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Nachmanides on Genesis 37:2

AND THE LAD WAS WITH THE SONS OF BILHAH. His
actions were those of youth: he would touch up his eyes
and dress his hair. With the sons of Bilhah, that is to say,
he associated with the sons of Bilhah because his
brothers slighted them as being the sons of handmaids,
and he therefore befriended them. Their evil report he
told his father about every wrong which he discerned in
his brothers, the sons of Leah. This is the language of
Rashi.
But if this be so, why did the children of the handmaids
not save him later on, inasmuch as he loved and
befriended them, and told his father about his brothers'
slighting them. And if we say that they feared their
brothers, they were four, and Reuben was with them,
and, with Joseph himself, [they made a total of six].
Surely they would have prevailed against them
especially when considering that the remaining five sons
of Leah would not wage war against them. Moreover, it
appears from Scripture that all of the brothers concurred
in the sale of Joseph. However, according to our Rabbis
in Bereshith Rabbah, he uttered slander against all of
them.
In my opinion the correct interpretation is that this verse
returns to explain that which it mentioned above, and its
purport [is as if the phrases in the verse were transposed
as follows]: Joseph being a lad of seventeen years, was
feeding the flock together with his brothers, the sons of
Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his father's wives.
[Skipping]
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It may be that the word vhu (and he was) require
another similar word, as if it were written: "and he was
a lad, and he was with the sons of Bilhah and with the
sons of Zilpah, who were his father's wives." The verse
thus states that because he was a lad he was constantly
with the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his father's
wives, never being separated from them on account of
his youth, for their father had commanded them to
watch over him and serve him, not the sons of the
mistresses, and he brought an evil report concerning
them to their father. It was for this reason that these
four brothers hated Joseph.
Following that, the verse says that his father loved him.
Now when the other brothers saw that their father loved
him more than all, they became jealous of him and they
hated him. Thus Joseph is found to be hated by all: the
sons of the mistresses were jealous of him because Jacob
loved him more than them although they were also sons
of a mistress as he was, and the sons of the handmaids,
who would otherwise not have been jealous of his
superior position over them, hated him because he
brought their evil report to their father. The purpose of
the redundant expression, dibatham raah (their evil
report), is to magnify, for dibah itself connotes evil. Now
according to the opinion of Rashi it is possible for dibah
to be a good report. Thus when Scripture uses the
expression, "he brings dibah", it means that he tells what
he sees, but when it uses the term, he bringeth forth
dibah,' it refers to the fool who speaks falsehood.
In line with the literal meaning of Scripture, the fact that
it calls one a naar (lad) when he was seventeen years of
age presents no difficulty for since he was the youngest
among them, it calls him by that name, indicating that he
was not as sturdy as his brothers and therefore needed
to be with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah oh account of his
youth. Now of Rehoboam, Solomon's son, it is written,
And Rehoboam was young and faint hearted and could
not withstand them, yet he was forty one years old when
he began to reign. Similarly the verse: Is it well with the
lad Absalom? And Benjamin, upon going down to Egypt,
was older than Joseph was now, and yet Scripture
frequently refers to him as naar.
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Now Onkelos translated vhu naar as "he grew up with
the sons of Bilhah." Thus the verse states that from the
time he was a lad he was in their company. They raised
him as a father would, and they served him. This
interpretation is also correct according to the literal
interpretation of Scripture, which I offered as an
explanation, namely that Scripture relates that he
brought evil report concerning [the sons of the
handmaids, who, according to Onkelos, raised him. This
is why they hated him, whereas] the sons of the
mistresses hated him because of their jealousy, as
explained above.
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