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Chapter XV: Bo (Ex. 10:1–13:16) 
 
Essay 24. Haggadah: Jacob’s descent to Egypt was not voluntary  

  

מְלַמֵּד שֶׁלאֹ יָרַד יַעֲקֹב אָבִינוּ לְהִשְׁתַּקֵּעַ בְּמִצְרַיִם אֶלָּא לָגוּר שָׁם,  — "וַיָּגָר שָׁם"אָנוּס עַל פִּי הַדִּבּוּר.  —"מִצְרַיְמָה  וַיֵּרֶד"

מַקְשִׁים לָמָּה לאֹ הֵבִיא רְאָיָה מֵהַכָּתוּב עַל פִּיסְקָא   שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר: "וַיּאֹמְרוּ אֶל־פַּרְעֹה לָגוּר בָּאָרֶץ בָּאנוּ כִּי־אֵין מִרְעֶה לַצּאֹן" וְכוּ'.
בוֹת שֶׁל הַפָּסוּק, וָאִם תּאֹמַר שֶׁלּאֹ יֵשׁ רְאָיָה  י אָנוּס עַל פִּי הַדִּבּוּר, כְּמוֹ שֶׁעָשָׂה בִּשְׁאָר חֲלוּקוֹת וּבִשְׁאַר הַתֵּ —ד מִצְרַיְמָה""וַיֵּרֶ 

  ?מֵהַפָּסוּק, אִם כֵּן מִנַּיִן לוֹ

“And [Jacob] went down to Egypt”1—[he was] helpless on account of the word 
[of G-d, for He had told Abraham that his descendants would have to go into exile]. “And 
he sojourned there”2—[this] teaches that Jacob, our father, didn’t go down to settle 
in Egypt, but rather [only] to reside there, as it is stated: “And they said to Pharaoh, 
‘To sojourn in the land have we come, since there is not enough pasture for the flocks 
of your servant, since the famine is severe in the land of Canaan, and now please let your 
servants stay in the Land of Goshen’ ” (Gen. 47:4). 

“With meager numbers”—as it is stated, ‘With seventy souls did your ancestors 
come down to Egypt, and now the L-rd your G-d has made you as numerous as the stars of 
the sky’ ” (Deut. 10:22). 

“And he became there a nation”—[this] teaches that Israel [became] distinguishable 
there. “Great, powerful”—as it is stated, ‘And the Children of Israel multiplied and 
swarmed and grew numerous and strong, most exceedingly and the land became full of 
them.’ ” (Ex. 1:7). 

“And numerous”—as it is stated, ‘I have given you to be numerous as the vegetation 
of the field, and you increased and grew and became highly ornamented, your breasts were 
set and your hair grew, but you were naked and barren’ ” (Ezek. 16:7). 

- Haggadah, Magid section, First Fruits Declaration 
 

It is difficult to see why [the author of the Haggadah] didn’t bring a proof from 
Scripture on the fragment, “ ‘And [Jacob] went down to Egypt’—he was helpless on account 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. 
1 Deut. 26:5: “You shall then recite as follows before the L-rd your G-d: ‘My father was a fugitive Aramean. He 

went down to Egypt with meager numbers and he sojourned there; but there he became a great, powerful, and populous 
nation.’ ” 

2 Ibid. 
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of the word,” as he did with the remaining parts and in the remaining words of the verse. 
That is, for the fragment, “with meager numbers,” the author cites Deut. 10:22 as proof. For the 
fragment, “and he sojourned there,” he cites Gen. 47:4 as proof. For the fragment, “but he became 
there a nation, great and powerful,” the author cites Ex. 1:7 as proof. For the fragment, “and 
numerous,” the author cites Ezek. 16:7 as proof. Yet for the fragment, “And he went down to 
Egypt,” the author makes a statement, “[he was] helpless on account of the word,” but does not 
cite any Scripture. If you say that there is no evidence from the verse, then from where does 
he [know it]? 

 
דְּכַוְונַת הַמַּגִּיד הִיא לוֹמַר שֶׁוַיֵּרֶד מִצְרַיְמָה אָ  נָפְקָא לַן וְנִרְאֶה לְתָרֵץ דְּלָא אִיצְטְרִי פָּסוּק וּרְאָיָה עַל זֶה,  נוּס עַל פִּי הַדִּבּוּר 

מְלַ  שָׁם  וְכוּ',מִוַיָּגָר  פַּרְעֹה  אֶל  וְיאֹמְרוּ  שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר  וְכוּ'  יָרַד  שֶׁלּאֹ  הוּרַד    מֵּד  "וְיוֹסֵף  פָּסוּק  עַל  רַבָּה  בְּמִדְרָשׁ  דְּאָמְרִינַן  מִשּׁוּם 
נָהּ לְפָנֶיהָ וְהִיא הָיְתָה הוֹלֶכֶת אַחֲרָיו מִצְרָיְמָה", מָשָׁל לְפָרָה שֶׁמוֹשְׁכִין אוֹתָהּ לְמַקּוּלִין וְלאֹ הָיְתָה נִמְשֶׁכֶת, מֶה עָשׂוּ הוֹלִיכוּ בְּ 

  . כָּ אָמַר הקב"ה הֲרֵינִי מוֹשֵׁ בְּנוֹ לְפָנָיו וְאָבִיו יַעֲקֹב יֵלֵ אַחֲרָיו בַּעַל כָּרְחוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ בְּטוֹבָתוֹ עכ"ל .בְּעַל כָּרְחָהּ שֶׁלּאֹ בְּטוֹבָתָהּ
 
It seems that to solve this it is not necessary to have a verse and a proof, for the intent 

of the [author of the Haggadah] is to say that “ ‘And [Jacob] went down to Egypt’—[he was] 
helpless on account of the word” is different from “ ‘And he sojourned there’—[this] teaches 
that he didn’t go down to settle etc.” For it says in Midrash (Gen.) Rabbah (86:2) on the verse, 
“and Joseph went down to Egypt,”3 this is a parable, like a cow that [people] were pulling 
toward a butcher shop but she refused to be pulled [into it], what they did was lead her calf 
before her, and she walked after it involuntarily, and not for her own good.  This is what the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, said, “Here I’m pulling his son [i.e., Joseph] before him, and 
[Joseph’s] father Jacob will come after him involuntarily, and not for his own good.”  

 
וְדִילְמָא מַעֲשֶׂה שֶׁהָיָה כָּ הָיָה,וֹוְהִקְשָׁה הַיָּפֶה תּ וְעָוֹן שֶׁלּאֹ    אַר  בְּחֵטְא  וְרָצוֹן הקב"ה, מִדַּעַת  שֶׁבִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁאֶחָיו מָכְרוּ לְיוֹסֵף 

 .שֶׁיֵּלֵ יַעֲקֹב לְמִצְרַיִם עכ"ל כִי נוֹלָד דֶּרֶ מִקְרֶהמִשּׁוּם הָ 
 
The Yafeh To’ar4 commentary on Gen. Rabbah rhetorically asks, “Perhaps this action 

happened because the brothers sold Joseph in sin and iniquity, without any knowledge or 
will of G-d; because of this the path was created that Jacob would go down to Egypt?” But 
that is certainly impossible, as G-d is all-knowing, and while man has free will, G-d can also 
frustrate man’s plan if it is not in accordance with G-d’s will.  

  
   

 
3 Gen. 39:1. 
4 Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac Ashkenazi Jaffe (d. late 16th century), rabbi of the Ashkenazi community of 

Constantinople. Yafeh To’ar was his commentary to the Midrash Rabbah: Genesis (Venice, 1597–1606); Exodus 
(Venice, 1597); and Leviticus (Constantinople, 1648).  



3 
 

אָנוּס עַל פִּי הַדִּיבּוּר, וְאִם תּאֹמַר הַכֹּל הָיָה דֶּרֶ מִקְרֶה וּמִנַּיִן לָנוּ שֶׁהָיָה אָנוּס עַל פִּי —וְלָכֵן אָמַר הַמַּגִּיד "וַיֵּרֶד מִצְרַיְמָה"
וְאִם הַכֹּל הָיָה דֶּרֶ מִקְרֶה הָיָה לוֹ לְחָזוֹר,    .תַּקֵּעַ וְכוּ'מְלַמֵּד שֶׁלאֹ יָרַד יַעֲקֹב אָבִינוּ לְהִשְׁ —, לָכֵן סָמִי לֵיהּ "וַיָּגָר שָׁם"הַדִּיבֻּר

לְכוּ וּרְאוּ "  לְמִצְרַיִם בְּדֶרֶ זוֹ, כִּדְאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ פָּרָשַׁת וַיֵּשֶׁב,שֶׁיָּבאֹ  וְלָמָּה נִשְׁתַּקַּע שָׁם, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי שֶׁהַכֹּל הָיָה מֵרָצוֹן הקב"ה  
וּמִכָּאן מוּכָח שֶׁשִּׂנְאַת   וְכוּ' "הָפַ יָם לְיַבָּשָׁה" וְכוּ' לָמָּה "וַיִּשְׂנְאוּ אֹתוֹ"? כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּקָרַע הַיָּם לִפְנֵיהֶם עכ"ל.  "הִיםמִפְעֲלוֹת אֱ 

 .דֶרֶ מִקְרֶה אֶלָּא הַכֹּל הָיָה מִן הקב"האֶחָיו לְיוֹסֵף הָיְתָה בְּרָצוֹן הקב"ה וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה יָרַד יַעֲקֹב אָבִינוּ לְמִצְרַיִם, וְלאֹ הָיָה בְּ 
 
Therefore the [author of the Haggadah] said “ ‘And he went down to Egypt’—[he 

was] helpless on account of the word,” and if you’ll say everything was by chance and how 
do we [know] that “he was helpless on account of the word,” therefore juxtaposed to this is, 
“ ‘And he sojourned there’—[this] teaches that he didn’t go down to settle etc.” If everything 
was a coincidence, he would have returned, and why would he settle there? Rather, surely 
everything was the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He, that he would come to Egypt in this 
way, as is brought in the Midrash [Gen. Rabbah 84:8] on the parsha of Vayeishev. “Come and 
see the works of G-d”5 etc. “He turned the sea into dry land”6 etc. Why is it that “they hated 
him”7? So that the sea would be torn before them.8 From this, it is proved that the brothers’ 
hatred of Joseph was by the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He, and because of this, our 
father Jacob descended to Egypt. It was not by chance, but rather everything was from the 
Holy One, Blessed be He. 

 

* * * 

 
5 Ps. 66:5. 
6 Ps. 66:6. 
7 Gen. 37:4. 
8 I.e., G-d parted the Red Sea, and Israel walked through on dry ground. Gen. Rabbah 84:8 draws a parallel 

between the brothers’ tearing of Joseph’s coat of many colors into strips, as though torn by a wild beast, and G-d’s 
tearing the Red Sea into “strips,” providing a dry strip through which Israel could pass. 


