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Chapter XIII: Shemot (Ex. 1:1–6:1) 
 
Essay 13. The Levites were exempt from servitude in Egypt 

  

תֵיכֶם", פֵּירֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י לְכוּ לִמְלַאכְתְּכֶם שֶׁיֵּשׁ לָכֶם לַעֲשׂוֹת בְּבָתֵּיכֶם אֲבָל מְלֶאכֶת שִׁעְבּוּ פָּסוּק ד מִצְרָיִם לאֹ הָיְתָה  "לְכוּ לְסִבְ

    ד בַּמִּקְדָּשׁ.וֹלָשֵׂאת הַמִּשְׁכָּן וְלַעֲבמֵאֵת ה' לְפִי שֶׁעֲתִידִין סִבָּה רְשׁוּ זַ"ל שֶׁהָיְתָה יעַל שִׁבְטוֹ שֶׁל לֵוִי עכ"ל. וּפֵ 
  

There is a verse: “But the king of Egypt said to them, ‘Moses and Aaron, why do you 
distract the people from their tasks? Get to your labors!’ ” (Ex. 5:4). Rashi interpreted, “Get to 
your labors that you have to do in your homes, but the work of servitude of Egypt was not 
[imposed] upon the tribe of Levi.” [The rabbis,] of blessed memory, explained that this was 
a decision of G-d, because their future was to carry the tabernacle and to work in the Temple.  

  
וְאֵי אֶפְשָׁר  ."כִּי־גֵר יִהְיֶה זַרְעֲ בְּאֶרֶץ לאֹ לָהֶם וַעֲבָדוּם וְעִנּוּ אֹתָם", וְאַף שֵׁבֶט לֵוִי בִּכְלָל זַרְעֲ  מַקְשִׁים וְהַלּאֹ סְתָמָא כָּתוּבוּ

 וַהֲוָה  ,תָם וְכוּ'וֹכִּי יִהְיֶה זַרְעֲ בְּאֶרֶץ לאֹ לָהֶם גֵר וַעֲבָדוּם וְעִנּוּ אלְמִכְתָּב  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּהָוֵי לֵיהּ    רָה זוֹ?ים בָּהֶם גְּזֵ ישֶׁלּאֹ נִתְקַיֵּ 
רַת  ימַשְׁמָע שֶׁגְּזֵ   נּוּ אֹתָם",אֲבָל הָשָׁתָא דִּכְתִיב גֵר בְּרֵישָׁא וְאַחֲרֵי כֵן הִפְסִיק וּכְתָב "וַעֲבָדוּם וְעִ   .וַעֲבָדוּםבִּכְלָל    שֶׁכֻּלָּםמַשְׁמָע  
וְעוֹד וַעֲבָדוּם    .ם שֶׁהָיוּ גַּם הֵם גֵּרִים בְּמִצְרַיִםיהָיְתָה כּוֹלֶלֶת לְכָל מִי שֶׁהוּא מִזַּרְעוֹ שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם, וְאַף בְּשֵׁבֶט לֵוִי נִתְקַיֵּ   הַגֵּירוּת
  .לְכָל זַרְעֲד, וְאֵינוֹ כּוֹלֵל וֹי שֶׁהוּא רָאוּי לַעֲבפִ לְ אוֹתָם 

 
[People] question: Isn’t it plainly written, “Know well that your offspring will be 

strangers—in a land not theirs—and they will be enslaved and oppressed” (Gen. 15:13), and 
even the tribe of Levi is included in the category of “your offspring.” How is it possible that 
this entire decree, including enslavement and oppression, won’t be realized for them? It can be 
said that [Scripture] could have written: “Your offspring will be in a land not theirs—
strangers—and they will be enslaved and oppressed.” If Scripture had used that sentence 
construction, the word “strangers” would not have been redundant, but would have been additional 
information: that the descendants would have been outside the Land of Canaan, and would not 
have had the same rights as the other inhabitants of that land, but rather would have been regarded 
by the natives as strangers. With such a hypothetical sentence construction, that would mean that 
[“your offspring”] are all included in the category of “and they will be enslaved.” But now 
that it is written, “strangers” at the beginning, and afterward [Scripture] interrupts to say, 
“in a land not theirs,” we understand that as a redundancy, for to say that someone is a stranger 
necessarily means in a land not theirs. Then after the redundant interruption, it is written, “and 
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they will be enslaved and oppressed.” This sentence construction means that the decree of 
being strangers included everyone from the offspring of Abraham, but the ending, “and they 
will be enslaved and oppressed,” does not necessarily include everyone from Abraham’s offspring. 
Even the Tribe of Levi fulfilled this aspect of being strangers, for they were also strangers in 
Egypt. Yet “they will be enslaved” was only appropriate for some of Abraham’s offspring, in 
accordance with his fitness to serve, and this does not include all “your offspring,” and so we 
can understand that the Tribe of Levi was exempt from being enslaved and oppressed by the 
Egyptians. 

 

־חָדָשׁ", כְּשֶׁמֵּת יוֹסֵף הֵפֵרוּ בְּרִית מִילָה, אָמְרוּ נִהְיֶה כְּמִצְ   וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר . רִיים וְכוּ'דְּאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ עַל פָּסוּק "וַיָּקָם מֶלֶ

וְאַף כָּאן    עַמּוֹ" וְכוּ'.שֶׁעָשׂוּ כֵּן הָפַ הקב"ה הָאַהֲבָה שֶׁהָיוּ הַמִּצְרִיים אוֹהֲבִים אוֹתָם לַשִּׂנְאָה שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "הָפַ לִבָּם לִשְׂנאֹ    וְכֵיוָן
רָה שֶׁל "וַעֲבָדוּם וְעִנּוּ  יוְהַלּאֹ כְּבָר נִגְזְרָה הַגְּזֵ לָּה, לאֹ הָיוּ הַמִּצְרִיים מְשַׁעְבְּדִים אוֹתָם,  ימִים מִצְוַת הַמִּ י קָשֶׁה וְכִי אִם הָיוּ מְקַיְּ 

  "?אֹתָם
 
It can be said that it’s brought in Ex. Midrash Rabbah (1:8) on the verse: “A new king 

arose over Egypt who did not know Joseph” (Ex. 1:8), that when Joseph died, many of the [Jews] 
broke the covenant of circumcision, saying, “We will be like the Egyptians, etc.” Because 
they did so, G-d turned the love with which the Egyptians had loved them to hatred, as it is 
said, “He changed their heart to hate His people” (Ps. 25:25). Even here it is difficult to 
understand, because if they were fulfilling the commandment of circumcision, the Egyptians 
would not have enslaved them in the first place, and wasn’t the decree already decreed upon 
them of “they will be enslaved and oppressed” in the time of Abraham, long before the Israelites 
violated the commandment of circumcision? 

 
" כנ"ל, וְאַחֲרֵי  בִּלְבַד, וּמִשּׁוּם הָ   הַגֵּירוּתאֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁהַגְּזֵרָה לאֹ הָיְתָה אֶלָּא עַל   כֵּן  כִי הִקְדִּים "כִּי־גֵר יִהְיֶה זַרְעֲ

וְהוֹאִיל שֶׁשֵּׁבֶט לֵוִי לאֹ הֵפֵרוּ בְּרִית מִילָה בְּמִצְרַיִם כְּדִכְתִיב    אִם לאֹ יִזְכּוּ יִתְוַסֵּף עֲלֵיהֶם הַשִּׁעְבּוּד, וְזֶהוּ "וַעֲבָדוּם וְעִנּוּ אֹתָם". 
 .נָמֵי בִּכְלָל הַשִּׁעְבּוּד אֶלָּא בִּכְלָל הַגֵּירוּת "כִּי שָׁמְרוּ אִמְרָתֶ וּבְרִיתְ יִנְצֹרוּ", מִן הַדִּין הָיָה שֶׁלּאֹ יִהְיוּ

 
Rather it’s certain that it must be said that the absolute decree was only on the 

condition of being strangers, and because of this, [Scripture] preceded with the text, “Because 
your offspring will be strangers.” Since the tribe of Levi did not break the commandment of 
circumcision in Egypt, as it is written, “Your precepts alone they observed, and Your 
covenant they kept” (Deut. 33:9), it was only right that the Levites would not be included in 
the category of servitude, but only in the category of the condition of being strangers. 
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הֲרֵי  תָּרִים, שֶׁ נָמֵי יוּבַן הַפָּסוּק "כִּי־גֵר יִהְיֶה זַרְעֲ בְּאֶרֶץ לאֹ לָהֶם", שֶׁלִּכְאוֹרָה "בְּאֶרֶץ לאֹ לָהֶם" הֵם דְּבָרִים מְיוּ  וּבְדֶרֶ זֶה

", פְּשִׁיטָא שְׁמִי שֶׁהוּא גֵּר אֵינוֹ יוֹשֵׁב בְּאַרְצוֹ. וּלְפִי דַּרְכֵּנוּ אֶתִּי שָׁפִיר, שָׁכַ הָיְתָה גְּזֵרַת הַמָּקוֹם  דַּי לוֹמַר "כִּי־גֵר יִהְיֶה זַרְעֲ
  . לָּהישֶׁיֵּשׁ לָהֶם הַמִּ   , נִּים מֵהֶםוּ נוּ שֶׁהֵם מְשׁישֶׁיִּהְיֶה נִכָּר וְנוֹדָע שֶׁהֵם בָּאָרֶץ לאֹ לָהֶם, דְּהַיְ   ,מִים בָּאָרֶץ לאֹ לָהֶםישֶׁכְּשֶׁיִּהְיוּ מִתְקַיְּ 

".לָהֶם  אָז לאֹ יִהְיֶה   מִצְרַיִם שֶׁאָמְרוּ נִהְיֶה הָא אִם לאֹ יִהְיוּ "בְּאֶרֶץ לאֹ לָהֶם" כְּמוֹ שֶׁעָשׂוּ בְּ   אֶלָּא הַגְּזֵרָה שֶׁל "כִּי־גֵר יִהְיֶה זַרְעֲ
 .'רַת הַשִּׁעְבּוּד "וַעֲבָדוּם וְעִנּוּ אֹתָם" וְכוּיכָּר שֶׁהֵם גָּרִים בָּאָרֶץ לאֹ לָהֶם, אָז יִתְוַסֵּף עֲלֵיהֶם גְּזֵ יכְּמִצְרִיים, שֶׁאָז לאֹ נִ 

 
In this way we will also understand the verse, “Know well that your offspring will be 

strangers in a land not theirs,” for apparently, the words “in a land not theirs” are extra 
words, for as explained above, it is enough to say, “Know well that your offspring will be 
strangers”—it is obvious that one who is a stranger is not dwelling in his land! According to 
this way of thinking, it is fine, for thus is the decree of the Omnipresent when they will settle 
a land that is not theirs: That it will be recognized and known to the Israelites that they are in 
a land not theirs, which is that they are different from [the natives], for [the Israelites] have 
the [commandment of] circumcision. Thus, for [the Levites], who did not break the 
commandment of circumcision, there was only the decree to Abraham of, “Know well that your 
offspring will be strangers.” Here, for those Israelites who were breaking the commandment of 
circumcision, if they were not “in a land not theirs,” as they created such a situation in Egypt 
when they said, “Let us be like the Egyptians,” then it was not apparent that they were living 
in a land not theirs, then the decree of servitude was to be added upon them, “and they will 
be enslaved and oppressed.” With this way of thinking, the Levites had circumcision to remind 
them they were different and that they were living in a land that was not theirs, so that they would 
be eager to leave to return to the Land of Canaan when the opportunity arose. In contrast, those 
other Israelites who wanted to become like Egyptians were prevented from becoming comfortable 
in such an identity, by being subjected to servitude, which would remind them that they were 
different and that they were living in a land that was not theirs, so that they, too, would be eager to 
leave. 

  
בְּמִקְדָּשׁ הִיא וֹ, הַטַּעַם הַזֶּה אֵינוֹ סוֹתֵר הַטַּעַם הַנַּ"ל שֶׁל הַמְּפָרְשִׁים, דְּאִיכָּא לְמֵימַר שֶׁהַזְּכוּת שֶׁהָיָה לָהֶם לַעֲבוּמִכָּל מְקוֹם ד 

לאֹ הָיָה מַכְרִיחִים אוֹתָם לְשִׁעְבּוּד, כְּמוֹ  זֶה גְּרַם שֶׁהַמִּצְרִיים לאֹ הָיוּ שׂוֹנְאִים אוֹתָם וְ   לָּה בְּמִצְרַיִם.יעָמְדָה לָהֶם שֶׁלּאֹ הֵפֵרוּ הַמִּ 
 .לָּה וְעיי"שישֶׁהֶאֱרַכְנוּ לְעֵיל בִּתְחִלַּת הַפָּרָשָׁה שֶׁכֹּל שִׂנְאָתָן הָיְתָה דַּוְקָא לְפִי שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל הֵפֵרוּ הַמִּ 

 
In any case, this sense does not contradict the above sense of the commentators, that 

[the Levites] had the right to work in the Temple because they did not break [the 
commandment] of circumcision in Egypt. This caused the Egyptians not to hate them and 
not to force them into servitude, as we explained at length above at the beginning of the 
parsha, in Essay 2, that all their hatred was precisely because Israel broke the [commandment 
of] circumcision, and see there. 

 

* * * 


