What the Bible is Not Confused About: The
House of Bondage

Aaron Asher aaronisaacasher@gmail.com

Exodus 1:8-9 MR AL
(8) A new king arose over Egypt who i L
did not know Joseph. (9) And he said D’?XD 7737 me '1777,,3 DP,” (r)

to his people, “Look, the Israelite () : 710 7"]7N 5% 7"N 5 7[[7}\’
people are much too numerous for %320y bl 17337 ]7N '773N"|
us. 21370 0IXY] 27 bmw’

When Exodus says that a new king arose who did not know Joseph, the Torah is
doing more than explaining Pharaoh’s ignorance. It is activating the reader’s
memory. Pharaoh does not know Joseph, but we do. And because we do, we are
supposed to ask what Joseph’s Egypt had become before this new king ever appears.
What system did Joseph build? What kind of Pharaoh did that system empower?
What world did this king inherit?

The Torah is asking us to read the beginning of Exodus through the legacy of Joseph.
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land of Egypt and the land of
Canaan languished because of the
famine. (14) Joseph gathered in all the
money that was to be found in the land
of Egypt and in the land of Canaan, as
payment for the rations that were being
procured, and Joseph brought the
money into Pharaoh’s palace. (15) And
when the money gave out in the land of
Egypt and in the land of Canaan, all
the Egyptians came to Joseph and said,
“Give us bread, lest we die before your
very eyes; for the money is gone!” (16)
And Joseph said, “Bring your livestock,
and I will sell to you against your
livestock, if the money is gone.” (17) So
they brought their livestock to Joseph,
and Joseph gave them bread in
exchange for the horses, for the stocks of
sheep and cattle, and the asses; thus he
provided them with bread that year in
exchange for all their livestock. (18)
And when that year was ended, they
came to him the next year and said to
him, “We cannot hide from my lord
that, with all the money and animal
stocks consigned to my lord, nothing is
left at my lord’s disposal save our
persons and our farmland. (19) Let us
not perish before your eyes, both we and
our land. Take us and our land in
exchange for bread, and we with our
land will be serfs/slaves to Pharaoh;
provide the seed, that we may live and
not die, and that the land may not
become a waste.” (20) So Joseph gained
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possession of all the farm land of Egypt
for Pharaoh, all the Egyptians having
sold their fields because the famine was
too much for them; thus the land passed
over to Pharaoh. (21)And he removed
the population town by town,
from one end of Egypt’s border to
the other.(22) Only the land of the
priests he did not take over, for the
priests had an allotment from
Pharaoh, and they lived off the
allotment which Pharaoh had made
to them; therefore they did not sell
their land. (23) Then Joseph said to
the people, “Whereas I have this day
acquired you and your land for
Pharaoh, here is seed for you to sow
the land. (24) And when harvest
comes, you shall give one-fifth to
Pharaoh, and four-fifths shall be
yours as seed for the fields and as
food for you and those in your
households, and as nourishment for
your children.” (25) And they said,
“You have saved our lives! We are
grateful to my lord, and we shall be
serfs to Pharaoh.” (26)And Joseph
made it into a land law in Egypt,
until this day, that a fifth should
be Pharaoh’s; only the land of the
priests did not become
Pharaoh’s.(27) Thus Israel settled
in the country of Egypt, in the
region of Goshen; they acquired
holdings in it, and were fertile and
increased greatly.(28)]acob lived
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seventeen years in the land of Egypt, T
so that the span of Jacob’s life came

to one hundred and forty-seven

years.

Genesis 47 is not just a famine story. It is the transformation of Egypt.

And we should be careful: the text does not present Joseph as maliciously stripping
Egypt for its own sake. The people are starving. The world is starving. Joseph gives
them bread, and they are grateful to be alive. When they say, “You have saved our
lives,” the Torah lets that gratitude stand. Joseph really does preserve life.

But the way he preserves life changes Egypt forever. First the money enters Pharaoh’s
house. Then the livestock. Then the land. Then the people themselves. By the end,
Pharaoh owns the land, the people have been relocated, and a permanent fifth of the
produce belongs to Pharaoh.

That is not the same as the brutal slavery Israel later experiences in Exodus. But it is
also not ordinary freedom. From this point forward, the average Egyptian no longer
owns his land. He no longer owns his animals. He no longer controls the source of his
grain. He does not even fully control where he lives, because the population has been
moved from one end of Egypt to the other. Survival has been secured, but
independence has been lost.

And while this is happening, Joseph’s family is treated differently. Israel is settled in
Goshen, given holdings, sustained with bread, and allowed to multiply. The priests
keep their land because they live from Pharaoh’s allotment. Israel keeps its place
because Joseph protects them.

So by the end of Genesis, Egypt has become a country where Pharaoh owns almost
everything, while Israel remains a protected, landholding family inside Pharaoh’s

kingdom.

That is the world the new king inherits.
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coffin in Egypt.

The brothers once sold Joseph into Egypt. Now, through Joseph, Egypt itself has been
sold to Pharaoh.

That does not mean Joseph is acting with malice. Genesis presents him as someone
who preserves life. But the irony is hard to ignore: the brother who was sold into
slavery becomes the administrator of a system in which an entire country become
avadim/slaves to Pharaoh.

And even Joseph’s final words of comfort carry a warning. He tells his brothers, “I will
sustain you and your children.” That sounds reassuring, but it also means they still
need to be sustained. Their security is not independent. Their survival is tied to
Joseph’s power, Joseph’s position, and Joseph’s ability to protect them inside
Pharaoh’s Egypt.
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So the question hanging over the end of Genesis is not only whether Joseph forgave
his brothers. The question is: what happens when Joseph is gone? Can Israel remain
free inside a country where Pharaoh owns the land, controls the grain, relocates the
population, and has already turned Egypt into a servant-state? What happens when
a new Pharoah arrives who doesn't know Joseph?

Exodus 9:19-20

(19) Therefore, order your livestock
and everything you have in the open
brought under shelter; every human
and beast that is found outside, not
having been brought indoors, shall
perish when the hail comes down
upon them!”” (20) Those among
Pharaoh’s courtiers/slaves who
feared the LORD’s word brought
their slaves and livestock indoors to

safety;
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Exodus is not describing a simple society made up of free Egyptians on one side and
enslaved Israelites on the other. Pharaoh has avadim/slaves, and some of Pharaoh’s
avadim/slaves have avadim/slaves of their own. Some of those servants fear the word
of God and bring their households, servants, and animals inside.

That means the “house of bondage” is layered. It includes Pharaoh at the top,
servants beneath him, servants beneath them, livestock, households, and vulnerable
dependents. Egypt is a world ordered through hierarchy, ownership, and fear.

And that is exactly the kind of world Genesis 47 prepared us to recognize. Once Egypt
becomes a country where the people and the land are avadim to Pharaoh, bondage
does not only exist at the bottom. It becomes the organizing structure of the whole

society.
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(35) The Israelites had done Moses’ : :
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four hundred and thirtieth year, to D"WED '[/WND 2] '7" _'mN:IE 1?3
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once he has been circumcised. (45) 11'_[]}7’ 77N1f1]’ ﬂ'[}?'bj (1n)...
No foreigner or hired laborer shall gk -InN TIJ’ 7] (1) 'lﬂN
eat of it. ... (47) The whole 117 17.'73_' 717,1? ]'IDD "H.UV'I

community of Israel shall offer it.

(48) If a male stranger who dwells 21 'lﬂU]yL/' 2777 TN1 WDT 773
with you would offer the passover to ’mz’ N> 1y ’731 PINT TTIND

the LORD, all his males must be ik nnN 90 (bn) 2
circumcised; then he shall be EDD"I na A Jl—JIT'T 3771 I'I'T(Né

admitted to offer it; he shall then be
as a citizen of the country. But no
uncircumcised man may eat of it.
(49) There shall be one law for the
citizen and for the stranger who
dwells among you.

Israel leaves Egypt, but Israel does not leave alone. A mixed multitude goes up with
them, along with abundant livestock. The text also expands the language and says
that “all the ranks of the LORD” left Egypt. So the Exodus is not only removing one
family from Pharaoh’s house. It is pulling a whole collection of people, households,
servants, strangers, and animals out of Egypt’s slave society.

That means the Torah now has to ask: who belongs to this redeemed people? Who is
included in this night? Who can move from Pharaoh’s house into God’s house?

That is why the Passover laws appear here and aren’t random. The Torah begins
sorting the human categories that came out of Egypt: foreigner, purchased slave,
hired worker, stranger, native-born. These are exactly the kinds of categories we
would expect after leaving a layered house of bondage.

But the Torah’s answer is not simply bloodline. A stranger can enter. A purchased
slave can eat once circumcised. There can be “one law” for the native-born and for
the stranger who dwells among you.

The Exodus has pulled many kinds of people out of Egypt. Passover begins the work of
defining how those people can become one covenantal community under God.



Exodus 20:2-11

(2) I the ETERNAL am your God who
brought you out of the land of
Egypt, the house of bondage:(3)
You shall have no other gods besides
Me. (4) You shall not make for
yourself a sculptured image, or any
likeness of what is in the heavens
above, or on the earth below, or in
the waters under the earth. (5) You
shall not bow down to them or serve
them. For I the ETERNAL your God
am an impassioned God, visiting the
guilt of the parents upon the
children, upon the third and upon
the fourth generations of those who
reject Me, (6) but showing kindness
to the thousandth generation of
those who love Me and keep My
commandments. (7) You shall not
swear falsely by the name of the
ETERNAL your God; for GOD will
not clear one who swears falsely by
that name. (8) Remember the
sabbath day and keep it holy. (9) Six
days you shall labor and do all your
work, (10) but the seventh day is a
sabbath of the ETERNAL your God:
you shall not do any work—you,
your son or daughter, your male or
female slave, or your cattle, or the
stranger who is within your
settlements. (11) For in six days GOD
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made heaven and earth and 21777 772 ]3'77;7 7}773w|—|
sea—and all thatis in them—and {0} Z’ITIT.U.TIP”I N2 097 NK
then rested on the seventh day; T
therefore GOD blessed the sabbath

day and hallowed it.

When the Ten Commandments begin, God does not introduce Himself as “the God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” That would have been true, but it would not have been
enough for this moment. The people standing at Sinai are not only a bloodline family
anymore. Israel has left Egypt with servants, strangers, a mixed multitude, and
livestock. The Exodus has created a people larger than genealogy.

God also does not begin by saying, “I am the Creator of heaven and earth.” That too
would have been true, and Shabbat will soon point back to creation. But creation is
universal. God could say that to anyone. It does not name the specific experience that
has brought this people to this mountain.

So God gives the introduction that fits the situation: “I am the LORD your God who
brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of bondage.”

That phrase is not generic. It names the whole structure the Torah has been showing
us. Egypt was not only the place where Israel suffered. It was the place where land,
labor, animals, strangers, servants, children, and survival itself could all be gathered
under Pharaoh’s control.

And that is why Shabbat appears so quickly. The commandment immediately names
every category of life inside Israel’s gates: you, your children, your male and female
servants, your animals, and your stranger. No one gets swallowed by endless labor.
No one’s body exists only for someone else’s productivity. Even the animals are pulled
into rest.

The point is not only that Israelites must rest. The point is that Israel must not
rebuild Egypt. A people rescued from the house of bondage has to become a different
kind of house.



In Pharaoh’s house, power moves downward and consumes everything beneath it. In
God’s house, rest moves downward and protects everything beneath it.

The God who breaks open the house of bondage commands Israel to build a world
where bondage cannot become the organizing principle again.

Bekhor Shor, Exodus 20:2 ’2:°9 NIAW LMW 102

“Who brought you out of the land . .
of Egypt” — and it is better and 07931 PAINR ARSI TWN

more fitting for you to serve Me than "IN T12Y7 _|17 gheipmivjia)
to serve those slaves (the 0”71y ODNIN 71:1377773
Egyptians).

Bekhor Shor says it plainly: it is better to serve God than to serve “those slaves,”
meaning the Egyptians. Egypt is a place where even the masters are servants.
Pharaoh’s house is bondage all the way down.

Now we can reread Exodus 1 with the background restored. The king who “did not
know Joseph” is not just missing a biography. He is missing the moral memory of how
Egypt became what it became.

Joseph used Pharaoh’s power to preserve life, but that preservation came through a
system that swallowed Egypt into Pharaoh’s control. Joseph protected his own family
from being swallowed by that system in his lifetime, but the hungry mouth of that
system remained.

So when Pharaoh turns on Israel, their enslavement is not random. It is measure for
measure. The brothers sold Joseph into slavery in Egypt. Joseph’s Egypt then becomes

the house of bondage. And in Exodus 1, that house finally turns on the brothers’
children.

Exodus 1:7-22 979221°N 1N

(7) But the Israelites were fertile and . on wem Linpmiry 5
prolific; they multiplied and XMW 0D ijw 31 (1)
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increased very greatly, so that the
land was filled with them. (8) A new
king arose over Egypt who did not
know Joseph. (9) And he said to his
people, “Look, the Israelite people
are much too numerous for us. (10)
Let us deal shrewdly with them, so
that they may not increase;
otherwise in the event of war they
may join our enemies in fighting
against us and rise from the
ground.” (11) So they set taskmasters
over them to oppress them with
forced labor; and they built garrison
cities for Pharaoh: Pithom and
Raamses. (12) But the more they
were oppressed, the more they
increased and spread out, so that the
[Egyptians]| came to dread the
Israelites. (13) The Egyptians
ruthlessly imposed upon the
Israelites (14) the various labors that
they made them perform. Ruthlessly
they made life bitter for them with
harsh labor at mortar and bricks and
with all sorts of tasks in the field.
(15) The king of Egypt spoke to the
Hebrew midwives, one of whom was
named Shiphrah and the other
Puah, (16) saying, “When you
deliver the Hebrew women, look at
the birthstool: if it is a boy, kill him;
ifitis a girl, let her live.” (17) The
midwives, fearing God, did not do as
the king of Egypt had told them;
they let the boys live. (18) So the
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king of Egypt summoned the (r1°) D"[’?"l ﬂN ]”]‘lﬂ'l D"“]ED
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have you done this thing, letting the . )
boys live?” (19) The midwives said to 1A ) T.Uy Y1In ]_I‘? WDN ]
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have given birth.” (20) And God U (3) 1717"1 ﬂ‘f’?’?ﬁ_l

dealt well with the midwives; and

the people multiplied and increased DV_I 3-1’1 ﬂ777’7377 D’PbN
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o gt el 191919 (3) 073 BT
saying, “Every boy that is born,you TII?FI 13T ]73 jan 17337 173]7
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Now when we reread Exodus the slavery of Israel does not come out of nowhere.
Genesis has already shown us how Egypt became Pharaoh’s house: the money, the
livestock, the land, and finally the people came under royal control. Joseph preserved
life, but he also helped build the structure that made Egypt into a house of bondage.

That structure was born in the aftermath of Joseph’s sale. The brothers sold Joseph as
an eved into Egypt. Then Joseph’s Egypt became a land where the people themselves
became avadim to Pharaoh. And once Egypt became a house of avadim, the question
was always whether Israel could remain free inside it.

For a while, Joseph could sustain them. For a while, Joseph could protect them. For a
while, Israel could live in Goshen, hold land, multiply, and remain distinct. But
Joseph dies. His generation passes. And a new king arises who does not know Joseph.

That king inherits the house Joseph helped build, but without Joseph’s memory,
Joseph’s gratitude, or Joseph’s protection. Pharaoh receives the machinery of



centralized power without the moral restraint of the one who first used it to preserve
life. And when he sees Israel multiplying inside that system, he turns the house of
bondage against them.

So the Exodus is not only a rescue from one cruel king. It is God breaking open the
house that Pharaoh inherited, intensified, and weaponized against Israel.

This is what the Bible is not confused about: slavery in Egypt is not a random
interruption in the story. It is the long shadow of Joseph’s sale, Egypt’s
transformation, and Pharaoh’s power. The Torah remembers how bondage is built,
how it spreads, and how God brings people out
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