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 (פרק לז' כא) .ַוִיְׁשַמע ְראּוֵבן ַוַיִצֵלהּו ִמָיָדם ַויֹאֶמר לֹא ַנֶּכנּו ָנֶפׁש 
Reuven heard (his brothers’ conversation), and he rescued (Yosef) from their hand; he 
said, “We shall not strike him mortally.” 
 
In  .כב  we find the very well-known exegesis of R’ Tanchum, author of Midrash שבת 
Tanchuma: /ַוִיָקֻחהּו ַוַיְׁשִלכּו ֹאתֹו ַהֹּבָרה ְוַהּבֹור ֵרק ֵאין ּבֹו ָמִים" And (the brothers) took (Yosef) and 
cast him into the pit; and the pit was empty, there was no water in it. By inference from 
that which is stated, And the pit was empty, don’t I know that there was no water in it? 
Rather, the verse comes to emphasize and teach that there was no water in it, but there 
were snakes and scorpions in it.” In Zohar Bereishis .קפה, R’ Yitzchak asks: “If there were 
snakes and scorpions in the pit, how could Reuven have thought, as written in ,פסוק כב  

ָאִביו  ֹאתֹו ִמָיָדם ַלֲהִׁשיבֹו ֶאל ַען ַהִציל  ְלמַ / intending to save him from their hand, to restore him to 
his father?” He answers that Reuven understood that allowing Yosef to remain in the 
hands of his brothers meant certain death-as the Artscroll Stone Chumash Editors adroitly 
tell us: “The brothers concluded that they had a right, and even an obligation, to kill 
Yosef.” Reuven realized that placing him in a pit filled with dangerous creatures is 
certainly extremely risky, but if Yosef was a truly righteous man and in addition, with his 
 .Hashem would intercede and save him from harm ,זכות אבות
 
Many Mefarshim offer answers to R’ Yitzchak’s question. Rav Meir Simcha’s approach 
appears to be based on Rav Sforno’s novel understanding of the phrase in   יחפסוק , ַוִיְתַנְּכלּו    

ַלֲהִמיתֹו     ֹאתֹו . The traditional interpretation is (the brothers) conspired against (Yosef) to 
kill him. Rav Sforno turns from this one-hundred eighty degrees and feels that it should 
be understood as Yosef was conspiring to destroy them! He elaborates: “We are therefore 
being told by the Torah that the brothers were convinced that Yosef was beguiling and 
deceiving them with the intent of destroying them in this world or in the world to come 
or both, hence they felt justified in slaying him to prevent him from slaying them.” This is  
a halachic principle clearly spelled out in  .סנהדרין סב: “Rava said… ‘If someone comes to 
kill you, rise and kill him first.” Rav Sforno continues: “…for they were all righteous men-
so much so that their names were inscribed as a memorial before Hashem (on the 
breastplate and ephod of the Kohen Gadol)-how then is it conceivable that they would 
kill or sell Yosef and subsequently not even regret their act? For even though later, while 
in jail, when they felt that Hashem had repaid them for their misdeeds, they admit, ֲאָבל  

' ָּאִחינו  ַעלֲאַנְחנּו    ֲאֵׁשִמים/ Indeed we are guilty concerning our brother…’, notice that they do 



not regret selling Yosef, nor even having planned to kill him; the only thing they regretted 
and considered themselves guilty of was turning a deaf ear to Yosef’s plea for mercy-
 when he pleaded with us and we paid no heed i.e., over twenty/ְּבִהְתַחְננֹו ֵאֵלינּו ְולֹא ָׁשָמְענּו 
years after the event they are not lamenting the sale or their intended slaying of him but 
rather were still convinced that Yosef had posed the sort of threat to their existence which 
entitled them to take extreme defensive action against him.” 
 
With this backdrop, Rav Meir Simcha proceeds to tell us that Reuven was trying to make 
his brothers think that he agreed with them that Yosef deserved to die. However, the 
brothers believed that his being a  רודף was egregious enough for him to be killed ,ם בידי אד  
through a human tribunal. And being older than thirteen, for we know that at this time 
Yosef was seventeen years old, he was mature enough to be tried in their Beis Din. Rav 
Meir Simcha, focusing on the words   ִמָיָדםַוַיִצֵלהּו /and he rescued him from their hand, 
explains that Reuven was able to convince his brothers that rather than killing him with 
their hand, let him die through a   בידי שמיםמיתה . Throw him into a pit-if he deserves to be 
killed, the snakes and scorpions in it will oblige. What Reuven did not tell them, and 
perhaps the brothers were not aware of, was, that the Heavenly Court will only try a 
sinner who is over the age of twenty. By making Yosef’s case into one which is adjudicated 
by the  and being too young to be tried by it, Hashem would prevent the   דין של מעלהבית  ,
creatures from harming him and allow Reuven to return later and save Yosef!  
 
Interestingly, Rav Meir Simcha uncharacteristically prefaces this explanation with the 
phrase, .עתי דת  י יעני  לפ  Perhaps he did not see Rav Sforno’s interpretation and felt that it 
was very bold to present such a unique understanding of   ַלֲהִמיתוַוִיְתַנְּכלּו ֹאתֹו ? 
 
 

 
 
  

 לזכר נשמת אבי מורי ישראל מנחם בן ר' שלום ז"ל
אביגדר ז"ל לזכר נשמת אמי מורתי רחל בת ר' אלחנן   

 לזכר נשמת חמי מורי יעקב נתן בן ר' ישראל שלמה ז"ל 
 ולזכר נשמת  הרב יהודה בן ר' אברהם שמחה (קופרמן) זצ"ל 

 מחבר  הגההות על ספר משך חכמה


