Getting the Point Across
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Yehuda approached him and said, “Please, my master, may your servant now speak a
word in the ears of my master. And do not be angry with your servant, for you are
comparable to Pharaoh. (Bereishis 44:18)
“...approached him… a word in the ears of my master” – Let my words enter your
ears. (Rashi, ad loc.)
Here is where Yehuda finally stands up to Yosef. After Binyamin was apprehended for “stealing” the
goblet and they return to Egypt, Yehuda walks right up to Yosef and says to him, so to speak: “Now I
want you to listen to what I have to say!!” But just a second. Every time Yehuda had spoken to Yosef
until now there was an interpreter between them. If Yehuda now talks straight to Yosef, what’s going to
happen? Yehuda is not going to get his point across. His words will not have any impact because he is
speaking in Biblical Hebrew, which Yosef ostensibly doesn’t understand at all. How is this going to
work?
Imagine someone wants desperately to communicate with you. So he starts screaming at you and crying
to you in Chinese. You turn to someone and say, “Did you get what this fellow wants?”
This being so, what was the point of Yehuda speaking into Yosef’s ear?
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They would speak to Yosef only by means of an interpreter, and they did not know that
Yosef understands Hebrew. If so, how could Yehuda speak directly to Yosef? (Sifsei
Chachamim, ad loc.)
The Sifsei Chachamim is attempting to explain why Rashi interprets the verse as “Let my words enter
your ears.” Yet, his explanation seems only to compound the question. If they had been speaking to Yosef
until now through an interpreter, not knowing that Yosef understood Hebrew, why would Yehuda want

his words to enter Yosef’s ears? Wouldn’t it make more sense for the posuk to say that Yehuda wanted his
words to enter Yosef’s heart, i.e., be understood, rather than enter his ears and not be understood?
However, our entire question is based on the assumption that Yehuda didn’t speak Egyptian. Is this a
valid assumption? We know that for a sage to be accepted to the Sanhedrin he had to know all seventy
languages. And in ancient times, a king was expected to know all seventy languages, as we shall soon see.
Yosef left his brothers when he was seventeen. How did Yosef know Egyptian? Did Yosef know all the
languages?
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Said R. Chiya bar Abba, said R. Yochanan: When Pharaoh said to Yosef (Bereishis 41:44),
“Without you, no man shall lift his hand or his foot in all the land of Egypt,” Pharaoh’s
astrologers said, “Shall you take a slave, bought by his master for twenty silver pieces, and
make him rule over us?” Pharaoh answered, “I see in him a royal manner.” They replied,
“If so, he should know the seventy languages.”
The angel Gavriel came and taught him seventy languages, but he could not learn them.
Gavriel added to Yosef’s name a letter from the Name of Hakadosh Baruch Hu, and Yosef
was able to learn them. As it says (Tehillim 81:6), “He placed a testimony for Yehosef, I
understood a language that I did not know.”

The next day, whatever language Pharaoh spoke with him, Yosef answered him. Yosef
spoke the Holy Tongue, and Pharaoh did not know what he was saying. Pharaoh said to
him, “Teach it to me!” Yosef taught him, but Pharaoh could not learn it. Pharaoh said to
him, “Swear to me that you will not reveal this,” and Yosef swore to him.
When Yosef later said to him (Bereishis 50:5), “My father had me swear, saying…,”
Pharaoh replied, “Go have your oath annulled.” Yosef said, “If so, shall I have yours
annulled, too?” Pharaoh then begrudgingly said to Yosef (ibid., v. 6), “Ascend and bury
your father, as he had you swear.” (Sotah 36b)
They took Yosef out of the dungeon on the night of Rosh Hashanah, and he was brought before Pharaoh
the following morning. As Chazal learn from the chapter of Tehillim that is the shir shel yom for
Thursday and Rosh Hashanah (Rosh HaShanah 30b), the angel Gavriel came that night and taught Yosef
all the languages. Yosef needed to know them because Pharaoh knew them, and if Yosef was to be a
ruler, he was expected to know them, too.
This explains the whole story here in Parshas Vayigash.
Yehuda, whose status among the Twelve Tribes was that of king, must have been familiar with the
languages—surely he knew such an important language as Egyptian. But when he came down to Egypt to
buy grain he did not publicize this fact, for a simple reason. Yosef had accused them of spying. Should
Yehuda start defending himself in fluent Egyptian, he would just strengthen the case against himself.
Yosef would accuse Yehuda of studying Egyptian in order to walk around in Egypt and monitor private
conversations while unnoticed. What business does a simple shepherd from Canaan have knowing
Egyptian? He must be up to no good!
But now Yehuda cannot afford to equivocate any longer. He says, “Excuse me, Your Royal Viceroy, but
I’m going to have to talk to you directly. I will speak in Egyptian, your own language, because I have
something very important to tell you. Please let my words enter your ears.”
This solves all the problems. Yehuda indeed chose the best way possible to get his point across.

