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In Parshas Vayishlach, the Torah records, “After these things, the wife of Yosef’s master cast her 
eyes upon him, and she said, ‘Lie with me.’ But Yosef adamantly refused, and he said to his master’s wife, 
‘Look, with me here, my master does not concern himself with the house, and he has placed everything he 
has in my custody. There is nobody in this house greater than I, and he has not withheld anything from me 
except for you, since you are his wife; how then could I do this terrible evil, and have sinned against 
Hashem” ( "איך אעשה הרע הגדולה הזאת וחטאתי לאלקים" ) (Bereishis 39:7-9). 

 In his sefer Ohr P’nei Tzaddikim, the Rizhiner Rebbe questions why Yosef stressed that this would 
be a grave sin (רעה גדולה), when it seemingly would have been sufficient to say simply that it was forbidden? 
Additionally, why did Yosef say, “I have sinned to Hashem” ( לאלקים "וחטאתי" ) in the past tense when he 
was speaking about the possibility of sinning in the future? Wouldn’t it have been more grammatically 
correct to say, “I will be sinning to Hashem?” ( לאלקים "ואחטא" ) 

 The Rizhiner Rebbe explains that when the yetzer hara (evil inclination) wants to incite a person to 
sin, it dresses itself up like a Torah scholar and brings countless proofs from Tanach and Chazal to purify 
the impure in an attempt to deceive him. In Yosef’s case, his yetzer hara told him, “Yosef, you are 
tremendously righteous, and you have fulfilled the entire Torah, with one exception: the mitzvah of 
teshuvah (repentance). Don’t Chazal teach (Berachos 34b) that in the place where baalei teshuvah (penitent 
sinners) stand, even the most righteous are unable to stand? If so, how will you be able to cope in the World 
to Come if you can’t even reach the spiritual level of the baalei teshuvah? Therefore, you should temporarily 
give in to your master’s wife, and then immediately do teshuvah, which will be accepted by Hashem and 
will enable you to reach the lofty place reserved for true penitents.” 

 Yosef wisely responded to his yetzer hara: “How could I do this terrible evil, and I have sinned to 
Hashem.” Yosef said that he certainly wanted to reach the spiritual level of baalei teshuvah, but he argued 
that in order to do so, it would be sufficient to commit a relatively minor sin, not a grave evil such as sinning 
with his master’s wife. Yosef added that “I have sinned to Hashem” – in the past tense – as a way of saying 
that he already had enough misdeeds to repent and did not need any more. With these arguments, he 
succeeded in vanquishing his evil inclination. 

 Adapting the explanation of  the Rizhiner Rebbe, that the yetzer hara told Yosef to sin so that he 
could reach the level of baalei teshuvah, we can suggest that Yosef responded, “Thank you for your 
wonderful advice, but there’s a big problem! You want me to sin and damage my bris, and the Zohar 
HaKadosh (Parshas Vayechi 219b, Parshas Noach 68a) explicitly states that there is no teshuvah and rectification 



for harm to the bris! If I sin with Potifar’s wife, that sin will remain with me eternally.” This was Yosef’s 
intention in stressing, “How can I commit הרעה הגדולה הזאת – this great sin,” as the word זאת – this – alludes 
to the bris, as it says זאת בריתי (Shemos Rabbah 23:12, 38:8). In other words, “How can you tell me to harm my 
bris? I have sinned to Hashem” in the past tense, as this sin will remain indelibly engraved in me forever, 
as there is no teshuvah for it. Therefore, my evil inclination, I wish that I could take your wonderful advice 
and ascend as you recommended, but not in this way!”  

 On a practical level, how are the aforementioned words of the Zohar HaKadosh to be understood? 
Is it really true that there is no way to rectify spiritual damage done to the bris? The Reishis Chochmah 
(Shaar HaKedusha 17:21) explains that there is no sin that cannot be overcome by heartfelt teshuvah. When the 
Zohar says that there is no repentance for sins of this nature, it does not mean that teshuvah cannot be done 
or that it will not be effective, but rather that it will be difficult. Even a person who has learned that the 
Zohar teaches that he cannot do teshuvah must stubbornly persevere and attempt to do so. Similarly, even 
a person who hears a Heavenly voice calling out, “Repent my children, except for you,” as Elisha (Acher) 
heard, must disregard it. In fact, even Elisha was eventually accepted in Gan Eden, even though he did not 
repent, and had he done teshuvah, it would have helped him even more. Although the doors of repentance 
were closed to him, it was up to him to persist until he managed to open them up. This is what Chazal mean 
when they say (Pesachim 86b), “Everything that the master of the house tells you to do, you must do, except 
for leave.” The true Master of the house is Hashem, and we must obey everything He commands us to do, 
unless He tells us to leave His house, as happened to Elisha. In such a case, we should not listen to Him, as 
He is only testing us. Rather, we should persevere in our teshuvah, which is what the Master of the house 
truly desires. 

 Through his actions, Yosef fulfilled the verse, “With the crooked, act crookedly” (Tehillim 18:27), 
which means that if somebody approaches us in a deceitful manner, we should respond in kind (Radak), just 
as Yaakov Avinu said about Lavan, “If he tries to trick me, I will be his brother in deception” (Rashi Bereishis 

29:12). Yosef’s yetzer hara tried to mislead him, so he tricked it in return. 

 May it be Hashem’s will that we merit seeing and perceiving His tremendous desire for us, even in 
the midst of the difficulties and obstacles to our Divine service. 

 

 

  
 
 

The yetzer tov has quality merchandise that doesn’t require soliciting of buyers, 
while the yetzer hara offers defective merchandise, which is why he must try to 

persuade us. 
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