינְכֶם מוֹסְרִים, וְאִם לָאו שֶׁתָּנִיחוּ שִׁמְעוֹן 
 

It’s fine that immediately after they said, “We your servants were twelve brothers, sons 
of a certain man in the land of Canaan; the youngest, however, is now with our father, and one is 

 
8 Gen. 42:12. Rashi comments, based on Gen. Rabbah 91:6: “I still insist that you are spies, for what you have 

just said bears this out for you have entered by ten different gates of the city. Why didn’t you all enter by the same 
gate if you are really brothers and travelled together?” 

9 Gen. 42:3. 
10 Prov. 17:7. 
11 Gen. 42:10. 
12 Gen. 42:11. 
13 See Zera Shimshon, Chapter IX, Vayeishev, essay 3. 
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no more,”14 that Joseph said to them, “This is as [הוּא] I told you: You are spies,”15 for 
according to the plain meaning, it is difficult [to understand] the need for the word, “This is 
as” [הוּא]. But since they said, “and one is no more,” he said to them, “This is as I told you,” 
i.e., “that you are betrayers, that you delivered the blood of your brother ‘into the hands of 
the uncircumcised.’ ”16 While they didn’t spill his blood, his sale into slavery had endangered his 
life, and this was “delivery of his blood.” 

Even Joseph, when he said to them, “But you must bring me your youngest brother, 
that your words may be verified etc.”17 That is, if you bring your brother Benjamin, it will be 
certain that you are not betrayers, i.e., that you haven’t sold or killed him. But if not, i.e., if 
they didn’t prove that Benjamin was safe, and you leave Shimon in my hands for ever, we’ll 
learn that you are betrayers, i.e., betrayers who harmed Benjamin, and for that matter betrayers 
who would abandon Shimon.  

* * * 

 
14 Gen. 42:13. 
15 Gen. 42:14. 
16 Judges 15:18. 
17 Gen. 42:20. 


