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Torah Talk for Miketz 5781   Genesis 41:1-44:17 
 
Gen. 44:1     Then he instructed his house steward as follows, “Fill the men’s bags with food, 
as much as they can carry, and put each one’s money in the mouth of his bag. 2 Put my silver 
goblet in the mouth of the bag of the youngest one, together with his money for the rations.” And 
he did as Joseph told him.  
Gen. 44:3     With the first light of morning, the men were sent off with their pack animals. 4 
They had just left the city and had not gone far, when Joseph said to his steward, “Up, go after 
the men! And when you overtake them, say to them, ‘Why did you repay good with evil? 5 It is 
the very one from which my master drinks and which he uses for divination. It was a wicked 
thing for you to do!’” 
Gen. 44:6     He overtook them and spoke those words to them. 7 And they said to him, “Why 
does my lord say such things? Far be it from your servants to do anything of the kind! 8 Here we 
brought back to you from the land of Canaan the money that we found in the mouths of our bags. 
How then could we have stolen any silver or gold from your master’s house! 9 Whichever of 
your servants it is found with shall die; the rest of us, moreover, shall become slaves to my lord.” 
10 He replied, “Although what you are proposing is right, only the one with whom it is found 
shall be my slave; but the rest of you shall go free.” 
 
Genesis 44:8 
RASHI: Here we brought back to you from the land of Canaan the money that we found in the 
mouths of our bags. How then could we have stolen any silver or gold from your master’s 
house! This is one of the 10 occurrences in the Bible of a rabbinic-style argument a fortiori. 
They are all listed in Genesis Rabbah. 
 
Genesis 44:10 
RASHI: Although what you are proposing is right. The Hebrew says, “Let it be according unto 
your words” (OJPS), but NJPS has the sense of the idiom here. “It’s true, when one member of 
a group of 10 is found with stolen property, all of them should be arrested.” Only the one with 
whom it is found shall be my slave. But I am not going to treat you according to the strict letter 
of the law. 
 
RASHBAM: Although what you are proposing is right. Since you are all partners, and business 
partners are responsible for each other’s infractions. Nonetheless, I do not want to push things 
that far. Only the one with whom it is found shall be my slave. 
 
KIMHI: What you are proposing is right. Rather, “your words are right.” Some take this to mean, 
“I believe what you told me about the money you brought back; I am sure you are honest. 
Nevertheless, the one with whom the goblet is found” (and so forth). 
 
NAHMANIDES: Although what you are proposing is right. What the Hebrew literally says—“now 
also” (OJPS)—does not sit well with Rashi’s explanation. Perhaps Rashi means that the steward 
is saying not “only the one with whom it is found shall be my slave,” but “the one with whom it 
is found shall only be my slave,” but he shall not die. However, since Joseph says, “Far be it 
from me to act thus!” (v. 17), the steward cannot mean that they all are guilty of a theft 
committed by just one of them. “I am the judge of all the land! How could I perpetrate such an 
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injustice?” There is no collective guilt when one man in a group of 10 has been found with 
stolen property unless it can be proved that they all conspired to steal it. But of course in our 
story he has already accused them as a group: “Why did you repay good with evil?” (v. 4); “It 
was a wicked thing for you to do!” (v. 5). They proclaim their innocence by announcing in v. 9 
that the actual thief should die, and the rest, who are innocent, should become slaves. It is as 
much as to say that the actual thief was the only one who knew about the theft. If they were all 
involved, why should just one man die? They would all be deserving of the same punishment, 
whether death or enslavement. They, however, are arguing that the others do not know about 
the theft and are invoking punishment on themselves even though they are innocent. So the 
steward is saying to them, “Now also” (OJPS)—even despite what you have just said—only the 
one with whom it is found shall be my slave. I am interested in making him pay for his crime, not 
in killing him. But the rest of you shall go free. Perhaps, as “according to your words” (compare 
OJPS), you really are innocent. — Or he may be saying, “Even though what you are proposing is 
not right, let it be as you say.” It would be like Rahab saying to the spies, “Let it be as you say” 
(Josh. 2:21). That, I think, is the correct interpretation. Genesis Rabbah here accords with my 
understanding, not Rashi’s. But perhaps we can fit Rashi’s interpretation to the text by taking 
Joseph’s “Far be it from me” (v. 17) to mean, “Far be it from me to treat you more harshly 
than my steward, who has already acquitted you. The rest of you shall go free; I will ‘confirm 
the word of My servant’ [Isa. 44:26].” 
 
GERSONIDES: Although what you are proposing is right. I learned the following about this from 
my father and teacher, may he rest in Paradise. The man is saying, “Even now, when I suspect 
that one of you has stolen, ‘let it be according unto your words’ [OJPS]—you are honest men. If 
I find the stolen object in the hands of one of you, I will still not suspect that all of you were 
involved. Only the one who stole it will be punished.” That is a really beautiful explanation. 
 
Nahum Sarna, Genesis (JPS Torah Commentary) 
9.      Undoubtedly, the spontaneous pronouncement of a death penalty for the thief and of 
slavery for the others is rhetorical and intended to be a convincing and categorical assertion of 
innocence. It is not clear whether these penalties reflect contemporary law. The formula “shall 
die” (Heb. va-met) has more of a judicial than an imprecatory ring. Ancient Near Eastern 
collections of laws display no uniformity in the case of theft.… Biblical law never legislates the 
death penalty for crimes against personal property. In the present instance, it is possible that 
the proposed punishments reflect Egyptian law, unknown to us from any other source. It is also 
likely that the theft of a sacred object entailed far more severe penalties than ordinary theft. 
Moreover, it is very possible that because the brothers are convinced of their innocence, they 
propose a harsher punishment for themselves than the law actually requires. 
 
Jon Levenson, “Genesis,” Jewish Study Bible 
 7–9: The accusation strikingly recalls Laban’s charge that Jacob had stolen his household 
icons (31.25–37). The latter’s defense, “anyone with whom you find your gods shall not remain 
alive!” (31.32) is probably connected to Rachel’s premature death giving birth to Benjamin 
(35.16–20). Here, too, the curse involves death for the malefactor, but it also entails slavery 
for the rest of the brothers (44.9). Not coincidentally, death and slavery were the two 
punishments that the brothers plotted to inflict on Joseph in 37.18–28.  


