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Prophet Joseph on His Way to Egypt

This chapter examines the story of Joseph beginning from when his
brothers take and abandon him away from his father’s house to his entry
into Egypt.
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So when they took him away and agreed that they should throw him to the
bottom of the well, and We revealed to him: “You will certainly inform them of this
affair of theirs while they are unaware” (15).

Although stressing that Joseph'’s brothers took him, the verse does not
state explicitly whether that happened with or without Jacob’s
permission. Significantly, this verse occurs after a verse in which Jacob’s
sons had the last words in their conversation with their father as they
tried to convince him: “They said: ‘If a wolf would devour him despite the fact
that we are a band, we are then certainly a failing group’.” This implies that
Joseph’s brothers took him with their father’s permission. Indeed, we will
see later in the story Jacob remind his sons, when they asked him to send
Benjamin with them to Egypt, that he “entrusted” them with Joseph but
they betrayed that trust: “He said: ‘Should | entrust you with him, would | be
doing other than what | did before when | entrusted you with his brother? So,
Allah is the best protector, and He is the most Merciful of the merciful ones’”
(12.64). This proves that Jacob’s sons took Joseph with the permission of
their father. Note that the verb . (»! “entrust someone with” is the same
verb that occurred in Joseph’s brothers’ request, “O our father! Why do you
not entrust us with Joseph? Surely we seek good for him,” implying that at the
end Jacob agreed to the request.

I have already shown that Jacob was aware that Joseph’s brothers
harbored evil for their brother; why, then, did he agree that they take
him? The answer to this question has two sides that may be described as
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“apparent” and “subtle.” I will start with the former. We have seen in our
study of Jacob’s reply, “It saddens me that you should take him away, and |
fear that a wolf might devour him while you are not attending to him,” that he
was so keen on changing the attitude of his sons toward Joseph that he
did not want to say explicitly that he saw them as a source of potential
danger to Joseph. He preferred to attribute any harm that may occur to
Joseph to an external source, mentioning a wolf. It seems that Jacob
reckoned that if Joseph’s brothers would take him with them that might
improve the way they felt about Joseph, so he agreed to their request.

We should not forget that the verse “send him with us ghadan (in the
early morning) to enjoy himself and play, and surely we shall be protective of
him” does not refer to a discussion that occurred on one day between
Jacob and his sons and ended up with him agreeing to their request to
take Joseph with them the next day. This is what many may think
because of mistaking the word 3% “ghadan” to mean “the following day,”
when in fact it means “in the early morning” of any day. This verse refers to
the pretext that Joseph’s brothers used to persuade their father to send
Joseph with them, a pretext that they would have used in their discussion
with him over many days until he agreed in good faith to their request.

Jacob’s keenness on changing his sons’ feelings toward Joseph may
not be sufficient to explain the great risk that he took by allowing them to
take Joseph away. This takes us from the “apparent” to the “subtle”
explanation of Jacob’s acceptance of his sons’ request: Allah made Jacob
agree to his sons’ request so that the story of Joseph would unravel as He
decreed. o

The verb ',=213 “and [they] agreed” indicates that a// of Joseph’s
brothers agreed to throw him to the bottom of the well. This is in line
with my already mentioned conclusion that the fact that the conversation
about how to get rid of Joseph ended with the verse “one of them said: ‘Do
not kill Joseph, but cast him down into the bottom of the well where some
caravanners will pick him up, if you would do something [to pim]"’ (12.10) means
that they all agreed to that plan. Note that the verb s, 122 “[they] should put
him” shows that by putting Joseph in the well, Joseph’s brothers did not
intend to kill him, but wanted some passers-by to rescue him and take
him to a land far from where his father lived.

After Jacob’s sons lowered Joseph to the bottom of the well, Allah
revealed to him: “You will certainly inform them of this affair of theirs while they
are unaware.” He told Joseph that one day he will mention this plot to his
brothers, and that this would come as a complete surprise to them.
Indeed, this is what happened many years later in Egypt. Verses 12.89-90
describe how Joseph reminded his brothers of their evil scheme against
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him while they were totally unaware that the dignitary they had been
visiting was in fact their brother Joseph whom they cast to the bottom of
the well years earlier: “He said: ‘Do you know how you treated Joseph and his
brother when you were ignorant?’ (12.89). They said: ‘Are you indeed Joseph?'.
He said: ‘I am Joseph and this is my brother; Allah has indeed conferred on us
favors; surely, as for he who acts dutifully and patiently, Allah does not waste the
reward of the good-doers’ (12.90).”

Allah’s revelation brought much kindness, care, and mercy to the
child Joseph who was in grave distress. Joseph would have badly missed
his father when he realized what his brothers were going to do to him.
Allah’s consolation, however, was greater than any consolation that
Joseph could have received from any human being, including his father.*
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And they came to their father %sha‘an (at night), weeping (16).

Joseph’s brothers returned home pretending to cry for their brother.
The mention of the verse that the time of the return was Lis “/sha'an (at
night)” confirms my interpretation of the word “ghadan” in verse 12.12 as
meaning “in the early morning.” Allah tells us that after taking their brother
with them in the early morning, Joseph’s brothers came back at night
without him.

Al-Qurtubi believes that Joseph’s brothers chose to return at night
because that would have helped them make up the story about what
happened, as their faces would not be seen in the darkness of the night.
But even if that was true, they must have given their father another
reason for getting back late. Let us remember that verse 12.12 indicates
that Joseph was with his brothers in the early hours of the morning in
summer, which means that they got back 10-12 hours after they should
have brought Joseph back to his father. They were supposed to return
him before the sun reached a high point in the sky and it became too hot.

Joseph’s brothers were keen on pretending that they cared about
Joseph and were sad to lose him, so they would have been expected to tell
their father about Joseph’s death immediately after they knew about it.
What, then, was their excuse for returning late? We will see in the next
two verses Joseph’s brothers untruthfully claim that a wolf has devoured
Joseph, and that they could find only his blood-stained shirt. This leads
me to conclude that Joseph’s brothers must have claimed that they could
not come back before night because they kept on looking for Joseph’s
body until the night set in.
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Probably, Joseph’s brothers thought that getting back at night would
provide cover for their lie. If they had told their father about what had
happened to Joseph in the morning he would have certainly asked them
to take him to where they left Joseph or found his shirt. By returning
during the night, they guaranteed that Jacob would not be able to go
before the next morning to wherever Joseph was supposed to have been
devoured by the wolf and they found his shirt. If Jacob went there in the
morning and did not find anything supporting his sons’ claims, that
would not represent a problem for them. They could claim that beasts or
the elements had removed any trace of their brother. In fact, we will see
in verse 12.18 that Jacob knew that it was useless to try to search for
Joseph, so his only reaction to the news of losing his son was to leave the
matter in the hands of Allah.

The well that Joseph’s brothers chose was far enough from their home
to prevent Joseph from returning home should the person who found
him try to identify his family and return him home. This could have been
one reason that forcedthem not to come back before night.
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They said: “O our father! We went to race with one another and left Joseph with
our belongings, so a wolf devoured him; and you will not believe us though we
are truthful” (17).

Joseph’s brothers started their speech to their father with the loving
phrase “O our father!” to create a friendly atmosphere that might help to
make him believe the painful details they were going to tell him.

The use of Joseph’s brothers of the clause Gat3LEAS “we went to race
with one another”! instead of the verb Uav.! “we raced with one another”
means that their race included going to a relatively far distance from the
starting point. The fake story about the race was used by Joseph’s
brothers to justify leaving Joseph alone with their belongings, as it is
obvious that young Joseph could not take part in this activity.

Joseph’s brothers deliberately combined their claim of being busy
racing with the claim about Joseph being devoured by a wolf. The latter is
a danger that Jacob himself suggested: “and | fear that a wolf might devour
him while you are not attending to him.” They thought that their story was
thus more likely to be believed by their father as he himself had
acknowledged this possibility.

It is clear from their plan that Joseph’s brothers wanted to convince
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their father that Joseph was actually dead, not merely missing. The
thought that only Joseph’s death would make Jacob ultimately forget his
son.

By saying to their father “you will not believe us though we are truthful,”
Jacob’s sons suggested that they had to convey to him what happened
even though they were aware of his suspicions about their intention. They
stressed that their story was true by reminding their father that his
failure to believe them was due to the suspicions that he already had, not
because their story was fake. They tried to make their father develop
doubts about the suspicions that were inevitably going to appear in his
mind about their story, and thus making him believe it.
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And they came with false blood on his shirt. He said: “[No,] rather your souls
have suggested to you [doing] something [evil]; so, [my course is] perfect
patience. And it is Allah whose help is sought against what you describe” (18).

Joseph’s brothers brought his shirt to their father after smearing it
with blood, which was not actually Joseph’s, as proof that their brother
was devoured by a wolf. The plan that Joseph’s brothers followed to
deceive Jacob reflects their failure to appreciate the depth of the
knowledge of this prophet. Allah conferred on Jacob “ta'wil al-ahadith (the
interpretation of talks),” making him able to read through simple things and
signs present and future events, as we saw in his interpretation of his
son’s dream. Jacob, therefore, was not going to believe his sons’ story
about the death of Joseph. He knew through Joseph’s dream, and
whatever other sources of knowledge that Allah made available to him,
certain facts about the future of Joseph and the rest of family. Indeed, we
will see later how Jacob tells critics of his undiminished hope of seeing
Joseph again, years after his disappearance: “and | know from Allah what
you do not know” (from 12.86).

I should cite a particular event that reveals the extent of Jacob’s sons’
underestimation of the knowledge and paranormal abilities that Allah
conferred on their father. Many years after the sudden disappearance of
Joseph, Jacob was one day able to smell the scent of his son through a
shirt that Joseph sent to him, when the shirt was still at a far distance
from Jacob’s living place: “And when the camel caravan had departed, their
father said: ‘| perceive the scent of Joseph; may you not disbelieve me!”
(12.94). The recipient of such divine favor was undoubtedly able to know
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that the blood on the shirt, which he could touch and carefully examine,
was not Joseph’s.

Indeed, Jacob’s first reaction to his sons’ claims was: “[No,] rather your
souls have suggested to you [doing] something [evill.” This is a direct
accusation from Jacob to his sons that they have worked out a scheme for
Joseph and that their account of what happened had no relation to truth.

Jacob’s words “ so, [my course is] perfect patience” refer to his reaction to
what happened The J—*"‘ M “sabrun jamilun,” which I translate as “perfect
patience,” is “the patience that is not associated with any complaint,” as
explained by the Prophet.™

Note that Jacob’s reply “so, [my course is] perfect patience” refers to his
patience not only with Joseph’s calamity, but also with the state of his
sons. Jacob did not react negatively to what his sons did. He did not
throw them out of the house, for example. He followed those words with
the sentence “and it is Allah whose help is sought against what you describe.”
Here, Jacob refers to his sons’ lies about what happened and asks Allah
for help in exposing those lies and revealing the truth.

Before moving to the next verse, we need to stop a little to ponder on
Jacob’s reaction in this extremely difficult situation. There is no doubt
that losing the son that he had special love for caused great sadness to
Jacob, especially as he did not know the condition of his son then, and
what was going to happen to him. Jacob’s knowledge that Allah had
ordained great good for Joseph in the future was a source of consolation
for him, but that would not have prevented him from feeling sad for his
son whom he could not see anymore, know his condition, or help.

Jacob’s sadness must have been amplified by the fact that Joseph’s
brothers were responsible for his disappearance, and that the good faith
that he put in them had contributed directly to the sad unfolding of
events. Despite all that, faith and wisdom never departed Jacob when he
was disputing his sons’ story and later asking for patience and help from
Allah during that crisis. How beautiful, then, is the reaction of this
knowledgeable prophet to his grave calamity, and how great is his perfect
patience! This divine test has made Jacob draw nearer to Allah.

No doubt, Jacob would have remembered in this grave calamity his
great grandfather, prophet Abraham, whom Allah also tested with his
son. One day, Allah ordered Abraham in a dream to slaughter his son
Ishmael. When Abraham and Ishmael were about to carry out Allah’s
command, Allah intervened. He ordered Abraham not to sacrifice his
son, and gave him a huge animal to sacrifice instead:
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And when he [Abraham’s son, Ishmael] was old enough to work with
him [his father Abraham], he [Abraham] said: “O son! | see in a dream that
| am sacrificing you, so let me know what you think.” He [Ishmael] said: “O
father! Do what you are commanded to do; Allah-willing, you will find me
one of those with patience” (37.102). So when they submitted [to Allah’s
command], and he [Abraham] laid him [Ishmael] on his forehead (37.103).
And We called to him saying: “O Abraham! (37.104). You have fulfilled the
vision.” Indeed, this is how we reward the good-doers (37.105). Surely this
was a manifest trial (37.106). And we ransomed him [Ishmael] with a
tremendous sacrifice (37.107).

Great stances such as these reveal some of the unique nature of Allah’s
prophets and the close servants whom He has chosen for Himself and
distinguished from other people.
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And there came a caravan™. They [the caravanners] sent someone to draw
some water, and he let down his bucket; he said: “O good news! Here is a young
boy”; and they concealed him as an article of merchandise, and Allah was aware

of what they were doing (19).

In the verse above, the Qur'an takes us back to the place where
Jacob’s sons left their brother hoping that some travelers would help him
out of the well and take him to a far land: “One of them said: ‘Do not Kkill
Joseph, but cast him down into the bottom of the well where some caravanners
will pick him up, if you would do something [to him]”” (12.10). Verse 12.19 tells
us that this was exactly what happened. A caravan of travelers arrived to
the area and sent someone to get them water from the well in which
Joseph was thrown. When that traveler sent the bucket down the well, he
was surprised to see Joseph, something that he considered to be “good
news.” His words “here is a young boy” show that Joseph was a little child
then, as we have seen implied by the Qur’an earlier on.

While it is unclear how long Joseph stayed in the well, he was
probably found shortly after he was cast there. As I explained in my
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interpretation of verse 12.10, Joseph’s brothers would have chosen a well
that is on a travel route to ensure that their brother gets rescued and does
not die at the bottom of the well.

The verb wi “asarra” means “to make somethlng a secret or “to treat
it as a secret,” hence I have translated the clause &x—5; 5 f»| s as “and they
concealed him as an article of merchandise,” i.e. the travelers hid Joseph
with their goods. Exegetes have disagreed about the identity of the plural
pronoun implied in the verb 515 “and they concealed him.” Some agree
with the old exegete Mujahid that it refers to the caravanners. The others
accept Ibn ‘Abbas’ view that it refers to Joseph’s brothers.

The latter group of exegetes, who represent the majority, think that
Joseph’s brothers threatened to kill him if he revealed the truth, and
forced him to pretend that he was their slave in order to sell him to the
caravan. The Qur’anic verse, however, contains absolutely nothing to
support this view. In fact, this interpretation reflects the exegetes’
influence by the Biblical narrative which claims that Joseph’s brothers
sold him to caravanners.

I think that this interpretation is completely wrong. I am inclined
toward the apparent meaning of the verse that the implied plural
pronoun in ss:4l5 “and they concealed him” refers to travelers in the
caravan. It is clear that the conjunction 5 “and” links this verb to the
plural verb ! ,Lw )\ “Ithey] sent” which precedes it in the same verse and
which definitely refers to the caravanners, not to Joseph’s brothers.
Additionally, the clause “and they concealed him as an article of merchandise”
makes it clear that the reference is to the travelers not to Joseph’s
brothers.*

Allah’s words “and Allah was aware of what they were doing” are a
reminder that He was present and watching when the travelers took
Joseph away from his father’s land, that He was aware of everything they
were doing, and that they were not able to do anything that He would not
allow to happen. This reminder brings to mind what Allah said in a
previous verse when Joseph’s brothers put him in the well: “and We
revealed to him: ‘You will certainly inform them of this affair of theirs while they
are unaware’.” In verse 12.19 Allah gives a reminder that He was present,
witnessing everything that was taking place, and that none of those
events would have taken place had He not wanted them to happen for
subtle goals that subsequent events would unveil.
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And they sold him for a low price, a few silver coins, and they were disinterested
in keeping him (20).

Note that the words o5 7 “they sold him,” |yl-< ‘they were,” and ui-g_eﬂ
dlsmteresteg in keeping” refer to the same plural pronoun implied in the
verbs bl_wﬂ “Ithey] sent,” °jj-~‘ ‘they concealed him,” and u)_l.Q.ZJ “they were
doing” in the previous verse. Since the selling of Joseph occurred in Egypt,
as we will see when we study the next verse, it is obvious that the sellers
must have been the travelers not Joseph’s brothers. This confirms my
comments on the previous verse that it was caravanners not Joseph’s
brothers who concealed Joseph with their goods. )

There are three opinions about the meaning of the adjective _.3<
“bakhsin,” which I have translated as “low.” The first two indicate “that
“bakhsin’” means “unjust” and “forbidden,” respectively. The third and
most common view suggests that this word means “undervalued.” In the
latter case, describing the price as “undervalued” may indicate that it was
below the average price of a slave at the time. It is more likely, however,
that the meaning is that any fee that the travelers would receive for
Joseph would be “low,” because anyone who would sell Joseph would
inevitably be a loser, for giving away this noble servant of Allah for
money. Support for this interpretation of the meaning of “bakasin” could
be seen in the phrase “a few silver coins,” which emphasizes the cheapness
of the price for which Joseph was sold, and the clause “and they were
disinterested in keeping him,” which stresses the sellers’ ignorance of
Joseph’s status.

Allah then states that this low price was “a few silver coins.” The term
M y “coins” refers to whatever currency was in use at the time. Some
exegetes have pointed out that the adjective &> 35955 “ma‘dadatin,” which
means literally “countable,” means “few.” They suggest that coins were
weighed when they were many but counted when there was only a few of
them as they would be easy to count. It seems that the caravanners sold
Joseph for a few coins because he had not cost them any money. They
had not bought him as a slave, so any money they would take would have
been a net profit.

Allah ends this verse by emphasizing that the caravanners’ treatment
of Joseph, selling him for money, reflects their disinterest in him: “and
they were disinterested in keeping him.” This underlines their ignorance of
Joseph’s real status and their failure to treat him as he deserves. This
emphasis on the caravanners’ ignorance of Joseph’s status is an indirect
reference to Joseph’s great status in the sight of Allah.




70 THE PROPHET JOSEPH IN THE QUR'AN, THE BIBLE, AND HISTORY

There is a great lesson in Allah’s test of Joseph, who is noble in His
sight, with that temporary state of humiliation in this transient world.



