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Chapter XII: Vayechi (Gen. 47:28–50:26) 
 
Essay 12. The meaning of “brothers” in Jacob’s rebuke 
 

לְכוּ וְנַהַרְגֵהוּ" מִי הֵם, אִם תּאֹמַר רְאוּבֵן   , וְיאֹמְרוּ אִישׁ אֶל אָחִיו "וְעַתָּה"שִׁמְעוֹן וְלֵוִי אַחִים", פֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י, בְּעֵצָה אַחַת  פָּסוּק

ן וּמָה, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר וְכוּ', יִשָּׂשכָר וּזְבוּליאֵם תּאֹמַר בְּנֵי הַשְּׁפָחוֹת הֲרֵי לאֹ הָיְתָה שִׂנְאָתָן שְׁלֵ ,  אוֹ יְהוּדָה הֲרֵי לאֹ הִסְכִּימוּ בַּהֲרִיגָתוֹ

צּוּר  ימַקָּשִׁים הָעוֹלָם קִ .  ללאֹ הָיוּ מְדַבְּרִים בִּפְנֵי אַחִים הַגְּדוֹלִים מֵהֶם, עַל כָּרְחֲ˃ שִׁמְעוֹן וְלֵוִי הֵם שֶׁקְּרָאָם אֲבִיהֶם אַחִים עכ"

ה צָרִי˂ לְהַקְשׁוֹת עַל יִשָּׂשכָר שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לְרַשִׁ"י לוֹמַר עַל בְּנֵי הַשְּׁפָחוֹת שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ מְדַבְּרִים בִּפְנֵי אֲחִיהֶם הַגְּדוֹלִים וְתוּ לָא הָיָ 

 . ןוּוּזְבוּל

 

Regarding the verse in which Jacob issued a rebuke, saying, “Simeon and Levi are 

brothers; their weapons are tools of lawlessness,”1 Rashi explained:  

They were of one counsel concerning Shechem and concerning Joseph. 

They said, each man to his brother, “Now come, let us kill him”2—who were 

they [who said this]? If you say Reuben or Judah, they did not agree to kill 

him.3 If you say the sons of the maidservants [i.e., Dan, Naphtali, Gad, or Asher], 

their hatred was not complete, as it is stated, “while a lad he used to be with the 

sons of Bilhah and with the sons of Zilpah.”4 Issachar and Zebulun would not 

speak in the presence of their elder brothers. You are therefore compelled to 

say that it was Simeon and Levi, whom their father called “brothers.” 

- Rashi on Gen. 49:5 

An objection is raised. Briefly, Rashi could have said merely that the sons of the maidservants 

would not speak in the presence of their older brothers. Then there would have been no need 

to raise a difficulty from Issachar and Zebulun, as the same would have applied to them. 

 
   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 49:5. 
2 Gen. 37:20. 
3 Cf. Gen. 37:21–22, 26. 
4 Gen. 37:2. 
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וְיִהְיוּ רְאוּ  שֶׁדִּבְּרוּ תְּחִלָּה,  לְתָרֵץ שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה הֲסָלְקָא דַּעְתָּא הוּא שֶׁהַיּוֹתֵר גְּדוֹלִים הֵם  בֵן שֶׁהָיָה הַבְּכוֹר וִיהוּדָה שֶׁהוּא  וְנִרְאֶה 
אי שִׁמְעוֹן  אִם תּאֹמַר רְאוּבֵן וִיהוּדָה הֲרֵי לאֹ הִסְכִּימוּ בַּהֲרִיגָתוֹ, וְאִם כֵּן לְפִי הֲסָלְקָא דַּעְתָּא זֶה יִהְיֶה בְּוַדַּ ,  מֶלֶ˂, וְעַל זֶה אָמַר

 . פָחוֹת וְכוּ', וּמַה צוֹרֵ˂ עוֹד לָרְאָיָהוְלֵוִי הוֹאִיל שֶׁהֵם יוֹתֵר גְּדוֹלִים אַחַר רְאוּבֵן וִיהוּדָה, וְלָמָּה חָזַר וְהֶאֱרִי˂, אִם תּאֹמַר בְּנֵי הַשְּׁ 
 
It appears possible to resolve this as follows: initially the assumption is that the older 

ones spoke first, namely Reuben, who was the firstborn, and Judah, who was the leader. 
Concerning this, Rashi said: if you say Reuben and Judah, they did not agree to kill him. If 
so, according to this assumption it would certainly have been Simeon and Levi, since they 
were oldest after Reuben and Judah. Why, then, did [Rashi] return and elaborate, “if you 
say the sons of the maidservants,” etc.? What further proof was needed?  

 
הַסֵּ  כֵן  כִּי  מֵהַקְּטַנִּים  הִתְחִילוּ  שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא  נֶאֱמַר  אַחֶרֶת, שֶׁלּאֹ  סְבָרָא  לִדְחוֹת  בָּא  וַדַּאי שֶׁרַשִׁ"י  מִן אֶלָּא  מַתְחִילִין  בְּקַלְקָלָה  דֶר 

שֶׁאִם הָיָה מְתָרֵץ שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ מְדַבְּרִים בִּפְנֵי  ,  מָהי, וְזֶהוּ, אִם תּאֹמַר בְּנֵי הַשְּׁפָחוֹת, וְהוּכְרַח לְתָרֵץ שֶׁלּאֹ הָיְתָה שִׂנְאָתָם שְׁלֵ הַקָּטָן
בְּקַלְקָלָה   םרוּץ שֶׁל כְּלוּם, שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא הֲסָלְקָא דַּעְתָּא הוּא כָּ˂ שֶׁבִּשְׁבִיל כָּבוֹד הַגְּדוֹלִים יִהְיוּ מַתְחִילִייאֲחִיהֶם הַגְּדוֹלִים לאֹ הָיָה תֵּ 

קְטַנִּים הַיּוֹתֵר  וּזְבוּל  .לְדַבֵּר  יִשָּׂשכָר  תּאֹמַר  אִם  וּלְהַקְשׁוֹת,  לֶחָזוֹר  מָקוֹם  יֵשׁ  שֶׁיַּתְחִילוּ  וּוּמֵעַתָּה  זֶה  דַּעְתָּא  הֲסָלְקָא  שֶׁלְּפִי  ן, 
תָה  הָיָה לָהֶם לְהַתְחִיל מִבְּנֵי הַשְּׁפָחוֹת שֶׁהָיוּ גְּרוּעִים מִכֻּלָּם, וְאִם הֵם אֵינָם רוֹצִים לְהַתְחִיל, שֶׁלּאֹ הָיְ   ,דֶם הַגְּדוֹלִיםוֹהַקְּטַנִּים ק
  . מָה, אִם כֵן הַדָּבָר נוֹגֵעַ לְיִשָּׂשכָר וּזְבוּלוּןישִׂנְאָתָן שְׁלֵ 

 
Rather, Rashi certainly came to reject another line of reasoning. That is, we should 

not say, to the contrary, that [the plot to kill Joseph] began with the younger ones, for there 
is often a pattern in wrongdoing, in that it begins with those of least standing.5 This is what 
is meant by “if you say the sons of the maidservants.”  

He was therefore compelled to answer that their hatred was not complete, because 
had he answered that they would not speak in the presence of their older brothers, that would 
have been no answer at all. For, on the contrary, the initial assumption would be that out of 
respect for the elders, wrongdoing would begin with the least significant speaking first.  

From here there is a place for Rashi to return and ask: if you say Issachar and 
Zebulun—according to this assumption that the younger begin the wrongdoing before the 
older—then the wrongdoing should have begun with the sons of the maidservants, who were 
the lowest of all. If they were unwilling to begin the wrongdoing because their hatred was not 
complete, then the matter applies equally to Issachar and Zebulun. 

 
תֵר קְטַנִּים אִם הָיוּ הֵם הַמְּדַבְּרִים  וְעַל זֶה תֵּירֵץ, שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ מְדַבְּרִים בִּפְנֵי אֲחִיהֶם הַגְּדוֹלִים מֵהֶם, כְּלוֹמַר הוֹאִיל שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ הֵם הַיּוֹ

שֶׁהָרֵי בְּנֵי הַשְּׁפָחוֹת הָיָה לָהֶם לְדַבֵּר וְלאֹ דִּבְּרוּ, ,  ר קִלְקְלָהתְּחִלָּה לאֹ הָיְתָה שׁוּם הוֹכָחָה שֶׁמִּדְּבָרִים לְפִי שֶׁהֵם קְטַנִּים שֶׁהוּא דָּבָ 
 .ר וְלוֹמַר שֶׁהָיוּ שִׁמְעוֹן וְלֵוִיוֹכְרָח לַחְזוּ אֶלָּא הָיָה נִרְאֶה שֶׁאֵינָם חוֹלְקִים כָּבוֹד לַגְּדוֹלִים מֵהֶם, וּמֵעַתָּה מ

 
To this, [Rashi] answered that they would not speak in the presence of brothers older 

than they. That is to say, since they were not the very youngest, had they spoken first there 
would have been no proof that they were speaking because they were younger—a feature 
characteristic of wrongdoing—for the sons of the maidservants should have spoken first, yet 

 
5 Berachot 61a. 
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did not. Rather, it would have appeared that they were not giving due honor to their elders. 
Thus, one is compelled to return and say that it was Simeon and Levi. 

 
רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י  מָן מִן הָאַחֲוָה כִדְּפֵ ן יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק לָמָּה קְרָאָם אַחִים בְּעִנְיָן זֶה אִם אַדְרַבָּה בְּשָׁעָה שֶׁאָמְרוּ לְכוּ וְנַהַרְגֵהוּ הִסִּיעוּ עַצְ יוַעֲדַיִ 

˂ לוֹמַר אַחִים בְּעִנְיָן  יוְאַף שֶׁלּאֹ נָסְעוּ אֶלָּא מִן הָאַחֲוָה שֶׁל יוֹסֵף וְלאֹ מֵהָאַחֲוָה שֶׁלָּהֶם, עִם כֹּל זֶה לאֹ שַׁיָּ   .נָסְעוּ מִזֶּה""  עַל פָּסוּק
 .נַת יַעֲקֹב הָיְתָה לְדַבֵּר בִּגְנוּתָם וְלָשׁוֹן אַחִים הוּא לָשׁוֹן שֶׁבַח וְלאֹ גִּנּוֹתוכַּוָּ  הַשְׁתָּאדְ זֶה, 

  
It still requires careful consideration why [Jacob] called them “brothers” in this 

context, if indeed at the moment they said “Come, let us kill him” they removed themselves 
from all feelings of brotherhood, as Rashi explained on the verse, “They have gone from here, 
for I heard them say: Let us go to Dothan.”6  

Although they journeyed only from the brotherhood of Joseph and not from their 
own brotherhood, nevertheless it does not seem appropriate for Jacob to say “brothers” in 
this context. For at that point, Jacob’s intent was to speak in disparagement of them, and the 
term “brothers” is a term of praise, not disparagement. 

 
רֵשׁ שָׁם  י"וַיִּשְׁמַע רְאוּבֵן וַיַּצִּלֵהוּ", אָמַר רְאוּבֵן אֲנִי בְּכוֹר וְאֵין הַסִּרְחוֹן תָּלוּי אֶלָּא בִּי, וּפֵ   עַל פָּסוּק  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בַּמִּדְרָשׁ 

לּוּ יַהַרְגוּהוּ יַחְרִימוּ בֵּינֵיהֶם שֶׁלּאֹ  ילָּם, וְעוֹד אִ וּדְּוַדַּאי אִם יָדַע שֶׁנֶּהֱרַג תְּלוּנָתוֹ עַל כּ  הַיָּפֶה תֹּאַר, אֵין זֶה מִצַּד תַּרְעוֹמֶת אָבִיו,
נְעָם וֹכִּי אַחַר הַמַּעֲשֶׂה יְחַזְּרוּ בָּהֶם וְיִתְלוּ אֶת הַסִּרְחוֹן בַּבְּכוֹר שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לְמ  יְגַלּוּ כְּמוֹ שֶׁעָשׂוּ בִּמְכִירָה, אֶלָּא מִצַּד אָחִיו עַצְמָם,

עַל יְהוּדָה שֶׁלּאֹ מִיחָה בַּמְּכִירָה כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י גַּבֵּי "וַיֵּרֶד יְהוּדָה מֵאֵת אֶחָיו"    מָבוֹא בַּדָּמִים בֶּהֱיוֹתוֹ בְּכוֹר, וּכְמוֹ שֶׁנִתְרַעֲמוּ
 . עכ"ל

 
It may be said that it is stated in the Midrash on the verse “And Reuben heard and 

saved him,”7 that Reuben said, “I am the firstborn, and the disgrace will fall primarily on 
me.”8  

The commentary Yefeh To’ar explains there that this was not because of his father’s 
complaint, for certainly, had Jacob known that Joseph was killed, his grievance would have 
been against all of them. Moreover, had they killed him, they would have imposed a ban 
among themselves not to reveal it, as they did in the sale. Rather, it was because of his 
brothers themselves: after the deed they would have regretted it and placed the disgrace 
upon the firstborn, who should have prevented them from coming to bloodshed, since he was 
the firstborn. This is just as they complained against Judah for not protesting the sale, as 
Rashi explained on “And Judah went down from his brothers.”9 Rashi wrote that the verse 
and its placement teaches us that Judah’s brothers demoted him from his role as leader. When they 
saw their father’s grief they said, “You told us to sell him: if you had told us to send him back to 
his father we would also have obeyed you.”10 

 
6 Gen. 37:17. 
7 Gen. 37:21. 
8 Gen. Rabbah 84:15. 
9 Gen. 38:1. 
10 Rashi on Gen. 38:1 (base on Gen. Rabbah 85:2). 
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רֵי תָּמִיד הָיוּ אַחִים דְּבוּקִים  וּלְפִי זֶה יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁמַּה שֶׁקְּרָאָם אַחִים הוּא לִגְרִיעוּתָא, לוֹמַר שֶׁלּאֹ נִתְחָרְטוּ מֵעוֹלָם עַל הַדָּבָר, שֶׁהֲ 

"וַיּאֹמְרוּ    כְּדִכְתִיב,  חִיל לְהִתְנַכֵּל עַל יוֹסֵף לַהֲמִיתוֹזֶה בְּזֶה, שֶׁאִם הָיוּ מִתְחָרְטִים הָיָה לוֹ לְהַשֵּׁנִי לְהִתְרַעֵם עַל הָרִאשׁוֹן שֶׁהִתְ 
וְאַף כְּשֶׁיָּרְדוּ אָחִי    ,אֶת יְהוּדָהאִישׁ אֶל־אָחִיו הִנֵּה בַּעַל הַחֲ˄מוֹת" וְכוּ', אָמְנָם שְׁאַר הַשְּׁבָטִים נִתְחָרְטוּ, וּלְפִי שֶׁהָיוּ הָרֹב הוֹרִידוּ  

, מִכָּל מָקוֹם כְּתִיב "עֲשָׂרָה" לְפִי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיְתָה אָהֲבָה וְשִׂנְאָה שֶׁל כֻּלָּם שָׁוֶה,  יוֹסֵף בְּדַעַת שָׁלֵם לִפְדּוֹתוֹ כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שָׁם
  . ב אוֹ מִשּׁוּם צַעַר אֲבִיהֶםוֹוְעיי"ש בְּרַשִׁ"י, וְלאֹ הִסְכִּימוּ לִפְדּוֹתוֹ אֶלָּא אוֹ כְּדֵי לֵילֵ˂ אַחַר הָר

 
Accordingly, it may be said that his calling them “brothers” was for disparagement, 

to say that they never regretted the matter at all, for they were always brothers, clinging to 
one another. Had they regretted it, one would have complained against the other, who began 
to scheme against Joseph to kill him, as it is written, “They said to one another, ‘Here comes 
that dreamer!’ ”11 However, the other tribes did regret it; and since they were the majority, 
they demoted Judah from his role as leader.  

Joseph’s brothers later went down with a full resolve to redeem him, as Rashi 
explained there, on the verse, “So ten of Joseph’s brothers went down to get grain rations in 
Egypt,”12 for which Rashi writes: “It does not call them ‘the sons of Jacob,’ teaching that they 
regretted having sold him and that they had made up their mind to behave towards him in a 
brotherly manner and to redeem him at whatever price people might fix for them to pay.13  

With all that, it is written “ten of Joseph’s brothers,” which seems superfluous, as we 
already know that Benjamin did not go. Rashi teaches that the “ten” is present because their love 
and hatred were not all equal. See Rashi there, that their brotherly feelings were divided ten 
ways, because the love and hatred that all of them bore him were not alike, whereas in regard to 
buying grain they were all of one heart.14 Thus, we learn that even though they had full resolve to 
redeem him, they had only agreed to redeem him either to follow the majority or because of 
the distress of their father. 

 
* * * 

 
11 Gen. 37:19. 
12 Gen. 42:3. 
13 Rashi on Gen. 42:3 (based on Midrash Tanchuma, Miketz 8). 
14 Rashi on Gen. 42:3 (based on Gen. Rabbah 91:2). 


