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Judah’S LeadeRShip (2)

In the first part of this lesson (Parashot Vayeshev-

Mikketz-Vayigash) we examined the contrasting 

behavior and leadership styles of Reuben and Judah 

during the sale of Joseph. This week we will further 

compare their leadership styles, as reflected in their 

attempts to convince Jacob to send Benjamin with 

them to Egypt. We will also explore Judah’s leadership 

qualities, which prompted the transfer of leadership 

from Reuben to Judah.

A. Reuben’s Offer to Guarantee 

Benjamin’s Safety is Rejected

The brothers return to Canaan from Egypt and tell 

their father of their treatment by the Egyptian ruler, 

and his demand that Benjamin be brought to Egypt. 

Jacob responds immediately:

and their father Jacob said to 

them, “You have bereaved me of 

my children, Joseph is gone and 

Simeon is gone; shall you take 

Benjamin from me? all of these 

things have come upon me.” (Gen. 

42:36) 

אֲלֵהֶם  וַיֹּאמֶר 
אֹתִי  אֲבִיהֶם  יַעֲקֹב 
ם יוֹסֵף אֵינֶנּוּ  לְתֶּ כַּ שִׁ
וְאֶת  אֵינֶנּוּ  מְעוֹן  וְשִׁ
עָלַי  חוּ  קָּ תִּ נְיָמִן  בִּ
)פרק  נָה.  כֻלָּ הָיוּ 

מ״ב, לו(

Jacob does not actually refuse to send Benjamin. 

Jacob’s Refusal 

to Send 

Benjamin
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Rather, he expresses anguish and fear that Benjamin’s 

fate will ultimately be identical to that of his brothers, 

Joseph and Simeon.

Reuben reacts to his father’s words immediately and 

attempts to convince him to send Benjamin:

and Reuben said to his father, 

saying, “put both of my sons to 

death if i do not bring him back 

to you; put him in my hands and 

i will return him to you.” (Gen. 

42:37)

אָבִיו  אֶל  רְאוּבֵן  וַיֹּאמֶר 
בָנַי  נֵי  שְׁ אֶת  לֵאמֹר 
אֲבִיאֶנּוּ  לֹא  אִם  מִית  תָּ
נָה אֹתוֹ עַל יָדִי  אֵלֶיךָ תְּ
אֵלֶיךָ.  יבֶנּוּ  אֲשִׁ וַאֲנִי 

)שם, לז(

In  his offer, Reuben takes personal responsibility 

to ensure Benjamin’s return. But Jacob refuses this 

offer:

and he said, “My son shall not go 

down with you, for his brother 

is dead and he alone remains, 

and if a disaster befell him 

during your travels, you shall 

have brought down my gray 

hair to the grave with sorrow.” 

(Gen. 42:38)

נִי  בְּ יֵרֵד  לֹא  וַיֹּאמֶר 
מֵת  אָחִיו  י  כִּ כֶם  עִמָּ
אָר  נִשְׁ לְבַדּוֹ  וְהוּא 
רֶךְ  דֶּ בַּ אָסוֹן  וּקְרָאָהוּ 
בָהּ  לְכוּ  תֵּ ר  אֲשֶׁ
יבָתִי  שֵׂ אֶת  ם  וְהוֹרַדְתֶּ
)שם,  אוֹלָה.  שְׁ יָגוֹן  בְּ

לח(

Reuben meant to convince Jacob to send Benjamin, 

but his words have the opposite effect: before Reuben 

spoke Jacob was merely anxious; now he absolutely 

refuses to send Benjamin, declaring: “My son shall not 

go down with you”! Reuben’s offer actually reinforced 

Jacob’s resistance instead of diminishing it.1

Later on Judah succeeds in convincing Jacob to send 

Benjamin to Egypt with them. Why? Does Jacob not 

trust Reuben? Was it simply a matter of poor timing, 

or was the offer itself problematic?

Reuben might have made his offer at the wrong time. 

The brothers had just returned from Egypt, Jacob had 

not yet processed his sons’ account of the events that 

took place and is not prepared to consider his options 

rationally. This is not the moment to pressure him; 

1 This is indicated by the commentary of Mizrahi:

אלא על כרחך לומר שמה שאמר “לא ירד בני עמכם” אינו אלא מפני שלא קבל 
דבריו של ראובן.

You must say that what [Jacob] said – “My son shall not 
go down with you” – was only because he did not accept 
Reuben’s words. (Mizrahi on Gen. 42:38)

however, other commentators interpret Reuben’s speech in 
a positive light, explaining that Jacob’s refusal stemmed from 
other factors, as Gur Aryeh explains:

וכך רוצה לומר אף על גב שיפה אמרת ״את שני בני תמית״ לא אעשה זה, לכך אמר 
״לא ירד בני עמכם כי אחיו מת״, וחזר יעקב את דבריו הראשונים, שרוצה לומר מה 

שהייתי מתיירא תחלה – עדיין הוא במקומו.
and he wanted to say, “even though you did well to say 
‘put both of my sons to death,’ i shall not do so,” and this 
is why he said, “My son shall not go down with you, for 
his brother is dead”; Jacob repeated his first statement 
[regarding Benjamin], for he wanted to say: what i feared 
at the beginning still applies.  (Gur Aryeh on Gen. 42:38)

Emek Davar’s explanation also suggests that Reuben is not at 
fault:

״לא ירד בני עמכם״ – אפשר הייתי מניחו בדרך אחר )=לארץ אחרת( על ידי ערבות 
זו של ראובן, אבל עמכם למצרים לא ירד.

“My son shall not go down with you” – i may have let him 
go on another journey (to another country) based on this 
offer of Reuben’s, but to egypt he shall not go down with 
you.

Reuben’s 

Oath – on the 

Lives of His 

Sons

My Son Shall 

Not Go Down 

with You

Was 

Reuben’s 

Offer 

Lacking?

Poor 

Timing
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he should be given time to calm down and consider 

the situation.2 In addition, the brothers have just 

brought food from Egypt and so Jacob does not see 

any need to send Benjamin. Only after the food runs 

out does Jacob realize that he has no choice but to 

2 Reuben’s haste is one of his dominant character traits. Reuben 
is the first son born to Jacob, the first to react and the first 
to conquer the Land of israel (see Ba’alei HaTosafot on Gen. 
49:4, in accordance with Num. 32:17). Jacob hints to this in his 
blessing to Reuben:

לְתָּ יְצוּעִי  עָלָה. בֵי אָבִיךָ אָז חִלַּ כְּ י עָלִיתָ מִשְׁ יִם אַל תּוֹתַר כִּ מַּ חַז כַּ פַּ
Turbulent as the waters, you will no longer excel, for you 
went up to your father’s bed and defiled it; he went up to 
my sheets. (Gen. 49:4)

Rashi explains that this haste causes him to lose the 
birthright:

הממהרים  הללו  כמים  כעסך  להראות  מהרת  אשר  והבהלה  הפחז   – כמים״  ״פחז 
למרוצתם. לכך ״אל תותר״ – אל תרבה ליטול כל היתרות הללו שהיו ראויות לך.

“Turbulent as the waters” – The haste with which you 
hurried to display your anger, as these waters hurry on 
their way. Therefore, you shall not be quick to take these 
additional privileges that were meant for you. (Rashi on 
Gen. 49:4)

Sefer Toledot Yitzhak also emphasizes this theme:

״פחז כמים״ – אמר שאבד המלוכה, שהמלך צריך מתון ועצה לכל מעשיו, לפי שהם 
ואתה שפחזת כמים הנגרים  גדול מאד...  בו הוא  וחטא קטן  כוללים לכל המלכות, 

בחפזה, אל תותר, לא יהיה לך יתרון על שאר בני אדם כמלך.
“Turbulent as the waters” – he said this [to explain why 
Reuben] lost the kingship, for a king must be moderate and 
counseled in all of his doings, for they include the entire 
kingdom, and a small sin for him is actually very great…
and you, as hasty as the waters which are dragged along in 
their hurry, “you will no longer excel,” you shall not have 
an advantage over the rest of the people, as a king does.

Reuben, in constrast to Judah, is quick to react, both in 
attempting to convince Jacob to send Benjamin and in trying 
to convince the brothers not to kill Joseph. perhaps this is why 
his suggestions are not logical and why they are not accepted, 
which ultimately led to his loss of the birthright.

allow Benjamin to go to Egypt. From this perspective, 

Judah’s leadership skills are reflected in his ability to 

determine the right time to speak to Jacob, when 

Jacob is less likely to be resistant.

But was Reuben’s offer rejected solely because of 

bad timing? Two elements of Reuben’s speech support 

the possibility that his offer was rejected due to its 

content, not only due to bad timing.

First, Reuben’s offer to kill his sons is particularly 

bizarre, as Rashi points out:

he did not accept Reuben’s 

words; he said: “This is a foolish 

firstborn – he says to kill his 

sons; are they [only] his sons and 

not mine [as well]?!”

של  דבריו  קיבל  לא 
״בכור  אמר:  ראובן, 
הוא   – זה  הוא  שוטה 
אומר להמית בניו, וכי 

בניו הם ולא בני״?!

Reuben’s intentions were, of course, the opposite: he 

meant to express to Jacob that he would do everything 

possible to bring Benjamin back home, since he valued 

his own sons’ lives so greatly. By offering to allow Jacob 

to “put both of my sons to death,” he was resorting 

to the common practice of taking an oath on the life 

of his relatives – but clearly he did not actually want 

them to die.3 While Reuben’s intentions were good, 

3 a number of commentators offer explanations for Reuben’s 
bizarre offer (see Ramban, ibn ezra and Rabbi Yitzhak ben 
asher haLevi on Gen. 42:38). according to Rashi, Jacob was 
aware that Reuben did not actually intend for his sons to 
die, and his anger was mainly directed at Reuben’s choice of 
words: “put [them] to death” (as opposed to “they will die”) 
– how could Reuben dare to suggest, even theoretically, that 

Adding Grief 

on Top of 

Grief
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Pessimistic 

Tone

one must choose words carefully so that they will 

be palatable to the listener. The very idea of bringing 

up his sons’ deaths was misguided. This hypothetical 

scenario was particularly difficult for Jacob to hear, 

as he had already suffered the loss of multiple sons 

– Joseph is gone, Simeon is now in jail and he fears 

for Benjamin’s life. Clearly, Reuben should not have 

mentioned the possibility of his sons’ deaths.

In addition, Reuben begins his speech with a proposed 

punishment should he violate his oath – “put both of 

my sons to death” – as opposed to beginning on a 

more positive note, with the commitment itself. Had 

Reuben said, “Put him in my hands and I will return 

him to you,” and only afterwards sworn on the life 

of his sons, tying their fate to  Benjamin’s, his offer 

might have been viewed more positively by Jacob.

Reuben made the offer with good intentions: he 

meant to swear that he would go to any length to 

bring Benjamin back. However, his bad timing and 

pessimistic phrasing caused Jacob to oppose the idea 

of sending Benjamin even more: “My son shall not go 

down with you.”4

Jacob would kill his own grandsons? if he refused to say “i will 
put them to death,” how could he suggest that Jacob do so?

4 if the reason for Jacob’s refusal was Reuben’s insensitive 
offer, why does Jacob explain his position by saying, “his 
brother is dead and he alone remains”? Mizrahi answers: “The 
explanation that ‘if a disaster befell him’ was [intended as] a 
total rejection, but he did not want to embarrass [Reuben] 
by saying that he did not accept his offer” (Mizrahi on Gen. 
42:38).

B. Judah Guarantees for 

Benjamin’s Return

and the famine was severe in 

the land. and it was when they 

finished eating the grain which 

they had brought from egypt, 

their father said to them, “Go 

back and buy a bit of food for 

us.” (Gen. 43:1-2)

אָרֶץ:  בָּ בֵד  כָּ וְהָרָעָב 
לֶאֱכֹל  לּוּ  כִּ ר  אֲשֶׁ כַּ וַיְהִי 
ר הֵבִיאוּ  בֶר אֲשֶׁ ֶ אֶת הַשּׁ
צְרָיִם וַיֹּאמֶר אֲלֵיהֶם  מִמִּ
לָנוּ  בְרוּ  שִׁ בוּ  שֻׁ אֲבִיהֶם 
מ״ג,  )פרק  אֹכֶל.  מְעַט 

א-ב(

Once they finish the food from Egypt, Jacob asks his 

sons to return to Egypt to bring back more food. 

After Jacob’s complete refusal to send Benjamin in 

Reuben’s care, no one dares mention the subject again 

and the brothers do not suggest returning to Egypt. 

Only when Jacob himself mentions the subject does 

Judah use the opportunity to explain the situation to 

Jacob:

and Judah said to him, “The 

man solemnly warned us, 

saying, ‘do not come before 

me without your brother’; if 

you send our brother with us, 

we will go down and buy food 

for you. and if you do not send 

[him] we shall not go down, 

for the man said to us, ‘do not 

come before me without your 

brother.’” (Gen. 43:3-5)

יְהוּדָה  אֵלָיו  וַיֹּאמֶר 
נוּ  בָּ הֵעִד  הָעֵד  לֵאמֹר 
תִרְאוּ  לֹא  לֵאמֹר  הָאִישׁ 
אֲחִיכֶם  י  לְתִּ בִּ פָנַי 
חַ  לֵּ ךָ מְשַׁ כֶם: אִם יֶשְׁ אִתְּ
נֵרְדָה  נוּ  אִתָּ אָחִינוּ  אֶת 
וְאִם  אֹכֶל:  לְךָ  רָה  בְּ וְנִשְׁ
י  חַ לֹא נֵרֵד כִּ לֵּ אֵינְךָ מְשַׁ
לֹא  אֵלֵינוּ  אָמַר  הָאִישׁ 
י אֲחִיכֶם  לְתִּ תִרְאוּ פָנַי בִּ

כֶם. )שם, ג-ה( אִתְּ

Judah 

Waits for 

the Right 

Moment

Judah 

Emphasizes 

the Need 

to Take 

Benjamin
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Judah emphasizes twice, at the beginning and end 

of his speech, that “the man” – the Egyptian ruler 

– told them, “Do not come before me without your 

brother.” Returning to Egypt without Benjamin is not 

an option. Judah then presents Jacob with a choice: 

if you send Benjamin with us, we will go and bring 

back food; if not, we won’t go, and we will have no 

food. After explaining the situation, Judah leaves 

the choice up to Jacob, as if to say: You decide; the 

responsibility is yours alone5.

A dialogue begins between Jacob and Judah. Jacob 

responds:

and israel said, “Why have you 

caused me misery by telling 

the man that you have another 

brother?” (Gen. 43:6)

לָמָה  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ וַיֹּאמֶר 
יד  לְהַגִּ לִי  הֲרֵעֹתֶם 
לָכֶם  הַעוֹד  לָאִישׁ 

אָח. )שם, ו(

Jacob reacts with despair – “Why did you do this to 

me?” He does not actually address the problem, nor 

does he respond to the choice presented to him by 

5 here too, as in his speech to his brothers during the sale of 
Joseph, Judah emphasizes to his father:

רָה לְךָ אֹכֶל. בְּ נוּ נֵרְדָה וְנִשְׁ חַ אֶת אָחִינוּ אִתָּ לֵּ ךָ מְשַׁ אִם יֶשְׁ
if you send our brother with us, we will go down and buy 
food for you. (Gen. 43:4)

Judah hints to Jacob – he is our brother just as much as he 
is your son. Be assured that we will do all possible to bring 
him back home. Reuben, on the other hand, does not use 
any affectionate language in describing Benjamin and merely 
says, “put him in my hands and i will return him to you” (Gen. 
42:37). in addition, Judah emphasizes the responsibility of all 
of the brothers toward Benjamin – “our brother with us” – 
while Reuben merely says, “i will return him to you.”

Judah. Jacob knows well that he has no choice and 

that he must come to a decision, but the decision is 

a painful one. He reacts out of grief and sorrow but 

not  reason, as the midrash describes:

Rabbi Levi in the name of 

Rabbi hama bar hanina [said]: 

Our forefather Jacob never 

spoke in vain apart from here… 

(Bereshit Rabba 91:10)

בר  חמא  ר׳  בשם  לוי  ר׳ 
היה  לא  מעולם  חנינה: 
דבר  אומר  אבינו  יעקב 
כאן...  אלא  בטלה  של 

)בראשית רבה צ״א, י(

The brothers answer Jacob:

and they said, “The man asked 

us particularly about ourselves 

and our homeland, saying, ‘is 

your father still alive? do you 

have a brother?’ and we spoke in 

accordance with these questions; 

could we somehow have known 

that he would say, ‘Bring your 

brother down’?” (Gen. 43:7)

אוֹל  שָׁ וַיֹּאמְרוּ 
לָנוּ  הָאִישׁ  אַל  שָׁ
לֵאמֹר  נוּ  וּלְמוֹלַדְתֵּ
חַי  אֲבִיכֶם  הַעוֹד 
ד  גֶּ וַנַּ אָח  לָכֶם  הֲיֵשׁ 
בָרִים  הַדְּ י  פִּ עַל  לוֹ 
נֵדַע  הֲיָדוֹעַ  ה  הָאֵלֶּ
אֶת  הוֹרִידוּ  יֹאמַר  י  כִּ

אֲחִיכֶם. )שם, ז(

The brothers respond apologetically: first, the man 

asked us, we did not decide to tell him of our own 

accord; second, we couldn’t have known that we 

would have to bring Benjamin to Egypt – there was 

no reason to think so. The brothers try to justify 

their actions facing Jacob’s accusation – “Why have 

you caused me misery” – but Jacob’s question was 

a rhetorical one expressing his grief, not a literal 

question requiring a response.

Jacob’s 

Reaction 

– Anguish 

and Despair

The 

Brothers’ 

Apology
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Whose 

Offer is 

Greater?

Judah’s 

Reaction –

 Logical 

and To the 

Point

An 

Optimistic 

Beginning

Judah is the only brother who understands Jacob’s 

feelings. Judah understands that Jacob is not looking 

for excuses. He does not attempt to answer Jacob’s 

question, but returns to the practical topic of going 

down to Egypt:

and Judah said to his father 

israel, “Send the youth with 

me, and we shall get up and go, 

and we shall live and not die, 

we and you and our children. 

i shall guarantee his safety; 

demand him from my hand. if 

i do not bring him back to you 

and present him to you, i will 

have sinned to you all of my 

days. For had we not delayed 

now, we could have returned 

twice already.” (Gen. 43:8-10)

אֶל  יְהוּדָה  וַיֹּאמֶר 
לְחָה  שִׁ אָבִיו  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ
וְנָקוּמָה  י  אִתִּ עַר  הַנַּ
וְלֹא  וְנִחְיֶה  וְנֵלֵכָה 
גַם  אֲנַחְנוּ  ם  גַּ נָמוּת 
אָנֹכִי  נוּ:  טַפֵּ ם  גַּ ה  אַתָּ
נּוּ  בַקְשֶׁ אֶעֶרְבֶנּוּ מִיָּדִי תְּ
הֲבִיאֹתִיו  לֹא  אִם 
לְפָנֶיךָ  יו  גְתִּ וְהִצַּ אֵלֶיךָ 
ל הַיָּמִים:  וְחָטָאתִי לְךָ כָּ
י  י לוּלֵא הִתְמַהְמָהְנוּ כִּ כִּ
בְנוּ זֶה פַעֲמָיִם.  ה שַׁ עַתָּ

)פרק מ״ג, ח-י(

At the beginning of his speech (verse 8), Judah presents 

the two alternatives once again: if Jacob agrees to 

send Benjamin, we will live. If not – we will all die. 

Judah emphasizes that this includes “we and you and 

our children,” as though saying to Jacob: consider 

the options: certain death for all of us, or possible 

disaster for Benjamin.6

Judah then presents another argument: “I shall 

guarantee his safety; demand him from my hand” 

(verse 9). This is parallel to Reuben’s offer: “Put both 

6 See Bereshit Rabba 91:10 and Tanhuma, Mikketz 8.

of my sons to death if I do not bring him back to 

you”7 (Gen. 42:37), but it is presented differently:

First, Judah begins with the positive side of his oath 

– “I shall guarantee his safety; demand him from my 

hand.” He promises to ensure Benjamin’s safe return. 

Only later does he mention the “price” he will pay if 

he fails: “If I do not bring him… I will have sinned to 

you all of my days.”

Reuben’s proposed “price” of failure seems at first 

greater than Judah’s – Reuben swears on the life 

of his children – which seems to express a  greater 

commitment to Benjamin’s safety. However, as 

discussed above, Reuben’s offer to accept responsibility 

was presented at the wrong time and in an insensitive 

manner. Moreover, Rashi explains (citing Bereshit 

Rabba 91:10) that the meaning of Judah’s statement 

that “I will have sinned to you all of my days” refers 

to the World to Come. Judah, therefore, has actually 

accepted a greater “price” for failure than Reuben: 

should he fail, his conscience will trouble him all his 

7 here Judah changes from the way he related to Benjamin in 
his first offer to Jacob, saying “I shall guarantee his safety,” 
taking sole responsibility for Benjamin’s welfare. also, he does 
not refer to Benjamin as “our brother,” but as a “youth” – 
“send the youth with me.” in expressing to Jacob that the 
matter is one of life and death (“we shall live and not die”), 
Judah shows Jacob that his concern for Benjamin endangers 
the entire family. This time, therefore, Judah regards Benjamin 
more distantly – as a “youth” as opposed to a “brother.” Judah 
may also have perceived implicit criticism of the brothers’ 
management of the situation from Jacob’s question, “Why 
have you caused me mistery,” and he therefore declares to 
Jacob: i alone will guarantee Benjamin’s safe return.
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life and beyond – a greater punishment than anything 

one could endure in this world.

C. Jacob’s Consent to Judah’s 

Offer

How does Jacob react to Judah’s speech?

and their father israel said to 

them, “if it must be so, then 

do the following: take of the 

choice fruits of the land in your 

vessels, and take for the man a 

gift; a bit of balm and a bit of 

honey, spices and ladanum, nuts 

and almonds. and take double 

money in your hand, and return 

the money which was returned 

to your sacks; perhaps it was a 

mistake. and take your brother, 

and get up and return to the 

man. and may the Lord Sha-kkai 

give you mercy before the man, 

and let him release your other 

brother and Benjamin; and i, if 

i am bereaved, i am bereaved.” 

(Gen. 43:11-14)

רָאֵל  יִשְׂ אֲלֵהֶם  וַיֹּאמֶר 
אֵפוֹא  ן  כֵּ אִם  אֲבִיהֶם 
מִזִּמְרַת  קְחוּ  עֲשׂוּ  זֹאת 
כְלֵיכֶם וְהוֹרִידוּ  הָאָרֶץ בִּ
צֳרִי  מְעַט  מִנְחָה  לָאִישׁ 
וָלֹט  נְכֹאת  בַשׁ  דְּ וּמְעַט 
וְכֶסֶף  קֵדִים:  וּשְׁ טְנִים  בָּ
נֶה קְחוּ בְיֶדְכֶם וְאֶת  מִשְׁ
פִי  בְּ ב  הַמּוּשָׁ סֶף  הַכֶּ
יבוּ  שִׁ תָּ חֹתֵיכֶם  אַמְתְּ
ה  גֶּ מִשְׁ אוּלַי  בְיֶדְכֶם 
קָחוּ  אֲחִיכֶם  וְאֶת  הוּא: 
הָאִישׁ:  אֶל  שׁוּבוּ  וְקוּמוּ 
לָכֶם  ן  יִתֵּ י  דַּ שַׁ וְאֵל 
הָאִישׁ  לִפְנֵי  רַחֲמִים 
ח לָכֶם אֶת אֲחִיכֶם  לַּ וְשִׁ
וַאֲנִי  נְיָמִין  בִּ וְאֶת  אַחֵר 
י.  כָלְתִּ י שָׁ כֹלְתִּ ר שָׁ אֲשֶׁ כַּ

)שם, יא-יד(

Jacob agrees to Judah’s offer, seemingly due to the 

reasons mentioned above:

A. Timing – there is no food left and no choice. 

Judah’s harsh speech clarifies the situation for Jacob.

B. Style – Judah’s approach was more convincing 

than Reuben’s. Judah first presents the positive side 

of his offer, in which everything goes well; only 

later does he mention the possibility for failure. The 

phrasing of his oath is also easier for Jacob to hear: 

Judah does not raise the possibility of losing another 

son, as Reuben does. Rather, he places tremendous 

responsibility on himself – not only in this world, but 

in the next as well.8

In spite of this, Jacob does not agree to Judah’s 

proposition happily:

Jacob begins his speech with a hint of  reluctance: 

“If it must be so, then…” In addition, Jacob does not 

mention Benjamin at first; he begins by listing the 

gifts that the brothers are to take with them. The 

brothers are surely waiting to hear if he will agree 

to send Benjamin, but only at the end does he say: 

“And take your brother.” Clearly it is difficult for 

him to agree to this, and only does so for lack of 

8 however, some commentators  regard Jacob’s speech as a 
response the brothers’ earlier justifications and not to Judah’s 
offer.. Seforno explains:

״אם כן״ – אם הדבר כן, כמו שאמרתם, שהתגרה האיש בכם והוא ירא אלהים. 
״אפוא״ – מן ההכרח ראוי שזאת תעשו: ״קחו מזמרת הארץ בכליכם מעט צרי וכו׳״.
”if  it  must  be  so  –  “if  it  was  as  you  said  ,that  the  man 
provoked you and he is God-fearing.
”Then –  “You must  do  the  following”  :Take  of  the  choice 
fruits of the land in your vessels…a bit of balm ,etc“.

See also the Mizrahi ad loc. 
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alternatives. At the end of his speech he says, “And 

I, if I am bereaved, I am bereaved,” expressing his 

intense fear and possibly even despair.

Although Jacob allows Benjamin to travel to Egypt, he 

does not rely solely on Judah’s promise. He does not 

thank Judah for his willingness to take responsibility 

for Benjamin – in fact, he does not respond to Judah’s 

offer at all. Instead, he addresses the brothers – “And 

their father Israel said to them…” Jacob does not place 

Benjamin specifically with Judah, but with all of the 

brothers: “And take your brother.”9

The fact that Jacob ignores Judah’s offer indicates 

that he did not wholeheartedly accept it. He only 

agreed to send Benjamin because he had no other 

choice, due to the worsening famine. Judah’s offer 

merely softened Jacob’s intense opposition to sending 

Benjamin, as reflected in his absolute refusal of 

Reuben’s offer.

9 This point will be discussed in detail next week.

D. Testing the Brothers’ Mutual 

Responsibility

Two elements in the text suggest that the responsibility 

for Benjamin’s return was placed collectively on all of 

the brothers, including Reuben:

A. As described above, Jacob sends Benjamin with 

all of the brothers and does not designate Judah as 

specifically responsible for his welfare.

B. When Joseph’s messenger pursues the brothers 

to inform them that they are suspected of theft, they 

all answer:

and they said to him, “Why 

does my lord speak of these 

things?... With whomever of 

your servants it is found, let 

him die, and we too shall be 

slaves to my lord.” and he said, 

“Now let it be according to your 

words; the one with whom it is 

found shall be a slave for me, 

and you shall be blameless.” 

and each man hurried to put 

his sack down on the ground, 

and each man opened his sack. 

(Gen. 44:7-11)

ה  לָמָּ אֵלָיו  וַיֹּאמְרוּ 
בָרִים  דְּ כַּ אֲדֹנִי  ר  יְדַבֵּ
צֵא  יִמָּ ר  אֲשֶׁ ה...  הָאֵלֶּ
וְגַם  וָמֵת  מֵעֲבָדֶיךָ  אִתּוֹ 
לַאדֹנִי  נִהְיֶה  אֲנַחְנוּ 
ם  גַּ וַיֹּאמֶר  לַעֲבָדִים: 
ן הוּא  ה כְדִבְרֵיכֶם כֶּ עַתָּ
יִהְיֶה  אִתּוֹ  צֵא  יִמָּ ר  אֲשֶׁ
הְיוּ  תִּ ם  וְאַתֶּ עָבֶד  י  לִּ
וַיּוֹרִדוּ  וַיְמַהֲרוּ  נְקִיִּם: 
חְתּוֹ  אַמְתַּ אֶת  אִישׁ 
אִישׁ  חוּ  וַיִּפְתְּ אָרְצָה 
מ״ד,  )פרק  חְתּוֹ.  אַמְתַּ

ז-יא(

In this dialogue, none of the brothers is the clear 

leader; none of them directs the negotiations with the 

Jacob Does 

Not Accept 

Judah’s 

Offer of Sole 

Responsibility
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Egyptian ruler – they are all of equal status. Similarly, 

after the goblet is found in Benjamin’s bag, all of the 

brothers share the responsibility and return to Egypt 

with him. They do not abandon Benjamin and are 

not angry with him for taking the goblet10 – they all 

return to Egypt in solidarity (Gen. 44:12-13).

It is interesting, then, that in the next verse one 

brother steps forward:

and Judah and his brothers came 

to Joseph’s house, and he was 

still there, and they fell to the 

earth before him. (Gen. 44:14)

וְאֶחָיו  יְהוּדָה  וַיָּבֹא 
וְהוּא  יוֹסֵף  יתָה  בֵּ
לוּ לְפָנָיו  ם וַיִּפְּ עוֹדֶנּוּ שָׁ

אָרְצָה. )שם, יד(

Here ,Judah is mentioned first, before his brothers, 

and it is clear that he is the leader. Indeed, later on 

Judah is the one to speak to Joseph on behalf of the 

brothers:

and Joseph said to them, “What 

is this thing that you have done? 

מָה  יוֹסֵף  לָהֶם  וַיֹּאמֶר 
ר אֲשֶׁ הַזֶּה  ה  עֲשֶׂ הַמַּ

10 however, the Sages describe the discussion between the 
brothers differently:

בר  גנבא  מה  לו  אמרו  הגביע  שנמצא  כיון   – בנימין״  באמתחת  הגביע  ״וימצא 
גנבתא.

“and the goblet was found in Benjamin’s sack” – when the 
goblet was found, they said to him, “This is a thief, son of a 
thief!” (Bereshit Rabba 92:8)

Benjamin is a “thief, son of a thief” – his mother, Rachel, 
stole her father Laban’s idols. The commentators add that 
the brothers “struck him on his shoulders” (Rabbenu Bahya 
on Gen. 44:12). in any case, the simple reading of the text 
indicates that the brothers (are united/stand with) Benjamin 
when the goblet is found.

do you not know that a man 

like me would discover this 

through divination?” and Judah 

said, “What shall we say to my 

lord – how can we speak, how 

can we excuse ourselves? God 

has found your servants’ sin; we 

are servants to my lord – both 

we and he in whose hand the 

cup was found.” (Gen. 44:15-16)

ם  יְדַעְתֶּ הֲלוֹא  יתֶם  עֲשִׂ
אִישׁ  יְנַחֵשׁ  נַחֵשׁ  י  כִּ
וַיֹּאמֶר  מֹנִי:  כָּ ר  אֲשֶׁ
יְהוּדָה מַה נֹּאמַר לַאדֹנִי 
ק  צְטַדָּ נִּ וּמַה  ר  דַבֵּ נְּ מַה 
עֲוֹן  הָאֱלֹוהִים מָצָא אֶת 
עֲבָדִים  נּוּ  הִנֶּ עֲבָדֶיךָ 
ם  גַּ אֲנַחְנוּ  ם  גַּ לַאדֹנִי 
בִיעַ  הַגָּ נִמְצָא  ר  אֲשֶׁ

יָדוֹ. )שם, טו-טז( בְּ

Judah speaks in the plural, on behalf of all of the 

brothers. He proposes to Joseph the same offer that 

the brothers made to Joseph’s messenger – that all of 

the brothers would become slaves to Pharaoh.

This offer is evidently acceptable to all of the 

brothers, as they originally presented it themselves. 

However, the brothers agreed to the messenger’s 

counteroffer that only the one who stole the goblet 

would become a slave. Now that the thief has been 

identified, why do they refuse to let Benjamin alone 

be taken into slavery? Why do they revert to their 

original offer that all of them become slaves?

Perhaps, before Benjamin was found with the 

goblet, the brothers thought that none of them was 

the thief. Therefore, they made a commitment that no 

one believed they would have to honor.11 Now that the 

11 This assumption also explains the brothers’ first promise to 
the messenger: “With whomever of your servants it is found, 
let him die” (verse 9). Rosh comments: “it is puzzling that 

Judah Takes 

Responsibility
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goblet has been found in Benjamin’s sack, the others 

realize their mistake in proposing this arrangement, 

as they are unwilling to abandon Benjamin.

However, there might be a different motive behind 

the brothers’ behavior. If another one of the brothers 

was accused of theft and stood to be imprisoned, the 

rest might agree to leave him in Egypt and return 

home. But Benjamin, they are not willing to abandon: 

they know how important it is that he return home. 

Jacob sent his youngest son with them and placed 

the responsibility for his well-being on all of their 

shoulders – not only Judah’s – as discussed above. 

Therefore, all of the brothers feel responsible for him 

and they are all willing to be enslaved with him.12

Joseph, still playing the role of Egyptian ruler, does 

not agree to this arrangement. It would be unjust 

to imprison all of the brothers for a single man’s 

transgression:

they would say such a thing; did they not see that the money 
had been returned to their sacks? They should have been wary 
that someone might place an obstacle for them without their 
knowledge” (Rosh on Gen. 44:9). See his answer (ad loc.). 
according to our interpretation, the brothers simply never 
expected that one of them could have stolen the goblet.

12 Hizkuni provides a similar explanation:

כשראו אחיו שנמצא ביד בנימין אמרו גם אנחנו עבדים כאשר אמרנו גם אשר נמצא 
הגביע בידו לא יהיה אלא עבד כי יראים היו פן ימיתוהו.

When his brothers saw that [the goblet] was found in 
Benjamin’s possession, they said, “We, too, shall become 
slaves, as we said, ‘Both we and he in whose hand the cup 
was found,’” – he [too] shall only become a slave; for they 
feared that [Joseph] would kill him. (hizkuni on Gen 44:9)

See also the comments of Orah Hayyim ad loc.

and he said, “Far be it from me 

to do this; the man in whose 

hand the goblet was found shall 

be a slave to me, and you return 

in peace to your father.” (Gen. 

44:17)

י  לִּ חָלִילָה  וַיֹּאמֶר 
הָאִישׁ  זֹאת  מֵעֲשׂוֹת 
בִיעַ  הַגָּ נִמְצָא  ר  אֲשֶׁ
י עָבֶד  יָדוֹ הוּא יִהְיֶה לִּ בְּ
אֶל  לוֹם  לְשָׁ עֲלוּ  ם  וְאַתֶּ

אֲבִיכֶם. )שם, יז(

The  brothers  ’mutual  responsibility  is  now  put  to 

the  test  :what  will  they  do  now  that  the  Egyptian 

sovereign insists on keeping only Benjamin as a slave 

and will not allow the rest of the brothers to stay 

with him?
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E. Judah’s Speech

At this critical moment Judah steps forward:

and Judah approached him and 

said, “please, my lord, allow your 

servant to speak a word into my 

lord’s ears, and do not be angry 

with your servant, for you are 

equal to pharaoh…” (Gen. 44:18)

יְהוּדָה  אֵלָיו  שׁ  וַיִּגַּ
ר  י אֲדֹנִי יְדַבֶּ וַיֹּאמֶר בִּ
אָזְנֵי  ךָ דָבָר בְּ נָא עַבְדְּ
ךָ  אַפְּ יִחַר  וְאַל  אֲדֹנִי 
כָמוֹךָ  י  כִּ ךָ  עַבְדֶּ בְּ

פַרְעֹה... )שם, יח( כְּ

Judah presents a lengthy speech. Afterwards, Joseph 

breaks down and reveals his true identity to his 

brothers.

What part of Judah’s speech causes Joseph to reveal 

himself?

Judah describes to Joseph the relationship between 

Benjamin and Jacob. He emphasizes how important 

Benjamin is to his father, and how heartbroken Jacob 

would be should his youngest son remain in Egypt:

“and now, when i come to your 

servant, my father, and the youth 

is not with us, and his soul is 

bound to his. and when he sees 

that the youth is gone, he shall 

die, and your servants shall bring 

down your servant’s gray hair to 

the grave with sorrow.” (Gen. 

44:30-31)

אֶל  בֹאִי  כְּ ה  וְעַתָּ
עַר  וְהַנַּ אָבִי  ךָ  עַבְדְּ
וְנַפְשׁוֹ  נוּ  אִתָּ אֵינֶנּוּ 
קְשׁוּרָה בְנַפְשׁוֹ: וְהָיָה 
עַר  י אֵין הַנַּ רְאוֹתוֹ כִּ כִּ
עֲבָדֶיךָ  וְהוֹרִידוּ  וָמֵת 
ךָ  עַבְדְּ יבַת  שֵׂ אֶת 
אֹלָה.  שְׁ יָגוֹן  בְּ אָבִינוּ 

)שם, ל-לא(

Finally Judah explains his personal commitment to 

his father:

“For your servant has guaranteed 

the youth’s safety to my father, 

saying, ‘if i do not bring him 

back to you, i shall have sinned 

to my father all of my days.’ and 

now let your servant stay instead 

of the youth as a servant to my 

lord, and the youth shall return 

with his brothers. For how can i 

return to my father if the youth 

is not with me, lest i see the grief 

that shall find my father.” (Gen. 

44:32-34)

אֶת  עָרַב  ךָ  עַבְדְּ י  כִּ
אָבִי  מֵעִם  עַר  הַנַּ
לֵאמֹר אִם לֹא אֲבִיאֶנּוּ 
לְאָבִי  וְחָטָאתִי  אֵלֶיךָ 
ה  וְעַתָּ הַיָּמִים:  ל  כָּ
חַת  ךָ תַּ ב נָא עַבְדְּ יֵשֶׁ
לַאדֹנִי  עֶבֶד  עַר  הַנַּ
עַר יַעַל עִם אֶחָיו:  וְהַנַּ
אֶל  אֶעֱלֶה  אֵיךְ  י  כִּ
אֵינֶנּוּ  עַר  וְהַנַּ אָבִי 
בָרָע  אֶרְאֶה  ן  פֶּ י  אִתִּ
ר יִמְצָא אֶת אָבִי.  אֲשֶׁ

)שם, לב-לד(

Judah demonstrates his personal responsibility for 

Benjamin, despite the fact that Jacob did not explicitly 

make him responsible. He emphasizes that he cannot 

return to his father without Benjamin; he cannot 

face the grief that will strike Jacob if Benjamin does 

not return.

Judah does not focus on the punishment he 

would receive for losing Benjamin,13 but the anguish 

it would cause his father.

In taking responsibility for Benjamin’s welfare, 

Judah makes an astonishing offer: he alone will be 

13 in contrast to Reuben’s reaction to Joseph’s disappearance: 
“and i, where shall i go?” (Gen. 37:30).
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imprisoned and Benjamin will return home with his 

brothers. There does not seem to be any chance that 

the Egyptian ruler will accept this proposal – why 

should he imprison the “thief’s” brother while letting 

the thief himself walk free?

But Joseph, the Egyptian ruler, agrees to the offer – 

and ultimately it is this that compels him to reveal 

himself to his brothers. Joseph perceives that Judah’s 

willingness to lead his brothers is based on the strong 

fraternal bonds between them. Judah and all of his 

brothers are willing to take responsibility for the 

well-being of Benjamin and their father – to the point 

that Judah is willing to remain in Egypt as a slave  to 

ensure that Benjamin returns home safely.

Joseph recognizes the brothers’ love and concern for 

their father, Jacob, as well as their strong devotion 

and concern for one another. This devotion drives 

them to take care of Benjamin, despite that Jacob 

favored him and was more concerned for his welfare 

than anyone else’s. In fact, they recognize Jacob’s 

preference and fully accept it. Benjamin will be freed 

and Judah will remain in his place.

This bond reverses the intense hatred that the 

brothers demonstrated toward Joseph, which leads 

him to remove his disguise and reveal his true 

identity.

In this episode, the full strength of Judah’s leadership 

is demonstrated in a number of instances:

A. He is the one who takes personal responsibility for 

Benjamin’s welfare, despite that Jacob had not made 

anyone specifically responsible for him.

B. He creates an atmosphere of brotherhood among 

the brothers14 and leads them to recognize that they 

cannot leave Benjamin in Egypt.

C. He is prepared to pay the price himself and become 

a slave to save his father from misery.

Once again, we are shown that Judah has a particular 

talent for saying the right thing at the right time, 

making his listeners more open to his suggestions. 

Although Judah is not aware that the Egyptian 

ruler was in fact Joseph, he still manages to affect 

Joseph emotionally. Judah’s speech to Joseph as the 

representative of the brothers demonstrates his 

leadership approach. 

Following this episode, Judah becomes the clear 

leader of the brothers; even Jacob recognizes this. 

Later, when Jacob decides to travel to Egypt, he sends 

Judah before him:

and Judah he sent before him to 

Joseph, to show him the way to 

Goshen, and they came to the 

land of Goshen. (Gen. 46:28)

לְפָנָיו  לַח  וְאֶת יְהוּדָה שָׁ
לְפָנָיו  לְהוֹרֹת  יוֹסֵף  אֶל 
ן.  נָה וַיָּבֹאוּ אַרְצָה גּשֶֹׁ גּשְֹׁ

)בראשית מ״ו, כח(

14 in the first part of our lesson (on Parashot Vayeshev-Mikketz) 
we discussed the significance of the fraternal bond to Judah’s 
leadership. during the sale of Joseph, he emphasized that 
Joseph is “our brother,” and thus persuaded the brothers to 
sell him instead of killing him.
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Similarly, when Jacob blesses his sons prior to his 

death, he praises Judah and gives him the blessing of 

leadership:

Judah, your brothers will thank 

you, your hand will be upon your 

enemies’ necks, your father’s 

sons will bow to you. Judah is 

a lion cub; you rise from your 

prey, my son; he crouches like 

a lion, like a lioness; who shall 

rouse him? The scepter shall not 

depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s 

staff from between his feet, until 

Shilo comes, and the nations 

obey him. (Gen. 49:8-10)

יוֹדוּךָ  ה  אַתָּ יְהוּדָה 
עֹרֶף  בְּ יָדְךָ  אַחֶיךָ 
לְךָ  חֲווּ  תַּ יִשְׁ אֹיְבֶיךָ 
אַרְיֵה  גּוּר  אָבִיךָ:  נֵי  בְּ
נִי  בְּ רֶף  מִטֶּ יְהוּדָה 
רָבַץ  רַע  כָּ עָלִיתָ 
מִי  וּכְלָבִיא  אַרְיֵה  כְּ
בֶט  יְקִימֶנּוּ: לֹא יָסוּר שֵׁ
ין  מִיהוּדָה וּמְחֹקֵק מִבֵּ
יָבֹא  י  כִּ עַד  רַגְלָיו 
ים.  הַת עַמִּ ילוֹ וְלוֹ יִקְּ שִׁ
)בראשית מ״ט, ח-י(

JuDAH’S LEADERSHIP QuALITIES (SuMMARY)

Judah’s leadership skills are displayed during 

two episodes – the sale of Joseph and accepting 

responsibility for Benjamin’s welfare. These events 

lead to Judah’s being crowned as “the strongest of his 

brothers” and receiving the leadership from Reuben.

The midrash states:

Rabbi Yehuda bar ilai said: 

the text is speaking in praise 

of Judah; in three places 

Judah spoke to his brothers 

and they made him king over 

them: “and Judah said to his

אילעי:  בר  יהודה  א״ר 
הכתוב  יהודה  בשבח 
מקומות  בג׳  מדבר, 
אחיו  בפני  יהודה  דבר 
עליהם:  מלך  אותו  ועשו 
אחיו״ אל  יהודה  ״ויאמר 

brothers” (Gen. 37:26); “and 

Judah and his brothers came” 

(Gen. 44:14); “and Judah 

approached him” (Gen. 44:18). 

(Bereshit Rabba 84:17, s.v. “and 

they sat down to eat”)

)בראשית ל״ז, כו(, ״ויבא 
מ״ד,  )שם  ואחיו״  יהודה 
יהודה״  אליו  ״ויגש  יד(, 
)בראשית  יח(.  )שם, 
רבה פ״ד, יז )ד״ה ״וישבו 

לאכל״((

In these two episodes, we are exposed to the 

contrasting leadership styles of Reuben and Judah. In 

both instances, Judah’s suggestion is accepted while 

Reuben’s is rejected. Why?

A number of significant differences emerge from the 

comparison between Reuben and Judah’s leadership 

approaches:

A. Their relationship with their brothers. Reuben 

is somewhat distant from his brothers, while Judah 

places himself together with them, participates in 

their conversation and defines himself as one of them. 

The partnership and brotherhood between Judah and 

his brothers allow him to influence them and cause 

them to listen to him. This ability to foster feelings of 

comradery is an essential quality in a leader. A leader 

must be part of his people, and aware of their needs, 

desires and circumstances. Only when he is part of 

them can he truly represent them, act on their behalf 

and lead them to a new and better future.

B. During the sale of Joseph, Judah emphasizes that 

Joseph is “our brother, our flesh.” As a result, he not 

only prevents Joseph’s death, but also reminds the 

brothers of the fraternal bond between Joseph and 
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themselves. This bond resurfaces later, when the 

brothers regret their cruelty toward Joseph, and 

feel love and concern toward Benjamin. This effect 

demonstrates another important quality in a leader: 

the ability to bring about change in the nation’s 

perception.

C. Judah is gifted with the ability to speak 

persuasively, demonstrating a deep understanding of 

his fellow man. While Reuben takes a strong moral 

stand he does not truly identify with his listeners; 

he speaks in a tone that others are unable to relate 

to. Judah, on the other hand, recognizes the right 

time and way to express himself. This is not merely 

a matter of rhetorical talent or charisma. Rather, it is 

a manifestation his ability to empathize with others 

and understand what they are willing to hear. In this 

way, Judah succeeds in convincing his brothers to sell 

Joseph instead of killing him, in convincing his father 

to send Benjamin to Egypt, and in convincing Joseph 

(albeit unknowingly) to soften his position and reveal 

himself to his brothers.

D. Both Reuben and Judah take responsibility for 

events that occur, but at the critical moment Reuben 

is either absent (during the sale of Joseph) or passive 

(when Benjamin is taken). Judah, on the other hand, is 

able to act properly at the crucial time, saving Joseph 

and later Benjamin. Judah takes full responsibility for 

his brothers, even when his father does not demand 

it of him. He is willing to not only act on Benjamin’s 

behalf but to pay a heavy personal price.

Reuben is the firstborn of the brothers. As such, he 

is held responsible for the family’s actions. Although 

his intentions are good, his character is not suitable 

for leadership and he fails. Therefore, the leadership 

role is taken from him and given to Judah, the brother 

truly worthy of it.


