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NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS AND ABBREVIATIONS 

 

 All biblical quotations are original translations from the Hebrew Masoretic text 

with the assistance of Tanakh: A New Translation of the Holy Scriptures According to the 

Traditional Hebrew Text (1985). Translations of Midrash Bereshit Rabbah are also 

original, with the assistance of the translation by H. Freedman (1938). Translations of 

Mishnah are based on The Mishnah: Translated from the Hebrew with Introduction and 

Brief Explanatory Notes (1933). All quotations of the Babylonian Talmud originate from 

the translations by I. Epstein (1936). All quotations from the Testament of Joseph are 

original, translated under the supervision of Professor Carl Shaw. Quotations from the 

Testament of Reuben are based on the translations in Testaments of the Twelve 

Patriarchs: A Commentary (1985). Non-English words appear in transliteration within 

biblical or rabbinic quotations when the Hebrew or Aramaic is central to the passage's 

exegetical argument.  Square brackets within quotations from translated texts generally 

indicate words added in order to clarify the meaning of the passage.  Selected Hebrew 

and Greek primary texts, and their translations, may be found in the appendix.  

 The following abbreviations are used for the five books of the Torah: Gen 

(Genesis), Ex (Exodus), Lev (Leviticus), Num (Numbers), Deut (Deuteronomy). These 

abbreviations are used in citing rabbinic works: M (the Mishnah), B (the Babylonian 

Talmud), J (the Talmud of the Land of Israel), and T (Tosefta). The following 

abbreviations are used in reference to the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: T 12 Patr 

(the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs), T Jos (the Testament of Joseph), T Reu (the 

Testament of Reuben), T Naph (the Testament of Naphtali).  
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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

How did early biblical interpreters approach scenes of sexual seduction and 

adultery within the book of Genesis? The ways in which these exegetes address sexually-

natured biblical texts tell us much about ancient Jewish and Christian  concerns regarding 

gender and sexuality. This thesis analyzes women’s sexuality in rabbinic and 

pseudepigraphic interpretive texts from late antiquity focusing on the story of Joseph and 

Potiphar’s wife in Genesis 39. The first chapter provides an overview of women's 

sexuality within larger rabbinic thought, while the second and third chapters focus 

specifically on treatments of Potiphar's wife's character within Rabbinic homiletic texts as 

well as the para-biblical Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs. As proven through close 

readings of these Hebrew and Greek texts, unbounded female sexuality threatens the 

interpretive group’s self-preservation by disrupting the relationship between communities 

of men within each group.  

 
 
        
      Susan Marks 
      Division of Humanities 
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most well known sex scandals in Western literature involves a young, 

foreign slave and the older, more powerful wife of his master. The master's wife, having 

fixed her eyes on the beautiful slave, calls out to him, “Lie with me!” and he refuses, 

afraid of sinning in his master's house. But the master's wife does not give up too easily. 

This struggle repeats itself day after day until, one evening, the master of the house and 

all those residing in the house go out, leaving the slave and his master's wife alone. “Lie 

with me!” she tries again, and again the slave refuses her. Frustrated, she grabs hold of 

his clothing, pulling him towards her. This causes him to flee outside, panicking, leaving 

the garment in her grip. Afraid that someone will see the naked slave and realize her 

motives, the master's wife cries out that the slave in fact tried to rape her, holding the 

garment as proof. When the master returns home and hears this, he becomes furious and 

throws the slave into prison. 

Taken out of context, some may be surprised to discover that this describes the 

story of Joseph and his master Potiphar's wife as it appears in Genesis 39. This surprise 

might stem from the fact that such a sexually charged scene finds its place within the first 

book of the Jewish and Christian canon. Many ancient interpretations of Genesis focus a 

disproportionate amount of energy on this one passage, especially given that this 

seduction scene makes up just one small section within the larger Joseph narrative of 

Genesis, the longest treatment of a single character within the Hebrew Bible. 

Understandably, ancient interpreters, approaching the text as a history of their own 

ancient past, might have been disturbed by the fact that the same text which relays the 
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accounts of the Patriarchs also includes a substantial passage narrating a seduction scene. 

What specifically about seduction and sexuality do ancient interpreters deem 

problematic? How does reading ancient interpretation of a biblical text with sexual 

subject matter give the reader insight into ancient views on gender and sexuality? This 

thesis aims to address these questions.  

Though a seduction scene present within the book of Genesis might seem 

unsettling, the disturbing nature of this text does not stem from the general sense of a loss 

of morality or the basic fact that this scene relays a sexually charged narrative.  The 

disturbing nature of this seduction scene and seduction in general correlates with specific 

attitudes regarding proper relations between the genders as largely controlled under the 

domestic realm. In the case of Genesis 39 and, as I will later show, in the case of all 

sexual seduction, a woman stands as the source of sexual transgression due to her 

inability to control her sexual urges.  To a readership of ancient interpreters, Potiphar’s 

wife’s character embodies a breaking away from social norms due to her unbounded 

sexuality. Sexually unbounded women, women who refuse to conform to a given 

society’s model of domestication under husband or father, let their sexuality consume and 

destroy any social norms regarding proper relations between the genders. 

In this thesis, I will discuss and analyze women’s sexuality in ancient rabbinic 

interpretive texts, particularly Genesis Rabbah, and the pseudepigraphic Testaments of 

the Twelve Patriarchs [T 12 Patr], both originating in the first few centuries of the 

Common Era, using interpretations of the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife in Genesis 

39 as a case study. As this exploration will show, through close readings of these texts, 

unbounded female sexuality threatens the notions of self-preservation evident in the texts 
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by disrupting the relationship between communities of men within each group. Both 

interpretive texts rely on the belief of women as inferior, secondary creatures. As men, 

the authors of these texts orient themselves to their own gender. As such, all anxieties 

regarding sexuality arise as male concern with women’s physicality. 

Potiphar’s wife displays all the characteristics of such an unbounded sexual 

woman. That the rabbinic and pseudepigraphic texts devote much energy explaining and 

exploring the relationship between Potiphar's wife and Joseph stems from the fact that 

Potiphar's wife's sexual nature challenges ideal socio-religious constructions of sexual 

relations between the genders. Active and persistent in communicating her sexuality, she 

threatens the framework of society through rejecting her role as a domesticated woman. 

Not to be overlooked is the fact that Potiphar's wife's character has no name of her own, 

but instead assumes her identity through her status as Potiphar's property. That she rejects 

her status as wife through actively seeking out a sexual partnership with Joseph implies 

the rejection of her basic identity.  As a woman, she actively refuses to assume the proper 

role of wife in favor of satisfying her own physical desires.

Every secondary source I have encountered dealing with ancient interpretations of 

Genesis 39 places Joseph’s character as the main concern, with Potiphar’s wife’s 

character foiling Joseph’s chastity. While interesting, I found this to be too restricting, as I 

wanted this thesis to explore more holistic and complex issues of gender. Despite the 

narrow construction of women within these early interpretations, as described above, 

ignoring female characters provides a still narrower view. Using ancient androcentric 

historical methodology in order to explain and excuse our own merely perpetuates the 

marginalization of women in history. Though the limited sources dealing with Potiphar’s 
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wife make a close analysis of her character difficult, there are ways that focusing on her 

story allows critical investigation. Such methods include focusing on texts which do not 

include Joseph at all, or ones that compare Potiphar’s wife with other idealized biblical 

figures such as Ruth, as seen in chapter two. At the very least, approaching Potiphar’s 

wife’s character with a fuller, more critical look at gender in ancient interpretation proves 

valuable in the search for women within a male-directed construction of history.

I use the phrase “construction of history” because this thesis does not set out to 

use these interpretive texts in order to reconstruct definite historical interactions between 

the genders in ancient society. This thesis does, however, critically analyze early literary 

constructions of history in order to reach a fuller understanding of why and how the 

authors of these interpretations projected their gendered ideals and beliefs onto the 

biblical texts which they interpreted.  Closely reading into their construction of the 

sexually unbounded character of Potiphar's wife will help to gain insight into the 

theological and social ideas of gender, sexuality and marriage within these interpretive 

communities. Important to keep in mind is that these interpretations are not merely 

different representations of the historical character of Potiphar's wife. They also represent 

an array of ancient portrayals of the nature of women, which in turn displays how one 

historical figure was used to shape and depict changing views of gender and sexuality.

Through these portrayals of Potiphar's wife's character, we from a modern 

viewpoint are able to gain a better understanding of how these interpreters understood 

their world. This is due to the subjectivity of her historical representation. Even the brief 

paraphrase of the Genesis passage which began this chapter offers a subjective projection 

of my reading of the text. What was left out? What emphasized? Miriam Peskowitz 



5

further illustrates that the false recognition of the past as objective and not constructed 

holds true both in modernity as well as for the ancient writers imagining their own 

history.

We create our pasts, in various ways and with various texts and artifacts. 
Despite the habit of wrapping history in objectivity and stability, our pasts 
are pliable. So too, did people in Roman times creatively convey figures 
and events into stories about themselves and their pasts. Those who are 
ancient to us crafted for themselves stories of their own antiquities.1 

In the first few hundred years of the common era, Potiphar's wife was a character already 

centuries old. How did her presence in the historical and cultural landscape of late 

antiquity find representation and how can reading her character out of interpretive texts 

give modern readers an idea of ancient views of gender and sexuality? Important to keep 

in mind is that the authors of these ancient interpretive texts were most likely male 

authors. These male authors with male concerns in mind actively imagined and created 

ideal gender relations through interpretation.  Whether or not deliberate, ideas of gender 

as reflected in an interpretive text give some insight into the gendered social world from 

which they originate. In other words, when an ancient author writes about a historical 

female character or in the voice of a female character, she then becomes a canvas on 

which that author may project his own socially informed images of women. That being 

understood, a close reading into the characterization of Potiphar's wife in ancient 

interpretation allows further insight into larger construction of gender and sexuality by 

which these early interpreters understood and represented their world.

Not only will this exploration uncover how the groups from which the 

interpretations originate consider female sexuality, but it will also provide a line of 

reasoning for looking at and identifying what makes ancient biblical interpretation 

1 Peskowitz, 1997, 1
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interpretive. Though this exploration mainly focuses on rabbinic interpretation, I choose 

also to include T 12 Patr within the scope of my research in order to broaden 

examinations of the interpretive process. I view this line of reasoning as necessary, as the 

Testaments, which I consider to be ancient biblical interpretation, do not readily stand out 

as such. Unlike the rabbinic texts, T 12 Patr depends upon the form of para-biblical re-

write, eschewing the more obvious characteristics of what might be traditionally 

considered as an interpretive text. Such characteristics of biblical interpretation found in 

the rabbinic text which are absent in the pseudepigraphic text include direct quotes from 

biblical texts, multi-vocal opinion on scriptural significance and meaning, as well as 

intertextual references. Also unlike the rabbinic texts, the T 12 Patr takes the form of a 

narrative, and therefore masks any interpretive elements for the sake of literary 

believability.  

This raises one important question: As a fictional piece of biblical literature, can 

we consider T 12 Patr as biblical interpretation in the same way we consider rabbinic 

exegetical texts interpretive? In introducing his methodology for looking at ancient 

biblical texts, James Kugel asks, “How can one sift out interpretations from works (such 

as those found among the biblical apocrypha and pseudepigrapha) that are not biblical 

commentaries at all—works which seem mostly devoted to imaginative, often polemical 

reworkings of biblical material?”2 Here Kugel, through wanting to hone in on the 

specifics of what qualifies a text as biblical commentary, eliminates narrative genres that 

can be full of interpretive elements.  I would answer Kugel by observing with Moshe 

Bernstein, and others that reworkings of biblical material, no matter how “imaginative” 

2 Kugel, 1994, 3
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are not necessarily uninterpretive or even less interpretive than exegetical commentary.3 

In fact, biblical re-write by its very nature contains many interpretive components. 

Though the more telltale signs of interpretation such as direct quotations from scripture 

might be absent, a thoughtful reading of parabiblical rewrite unveils an array of 

interpretive elements within such texts. These elements consist of the inclusion and 

exclusion of new or existent narrative strands from a text or the addition or omission of 

minor characters in a given narrative. Both of these make qualitative judgments 

concerning the details of biblical narrative. They thus constitute interpretive elements. 

Such judgments inherently impose a specific agenda on the biblical texts upon which 

they elaborate in the same way a more apparent interpretive text would. Trying to 

categorize texts as interpretive in relation to specific genres runs the risk of over 

essentializing. We must ask what is lost in fitting such texts into neatly assigned 

categories and genres, especially given that the modern view-point informs and at times 

obscures notions of genre and intent within ancient texts.    

In his article, “Pentateuchal Interpretations at Qumran,” a study of interpretive 

Dead Sea Scroll texts, Moshe Bernstein reminds the modern reader, “we must recall that 

ancient biblical interpretation... should not be measured by the standards of modern 

biblical commentary.”4  The most striking difference between the two, according to 

Bernstein, lies in our separation of biblical writings into two distinct categories: exegesis 

and eisegesis. The former may be recognized as the most familiar form of biblical 

interpretation, where the interpreter reads a meaning out of the text, such as in rabbinic 

Midrash, or even modern theological commentary, which has roots in the early 

3 See discussions of Bernstein below
4 Bernstein, 1998, 128
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theological writing of the Middle Ages.5 The latter, sometimes used with a negative 

connotation in the modern sense, can be defined as a reading into the text of certain ideas. 

In order to survey ancient biblical interpretation more accurately, “we must examine what 

we, from a stance quite different from that of the ancient interpreters, perceive as 

eisegesis in addition to the exegesis... we must therefore cast our net rather widely in 

order to capture the fullest picture of Pentateuchal interpretation.”6 By doing so, the 

definition of interpretation also includes texts that, to the modern eye, seem to re-write 

another as a replacement or alternate narrative, such as T 12 Patr.7 

The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, though different in many ways from 

rabbinic interpretation, share commonalities with those texts more widely considered 

under the umbrella of Pentateuchal interpretation. In this exploration, I put Bernstein’s 

insights regarding para-biblical literature as interpretation to the test by exploring the 

interpretive elements at play within T 12 Patr. I chose to include the Testaments within 

this exploration instead of just focusing on rabbinic interpretive texts in order to “cast a 

wider net,” as Bernstein expresses. I feel that integrating texts known for their 

interpretive elements, such as the rabbinic texts, with contemporaneous texts not 

commonly considered interpretive, such as T 12 Patr, helps put the interpretive elements 
5 Bernstein, 1998, 128
6 Bernstein, 1998, 129
7 One thing to keep in mind, however, when discussing such a text as interpretive of another text under 

this broad definition is the question of canon. The line between “scripture” and what the modern reader 
perceives as scriptural re-write becomes blurred when considering which texts various ancient groups of 
readers might have considered authoritative scriptural texts. For example, on page 130 when Bernstein 
questions what characteristics a texts must have in order to be considered interpretive, he claims that the 
more exegetical commentaries among the Dead Sea Scrolls “obviously belong in our survey, but what 
about the book of Jubilees? Should we consider it to be a work of biblical interpretation, or does its 
near-canonical status at Qumran exclude it from the category under consideration?” Here, Bernstein 
refers to the fact that more copies of Jubilees were found at Qumran than those of Genesis and how this 
complicates the notion of canon among ancient scriptural traditions. I will not go into detail whether or 
not the T. 12 Patr., like Jubilees, may or may not have been considered an authoritative scriptural work 
on its own, as this could be the topic of an entirely different exploration. Regardless, I feel it necessary 
to mention this additional complication so as to remember not to rely on the weighted authority that 
canonization has given to certain texts over centuries.
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at play within each text into perspective. 

Before moving on, I would like to define a few terms which I will be using 

throughout this exploration.8 The first, halakhah and its adjectival equivalent halakhic, 

refers to the collective works of Jewish law. Though the word halakhah may refer to 

biblical as well as rabbinic laws, I refer in this exploration to halakhah as rabbinic law 

only. These rabbinic legal texts now exist as collections known as Mishnah and Talmud. 

The second set of terms refers to another genre of rabbinic writing: aggadah, or midrash. 

Aggadic texts are non-legalistic, homiletic rabbinic interpretations. Indicative elements of 

rabbinic aggadic texts include strands of homilies incorporating such elements as folk 

wisdom, parables, anecdotes as well as various narrative insertions. Aggadah exists in 

collections such as Midrash Rabbah. Both halakhic and aggadic texts contain multiple 

different viewpoints without a consistent narrative voice, evidencing the lack of any one 

authoritative position.

The first chapter of this exploration mostly concerns rabbinic halakhic texts. This 

chapter aims to lay the groundwork for looking at rabbinic interpretation by establishing 

how rabbinic texts construct female sexuality. In doing so, this chapter also explores what 

about female sexuality threatens the rabbinic world view.  The second chapter consists of 

close readings of aggadic texts, dealing specifically with midrashic interpretations of 

Genesis 39.  Having translated these midrashim from their original Hebrew, I will 

provide a close textual analysis to show rabbinic constructions of ideal domesticity as 

projected on Potiphar’s wife’s character. This chapter also serves as a guide to reading 

and understanding midrash as an interpretive genre and explores various elements at play 

8 I will italicize these terms as I introduce them, and then revert back to standard script once these terms 
have been defined.
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within aggadic literature. The last chapter focuses on the pseudepigraphic T 12 Patr. 

Through a close reading of the original Greek text, focusing specifically on the 

construction of Potiphar’s wife character, I explore how and why female sexuality stands 

in opposition to patriarchally inherited law within the Testaments.    Together, these three 

chapters explore various interpretive genres in order to show that female sexuality, as 

constructed by the rabbis and the authors of T 12 Patr, disrupts the relationship between 

communities of men within each group and must therefore be harnessed within the 

domestic realm. As Potiphar’s wife provides a perfect example of a woman who actively 

refuses her place within her husband’s household, a close look at the treatment of her 

character within these texts provides a window through which to see these various 

gendered concerns in action.  
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CHAPTER ONE
The Sexually Unbounded Woman in Rabbinic Halakhah

Rabbinic Judaism developed between the second and sixth centuries CE as one of 

the many Judaisms that formed after the destruction of the second temple in Jerusalem in 

70 CE under Roman occupation. Rabbinic Judaism depends on the existence of two 

strands of Torah, believed by the rabbis to have been given by God at Sinai. The first, the 

written Torah (or five books of Moses), Prophets and Writings for the most part 

proceeded the rabbis, but they require interpretation by the second, the oral Torah, 

consisting of both halakhic and aggadic interpretations. These interpretations are said to 

have been handed down to Moses, who then transmitted them through many generations 

and eventually to the rabbis.9 Oral then written versions of the Oral Torah in the form of 

collections of Mishnah, Talmud and Midrash, appear to have been codified between the 

3rd thru 7th centuries. Rabbinic belief that God gave the written Torah at Sinai along with 

the interpretive, rabbinic Torah displays their concerns regarding self-preservation and 

the perpetuation of rabbinic Judaism. The divine origination of two Torahs indicates 

rabbinic understanding of the incomplete nature of the written Torah without the presence 

of a close (rabbinic) interpretation. According to the rabbis, without the oral Torah, the 

words and themes within the written Torah remain impossible to interpret. As such, the 

rabbis successfully wrote rabbinic Judaism into broader Jewish history, securing rabbinic 

interpretation within Jewish textual study. 

  Part of this securing of rabbinic Judaism entailed preserving rabbinic perceptions 
9  The Mishna tractate Avot 1.1 recalls this lineage: “Moses received the Torah from Sinai, and gave it to 

Joshua, and Joshua to the elders, and the Elders to the Prophets, and the Prophets gave it to the men of 
the Great Assembly”
     (משה קיבל תורה מסיניי, ומסרה ליהושוע, ויהושוע לזקנים, וזקנים לנביאים, ונביאים מסרוה לאנשי כנסת הגדולה).
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of gender through reading their ideally imagined gender roles into the texts which they 

interpreted. Rabbis, as men, interpreted biblical texts with male concerns in mind. As 

Judith Baskin points out, “Rabbinic Judaism literally saw men as God's gift to the world. 

When female voices are heard in rabbinic literature, they are usually mediated through 

male assumptions of female difference and inferiority.”10 Rabbinic literature constructs 

women as inferior in order to legitimize or elitize Jewish male practice and ritual.  The 

understanding of women as “other” serves as a central precept to rabbinic understandings 

of gender and the role of domesticity. As Judith Baskin points out, rabbinic writings 

marginalized women in a number of ways: 

As a secondary creation, physically incapable of virility and generation, 
they  were  excluded  from  the  responsibilities,  privileges,  and  power 
conferred by full  partnership in the divine covenant.  Perceived as both 
sexually  attractive  to  men  and  as  fundamentally  untrustworthy,  they 
represented constant sources of enticement and social disorder that had to 
be maintained under male control in the safety of the domestic realm.11

Not only were women not able to take part in the divine covenant between God and 

Jewish males (through circumcision) due to their physical incapability, but their 

physicality was also seen as a threat to Jewish men, leading them to sin. A woman not 

under the control of the domestic realm could lead to grave consequences, not least of 

which include adulterous or illegitimate sexual relations. As seen throughout rabbinic 

legal and narrative texts, illegitimate sexuality, as provoked by women’s sexual nature, 

presents a threat to the existence of rabbinic Judaism by disrupting the channels by which 

Jewish men, through women, understand their place with God.  

This chapter will provide an overview of rabbinic understanding of the nature and 

danger of seduction in order to show that unbounded female sexuality threatens rabbinic 

10 Baskin, 2002, 16
11 Baskin, 2002, 43
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self-preservation and endangers the allegiance between Jewish men and God. As such, the 

unbounded woman endangers those notions of self-preservation which lie at the center of 

rabbinic interpretation and law. These concerns in turn extend to rabbinic anxiety 

regarding cultural seduction. Living within Roman occupied Palestine, the rabbis also 

saw unbounded cultural seduction and the threat of assimilation as jeopardizing their 

existence. In order to illuminate these points, I will first establish how rabbinic texts 

portray marriage as part of a larger ideological and religious framework bringing men, 

through women, closer to God. I will then discuss rabbinic fears concerning the sexually 

unbounded woman, which also parallels rabbinic anxiety surrounding unbounded cultural 

seduction. 

Heterosexual Marriage

Various tensions exist within the multivocal writings of the ancient rabbis 

regarding heterosexual marriage and the family. As a byproduct of rabbinic ideology, the 

tensions arise between the obligation to marry and the obligation to devote one's life to 

Torah study.12 One story in the Babylonian Talmud recounts how rabbi Akiba left his wife 

for twelve years at a time in order to study Torah.13 Though he neglects his husbandly 

obligations for all this time, leaving his wife to work in poverty, the Talmud portrays him 

as heroic and lauds his wife as valorous in her support of his studies. The text understands 

Rabbi Akiba's wife as exemplary for her out of the ordinary and ideal support of her 

husband. However, stories of righteous and properly domesticated women appear less 

often in rabbinic texts than do warnings about the unbridled sexual urges that all women 

12 Baskin, 2002, 102; Boyarin, 1993, 23
13 bNedarim 50a
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possess.  Though women like rabbi Akiba's wife appear within Talmudic and other texts 

to present examples of ideal wifery, rabbinic texts are also rife with warnings of woman's 

generally weak and inferior character.

Examples of rabbinic construction of the female as inferior to the male are best 

seen in rabbinic commentaries on the creation stories of Genesis 1 and 2. While both 

chapters in Genesis relay narratives involving the creation of the earth and humans, these 

first two chapters that introduce the Torah seem to contradict one another in various ways. 

Genesis 1 assumes a seven-day creation format, with man and woman created together on 

the sixth day. The second chapter, however, places man on an earth still void of 

vegetation. He precedes the creation of Eden and all the creatures therein, including 

woman. Reading the two chapters side-by-side illuminates the apparently contradictory 

narratives. Genesis 1 states: 

And God said, 'Let us make humankind in our image, in our likeness.14 

They shall rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole 
earth, and all the creeping things that creep on the earth.' And God created 
humankind in His image, in the image of God He created [humankind]; 
male and female He created them. God blessed them and God said to 
them, 'Be fertile and increase, fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish 
of the sea,  the birds of the sky,  and all  the living things that creep on 
earth.15

Whereas Genesis 2 states: "The Lord God formed man from the dust of the earth. He 

blew into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being."16 Here, God 

creates only one male creature first. Genesis 2 then goes on to explain how God made the 

Garden of Eden. God also brought all the wild beasts and birds of the sky to the man to 
14  Here, I translate the Hebrew word “adam” (אד�ם) as “humankind.” Though a singular, masculine noun, 

this does not negate the gender neutrality of the phrase. This same occurrence may be seen in the 
English interchangeability of the words “man” and “humankind.”

15  Gen 1.26-28
16  Gen 2.7.  Here, the Hebrew word “adam” (אד�ם) signifies not humankind, but a singular male human. 

This may be seen in the usage of the definite article “ha” (   .(ה�אד�ם) ”before the word “adam (ה�
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name. Genesis 2 also states:

 For Adam no fitting helper was found. So the LORD God cast a deep 
sleep upon the man; and, while he slept, He took one of his ribs and closed 
up the flesh at that spot. And the LORD God fashioned the rib that He had 
taken from the man into a woman; and He brought her to the man. And the 
man said ‘this is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be 
called Woman because she was taken out of Man.17

For our purposes, the most striking difference between these two creation stories involves 

the order in which God created man and woman. In Genesis 1, God created both at the 

same time, and both God created "in our image," as God says.18 The second chapter 

recalls things very differently. Most notably, God does not create woman until the very 

end, as a companion for the man so that he may marry and not be lonely. Woman in this 

story assumes a second-hand role as creature fused from parts of man and not of the 

earth. 

Scholars have explained this discrepancy by presenting the books of the Torah as a 

combination of at least four earlier documents (Jawistic, Elohistic, Deuteronimic, and 

Priestly or J,E,P,D) also known as the Documentary Hypothesis.19 Aside from narrative 

variance as seen in the two Genesis creation stories, other evidence within the Torah 

points towards multiple sources. Within the Genesis chapters in question, different names 

of God stand as the most obvious linguistic difference pointing towards two different 

sources. Genesis 1 refers to the Creator as God, or as Elohim (the plural majestic form of 

El), while the second refers to the Creator as the LORD God, or YHWH, which is God's 

personal name and cannot be pronounced as written. Scholars recognized Genesis 

1.1-2.4a as part of a Priestly source (P), and the remainder of Genesis 2 as a combination 
17  Gen 2.20-23: Interestingly, a bit of interpretation occurs within the Genesis text itself, which inserts, 

"Therefore a man will leave his father and mother and cling to his wife, so that they become one 
flesh." (Gen 2.24)

18 Gen 1.26
19  Collins, 2004, 49 
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of Jawistic (J) and Elohistic (E) sources.20 

Though important for modern biblical interpretation, the ancient rabbinic 

interpreters had no knowledge of such a hypothesis. In fact, to the rabbis who believed 

that God gave the Torah at Sinai, the Documentary Hypothesis would appear 

fundamentally heretical and illogical. Since a major tenet of rabbinic Judaism claims that 

every word within the Torah holds significance as the word of God, discrepancies had to 

be explained so as not to seem in contradiction to one another. In order to do so, the 

rabbis employed various interpretive devices. These include homiletic literary insertions, 

parables, intertextual references, among other things. 

Consequently, places of discrepancy within the Torah, with which the rabbis had 

to grapple theologically, allow rabbinic agendas to shine through. For example, these 

opening chapters of Genesis that discuss God creating gendered humankind allow 

rabbinic interpreters to assume their ideals regarding men and women as they interpret 

the first man and woman. The rabbis spend much time reconciling and supporting the 

differences between the two chapters. Various strands of midrash deal with this problem 

and tackle it in different ways. One strand considers whether or not the two creation 

stories refer to the same woman. If not, it concludes that perhaps the woman in Genesis 1 

refers to Adam's first wife, while the woman in Genesis 2 can be identified as Adam’s 

second wife.21 One midrash comments on the Genesis verse 2.23 which states, “This is 

now bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh,” where the word pa’am, “now,” emphasizes 

that the second woman now is flesh of his flesh whereas the first woman was not.22 The 

rabbis justify this by claiming that Adam observed his first wife being created, which 
20  Collins , 2004, 49 
21 Medieval rabbinic lore later names this first wife Lilith and casts her in a negative light as stubborn and 

unwieldy. For more on the Lilith and rabbinic ideas of gendered sexuality, see Boyarin, 1993, 94
22 ו�י�אמ�ר, ה�אד�ם, ז�את ה�פ�ע�ם ע�צ�ם מ�ע�צ�מ�י, וב�ש�ר מ�ב�ש�ר�י 
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disgusted him: “R. Judah b. Rabbi said: at first [God] created her for [Adam] and he saw 

her full of discharge and blood; thereupon God removed her from him and recreated her a 

second time. Hence it is said: ‘This time she is bone of my bones.’”23 This suggests both 

rabbinic discomfort with the idea of wife and husband as contemporaries as well as 

rabbinic emphasis on modesty between man and woman. Since Adam observed the first 

woman being created, he grew disgusted by her and did not find her appealing, but 

because he slept through the creation of the second woman, her generation appeared more 

mysterious and therefore more appealing. By characterizing the two kinds of women as a 

first and second wife, the woman as unappealing to the man stands as grounds for 

divorce, while a more modest, appealing woman created from man stands as a more 

reliable, subservient wife. 

Though rabbinic texts look at both of these versions of the Genesis creation story, 

proportionately the rabbis focus more energy on the Genesis 2 passage. This perhaps has 

to do with the fact that, with its obvious pointing towards woman as secondary creatures 

of man, Genesis 2 substantiated already existent notions of woman's inferiorities and 

man's domination over his wife. One midrashic commentary on Genesis 2 describing the 

negative attributes of women touches on why God necessarily would create woman from 

the rib of a man:

Said [God]: "I will not create her from [Adam's] head, lest she be swell-
headed; nor from the eye, lest she be a coquette; nor from the ear, lest she 
be an eavesdropper; nor from the mouth, lest she be a gossip; nor from the 
heart, lest she be prone to jealousy; nor from the hand, lest she be light-
fingered; nor from the foot, lest she be a gadabout; but from the modest 
part of man, for even when he stands naked, that part is covered." And as 
He created each limb He ordered Her, "Be a modest woman."24 

23  Gen Rabah 18.4
24 Gen Rabbah 18.2
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In this supposed construction of the female body as heavily contemplated by God, all the 

negative traits of a woman are thought through. According to this model, woman then 

should possess all of the traits thought perfect according to rabbinic ideals. However, as 

Baskin points out, “despite the best divine intentions, woman, once built, possessed a 

profusion of undesirable characteristics. Apparently, something inherent in the very 

essence of the feminine prohibited the elimination of undesirable traits.”25 The tension 

within this midrash lies in the fact that the rabbis believed every word within the Torah to 

be timeless and simultaneously relevant. Even as God contemplated the female form and 

what would be ideal for femaleness, God’s foresight allowed the premonition that Eve 

would eventually lead to the fall from Eden and the subsequent mortality of man. Given 

these circumstances, the midrashic portrayal of God creating woman relays a list of 

already supposed flaws all women possess that must be overcome or harnessed. 

Rabbinic commentary on the creation myths has direct relevance to understanding 

rabbinic views on marriage. Baskin emphasizes that “rabbinic readers understood Adam 

and Eve to be married. These rabbinic comments on the nature of the first woman also 

reflect broader rabbinic views on the roles and status of women as wives.”26 As such, 

rabbinic discussion of the nature of women and the nature of wives are inextricable from 

one another. But if women, as the rabbis often claim, have a general tendency to possess 

many negative attributes such as inclination towards unbounded sexual behavior, gossip, 

flightiness and all around weak character, then what does it mean to find a virtuous or 

even a satisfactory wife?  Why even keep a wife at all?

Perhaps one of the main tensions which arises within rabbinic discussions of 

25 Baskin, 2002, 53
26 Baskin, 2002, 46
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marriage revolves around the fact that the rabbis saw wives as necessary in order that 

man understand his place with God. Again, I would argue that this can be seen most 

clearly in a rabbinic commentary on the creation of Eve from Adam.  In the eyes of the 

rabbis, Adam understands his place and his role within creation only upon the creation of 

Eve. God created Eve as a companion for Adam in order that, through her creation, Adam 

might build a closer relationship with God and the earth from which he came. This is 

evident in the Babylonian Talmudic tractate Niddah which asks: "And why does the man 

lie face downwards [during sexual intercourse] and the woman face upwards towards the 

man? He [faces the elements] from which he was created and she [faces the man] from 

whom she was created."27 Only in this union with a woman can man fully become aware 

of his origins and his relationship with God. Through her inferiority, his superior 

condition becomes evident. 

A midrashic strand exists, nearly identical to this one, considering childbirth, 

about which Rabbi Joshua asks, "Why does a man come forth [at birth] with his face 

downward, while a woman comes forth with her face turned upwards? The man looks 

down towards the place of his creation [the earth], while the woman looks towards the 

place of her creation [the rib]."28 Again, without the births of female children, the 

presence of a male child and their relationship with the first man, Adam, and God would 

not be completely recognized. In homilies such as these, a male-centered agenda may 

readily be discerned. According to these androcentric interpretations of the creation of 

man and woman, marriage serves to perpetuate male superiorities as foiled by the 

inherent inferiority of women.

27  b Niddah 31b
28  Gen Rabbah 17.8
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 Though this exploration relies heavily on Baskin's insights regarding the reading 

of women within rabbinic writing, I have one critique regarding where she places the 

origin of such a deeply rooted patriarchy within these texts. She claims:

Essentially, the theoretical basis for rabbinic Judaism's conviction that 
men shared in the divine image and that women did not and that men 
should therefore be privileged in ways that women were not rested on the 
belief in the initial creation of a single man.29 

Here, Baskin asserts that rabbinic understanding of males as superior to females rests on 

their understanding of man to have come first in the Genesis creation story. This 

reasoning neglects to look critically at how rabbinic interpretation constructs what it 

means for man to have come before woman. I would complicate Baskin's statement by 

adding that the rabbis project their androcentric beliefs onto the creation story as much as 

they adopt their beliefs from it. In reading the creation text, the rabbis project certain 

premiums on what it means for man to have come before woman. Perhaps the tendency to 

think as Baskin does comes from wanting to see the rabbis as purely exegetes, reading 

their ideas out of the texts, and not the often negatively connoted eisegetes, forcing their 

ideas onto the biblical text. However, interpretations never exist as solely exegetical or 

eisegetical, but inevitably constitute both. In interpreting the meaning of the Genesis 

creation story, the rabbis assign their own gendered opinions to the first man and woman. 

This both reaffirms rabbinic beliefs regarding gender while at the same time projects 

rabbinic sensibilities onto the biblical world view. 

 As informed by rabbinic understanding of the nature of male and female 

difference, prayer and ritual is yet another area of life in which rabbis othered their 

female counterparts in order to emphasize their superiority. In rabbinic communities, only 

29 Baskin, 2002, 49
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men were obligated to study Torah, and lead full religious lives according to the precepts 

of rabbinic Jewish practice. Even laws aimed at women or considered to be a woman’s 

obligation have men at the focal point. Levitical law obligates women to fulfill three 

ritual duties: Niddah, the abstaining from sex during a menstrual period; challah, the 

burning of a piece of Sabbath Bread in the oven; and hadlaqa, the kindling of the Sabbath 

candles. One strand of rabbinic aggadah constructs these domestic obligations as 

punishment for Eve’s bringing death into the world. One midrash states: 

And why was the precept of  niddah given to her? Because she shed the 
blood of Adam [by causing death], therefore was the precept of  niddah 
given to her. And why was the precept of challah given to her? Because 
she corrupted Adam who was the dough (challah) of the world, therefore 
was the  precept  of  challah given  to  her.  And why was  the  precept  of 
hadlaqa given  to  her?  Because  she  extinguished  the  soul  of  Adam, 
therefore was the precept of hadlaqa given to her.30

According to this midrash, women must complete these domestic tasks because they 

brought death to men in the world. This exemplifies rabbinic construction of all women 

as born with the obligation to serve men domestically based on their inferior makeup. 

Once it reached rabbinic hands, the obligation of niddah gained notable weight in 

legal commentaries as it pertains directly to sexual and ritual purity. In fact, the Levitical 

law commands abstinence only for the duration of the menstrual cycle, whereas rabbinic 

law interpreted “menstrual cycle” to include an additional seven days after menstruation, 

also known as a woman’s “white days.”31 Though the objective of this law seems to imply 

female control of marital sexual relations, the obligation of niddah has less to do with 

female privacy than it has to do with keeping the husband free from contamination. 

Menstruation throughout the biblical and rabbinic world manifests itself as a loathsome 

30  Gen Rabbah 17.8
31  Hauptman, 1998, 156
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and impure state of being. A menstruating woman signifies an infertile womb which, 

unlike the blood of circumcision, symbolizes estrangement from God, bodily defilement 

and death:32

In a religious system which likens ritual impurity to a state of spiritual 
death, periodic female flows of blood are central to male anxieties about 
women  as  sources  of  potential  pollution  and  as  portents  of  physical 
extinction. Such fears, deeply rooted in the cultures of the ancient Near 
East, are voiced in various rulings found in Leviticus 11-15, in which the 
niddah, the menstruating or post-partum woman, is listed among a number 
of biblical sources of potential danger to male ritual purity.33

In this case, an unbounded menstruating woman who neglects to adhere strictly to the 

laws of Niddah threatens to pollute all men who come into contact with her. According to 

the ancient Near Eastern world view, since menstrual pollution had a direct impact on 

male ritual impurity, the unbounded menstruating woman disrupted the maintenance of 

rabbinic religiosity and ritual practice. 

In short, rabbinic construction of heterosexual marriage exposes how rabbinic 

men understand their place in relation to God through asserting the inferior role of 

women in relation to men. In addition, marriage and laws concerning proper marital 

relations prevents the unbounded woman from impinging on male ritual purity and the 

perpetuation of male religious practice. 

Female Sexuality

Along with the inherent weakness of women comes woman's inability to control 

her sexual desire. Judith Baskin quotes Michael Satlow in saying that “women are 

portrayed not only as more sexually avid than men, but, unlike men, are assumed to be 

32  Boyarin, 1993, 91 Hauptman, 1998, 147; Baskin, 2002, 24
33  Baskin, 2002, 24
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incapable of controlling their overwhelming desires.”34 Rabbinic texts often characterize 

women as flighty, full of sexual cravings, as well as drawn to pleasurable things of the 

senses. But the rabbis concern themselves with women’s uncontrollable sexuality only 

insofar as her sexual nature affects the men around her. So much rabbinic energy focuses 

on the temptation of women, because the tempting sexual power women possess proves 

dangerous to men who find them physically enticing. 

The rabbis, as men, did not ignore the fact that men would find women sexually 

attractive. Hauptman points out that many rabbinic laws warn against women within the 

public realm since, “Seeing and being with women arouses men sexually. Often, the 

woman who arouses a man is forbidden to him. Since his arousal demands resolution, it is 

better for him not to put himself in circumstances in which arousal is likely.”35 However, 

though a woman tucked safely within the private realm stands as ideal to the rabbis, this 

was never a viable possibility for families of the lower classes within society. Though a 

more well off family could afford a wife living within the home at all times, the poorer 

families relied on all members of the household, women included, venturing out of the 

house in order to make a living.36 

One law established in the Mishnah deals with the problematic visibility of 

women within the public sphere. Mishnah Quiddushin, section 4.12 states that a man can 

not be alone with two women but one woman may be alone with two men. This law 

suggests that two men possess the inherent will power to police one another in order to 

34 Baskin, 2002, 98 quoting: Satlow, 1995, 158-159
35  Hauptman, 1998, 45
36  Recent feminist scholarship has “repopulated” the ancient market by searching for sources which attest 

to women venturing out of their courtyards and into the public marketplace (shuk). Though this 
exploration will not undertake a historical recreation of real women within the ancient marketplace, it is 
important to keep in mind how women’s visibility might lead to perceptible tensions within rabbinic 
construction of ideal domesticity. For further treatment on women in the ancient Mediterranean market, 
see: Baker, 2002, 77-112



24

ensure that they do not commit a sexual transgression, whereas two women do not. This 

law depends upon the logic that men are more sexually trustworthy than women. Should 

two men be together with a sexually attractive woman, the men would supposedly not be 

driven to sin. Should two women be alone with one man, however, the women would be 

so inclined to sin that neither would police each other and the one man might be driven to 

sin.37  This suggests women’s inability to control their sexual urges and therefore their 

inability to police other women around them. 

The Tosefta, an early, close reading and commentary on the Mishnah, elaborates 

on this law. Tosefta Quiddushin 5.9 states that “Even if both [men] are Samaritans. Even 

if both [men] are slaves. Even if one [man] is a Samaritan and one [man] is a slave. 

Except for a minor. For (a woman) is shameless about having sexual relations in his 

presence.” This Tosefta passage adds two very important parts to the mishnaic law. First, 

the passage groups Jewish men together with men who are not usually considered equal 

with Jewish men according to rabbinic law (non-Jews and slaves). As compared with the 

sexual tendencies of women, even male slaves are seen as trustworthy enough to police 

themselves.38 

Just as seduction disrupts rabbinic notions of self preservation on the individual 

level, these same concerns present themselves in rabbinic texts regarding larger cultural 

seduction. As a diasporic community inhabiting Roman occupied Palestine after the 

destruction of the temple, the rabbis' concerns about sexual unboundedness appear in 

their concerns regarding loss of cultural identity to other neighboring groups. In these 

37 Peskowitz, 1997, 57
38  Interestingly, the grouping of women, slaves, and minors occurs elsewhere within rabbinic law in the 

mishnaic passage mBirakhot 3.3: “Women, slaves and minors are exempt from reciting the Sh’ma and 
from putting on tefillin but they are subject to the obligation of tefillah (prayer) and mezuzah and grace 
after meals.” The value system apparent in the tosefta passage suggests unbounded sexuality as a curse 
of the body, and not necessarily dependent on social standing.
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metaphorical portrayals of cultural seduction, the seductress symbolizes a larger culture 

that threatens to absorb and corrupt a minority culture, while the minority culture assumes 

the form of the one being seduced. A look at the seductress as symbol for cultural 

seduction helps further emphasize how the rabbis dwell on the dangerous nature of 

enticements, as well as how the rabbis consider various forms of seduction a threat to 

rabbinic self-preservation. 

Cultural Seduction 

Erotic seduction as a symbol with which to warn against cultural seduction 

pervades throughout rabbinic texts, as well as other contemporaneous writings. A look at 

an early Christian sermon will help to further understand sexual coercion as symbolic of 

cultural seduction within rabbinic texts. John Chrysostom, an Early Church Father from 

the late-fourth, early-fifth century CE, uses the seduction metaphor in a sermon against 

the Jews. In this sermon, he pleas for Christian men to control their wives, who have 

presumably attended synagogue to hear the shofar being blown on Rosh HaShanah:

These Jews are gathering choruses of effeminates and a great rubbish heap 
of harlots; they drag into the synagogue the whole theater, actors and all. 
For there is no difference between the theater and the synagogue. But now 
that the devil summons your wives to the feast of Trumpets and they turn a 
ready ear to his call, you do not restrain them; you let them be dragged off 
into licentious ways. For as a rule, it is the harlots, the effeminates, and the 
whole chorus from the theater who rush to that festival.39

Chrysostom’s sermon, with its gendered language and reasoning, reveals blurred notions 

of cultural and sexual seduction. Images of sexual seduction, adultery and licentious 

behavior fuel the argument against assimilation. Chrysostom bases his portrayal of 

39 Levinson, 1997, 277 quoting Discourses Against Judaizing Christians 1.2.7 and 2.3.4
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cultural seduction on a gendered dichotomy. He likens Christian wives’ affinity towards 

Jewish cultural practice as them being “dragged off into licentious ways.” Interestingly, 

Christian wives assume the role of the one being seduced, while Jewish cultural practice 

assumes the role of harlot or sexual seductress. 

One other complication within Chrysostom’s sermon displays the 

interconnectedness of gender and seduction. He does not address the Christian women 

whom he warns of being seduced. Rather, he addresses their husbands. Chrysostom, like 

the rabbis, portrays these women as overall weak and flighty creatures, easily giving in to 

the seductive nature of the surrounding Jewish culture. As such, Chrysostom pleads to the 

husbands, the family's stronghold of self-control, that they keep their women under the 

command of their household.  An important symbol Chrysostom employs within his 

sermon concerns the theater. He likens the Jews to actors and “effeminates,” rejecting the 

blowing of the shofar as a theatrical display. The theater in this sermon represents social 

depravity, weakness and giving in to sensory pleasure. This metaphor by no means 

appears solely within this sermon or only within Christian texts. Along with themes of 

sexual seduction, the theater as symbol of cultural and moral decay extends cross 

culturally throughout ancient Jewish and Christian texts. 

The theater in antiquity stood as very visible part of the Greco-Roman landscape. 

To the east of Rome, home of rabbinic Judaism, theaters appeared frequently in Roman 

Palestine and Arabia. Beth Berkowitz cites the work of Arthur Segal on archaeological 

findings in Roman Palestine, which shows that twelve theaters have been found to the 

west of the Jordan River and another eighteen to the east. These theaters, though built 

between the first-century BCE and second-century CE remained in use as late as the 
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Byzantine period.40  During this time, the theater represented to many a loss of both 

culture and moral standing to the surrounding society. To minority cultures living in 

Roman occupied territories, the Roman theater symbolized the impending threat of 

assimilation and absorption into dominant Roman culture. 

The theater also becomes relevant in rabbinic relations to Roman occupied 

Palestine. One tractate of the Tosefta, pointed out by Berkowitz in her exploration on 

rabbinic and Roman death penalty discourse, deals directly with rabbinic prohibitions 

concerning the Roman theater: “One who goes up into the theaters of the nations—it is 

prohibited on the count of idolatry, the words of Rabbi Meir.”41 Rabbi Meir prohibits 

going into the theaters altogether. However, at the end of this tractate, Rabbi Nathan 

counters with this argument, permitting theater attendance for two reasons: 

[First,]  because  one  cries  out  and  [thereby]  saves  the  lives  [of  the 
gladiators], and [second,] because he may give evidence on behalf of the 
wife [of a gladiator] so that she may remarry. They may go to the stadium 
in order to cry out and save lives… but if he conspires with them, behold it 
is forbidden.42

This Tosefta passage claims that going to the theater could be allowed for two reasons. 

First, a Jew can enter the theater in order to cry out and save the [Jewish] gladiator’s life, 

perhaps yelling out and warning the gladiator or asking the editor (or producer of the 

game) to pardon the fighter, as suggested by Berkowitz.43 The second reason that would 

permit entrance into the Roman theater pertains to the widowed wife of a killed gladiator. 

According to rabbinic law, if no one was there to witness the death of the gladiator, then 

his wife would be unable to remarry.44 Therefore, the Tosefta allows one to enter the 

40  Berkowitz, 2006, 155
41  Berkowitz, 2006, 157 cites Tosefta Avodah Zarah 2.5
42  Ibid. 2.7
43  Berkowitz, 2006, 157
44  Should no one be there to witness a man's death, his wife would be unable to remarry. This woman 

would then be considered an agunah from the Hebrew meaning literally “chained.” An agunah is a 
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stadium as a witness on the widow’s behalf. However, the passage reasserts that entering 

the stadium in order to “conspire with them,” or cheer the game on would be a forbidden 

act. 

Comparing the beginning section of this Tosefta passage with the end suggests 

internalized rabbinic struggle between idealized relations with the Roman cultural world 

and social reality. Ideally, the rabbis would separate themselves out from Roman culture 

and theater altogether, as shown in Rabbi Meir’s conservative dismissal of all interaction 

with the Roman theater. However, as seen in Rabbi Nathan’s insertion, a complete 

separation from the Roman theater proves impossible. Therefore, the rabbis had to insert 

their legal sensibilities into the Roman cultural practice. 

This passage also further proves rabbinic fear of seduction away from the rabbinic 

lifestyle by the Roman theater. As pointed out by Berkowitz:

[T]he arena poses a threat not only to the physical survival of the Jewish 
community,  as  Jews  are  condemned  to  fight,  but  also  to  their 
cultural/religious survival, as Jews who attend are seduced by its appeal… 
The  Tosefta  offers  up  a  host  of  fears  about  Jewish  victimization  and 
Jewish assimilation with respect to… theatrical events that threaten to take 
Jews away from Torah and lead them into a life of Roman leisure.45

Just as the rabbis were not ignorant to the sexual appeal of women, they also realized the 

appealing nature of the Roman theater. As a form of entertainment, the theater lured Jews 

away from a life of Torah study, which the rabbis viewed as central to Jewish practice. 46 

Anxiety about the seductive nature of the Roman theater presents itself within rabbinic 

woman who is unable to free herself from her marriage. A woman could be considered an agunah if her 
husband died but no one was there to witness, or if she wanted a bill of divorce (a get) from her husband 
but was unable to attain one due to a number of circumstances. In this case, should a Jew enter the 
gladiatorial arena and bear witness to a Jewish man's death, that man's wife would be able to remarry. 
In the introduction to her article on agunot in modern America, Yael Levi provides a concise history of 
the agunah in Jewish halakhah. Levy, 1993, 50.

45  Berkowitz, 2006, 157
46  Levinson, 1997, 276
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writings as similar to anxieties surrounding the seductive nature of women. Both illicit 

sexual conduct as well as “illicit social conduct” threaten rabbinic self-preservation by 

providing an alternative, corrupt lifestyle for Jews in Roman Palestine. 

One further textual example of rabbinic anxieties about their place within Roman 

Palestine as pointed out by Berkowitz appears within the Palestinian Talmud. Here, the 

rabbis contrast the Roman theater with the rabbinic house of study. In this section, Rabbi 

Nahunya ben Ha-Qaneh expresses his gratitude upon leaving the house of study:

I express thanks before you God, my God and God of my fathers, who 
gave  my portion  among  those  who sit  in  the  study houses  and in  the 
synagogues and did not give my portion in the theaters and the circuses, 
for I labor and they labor, I am industrious and they are industrious: I labor 
to  inherit  the garden of Eden, and they labor  for the lowest pit  (be’er 
shahat), as it is said: For You will not abandon me to She’ol, or let Your  
faithful one see the pit (shahat). (Ps 16.10)47

Here, Rabbi Nahunya ben Ha-Qaneh exalts the house of study by comparing it with what 

he deems as the corrupt Roman theater. Though he sets up the Roman and rabbinic 

endeavor as working with similar means, their ends differ from one another. Where both 

groups are industrious in their labor, the rabbis will eventually inherit the garden of Eden, 

whereas the Romans will inherit the lowest pit, as supported by the cited Psalms passage. 

At first glance, the celebration and praise of the rabbinic lifestyle makes this 

section of Talmud seem less anxious about Roman cultural seduction than the Tosefta 

passage. However, a more thoughtful reading evidences rabbinic anxiety of assimilation 

shining through. Praise of the rabbinic lifestyle within this passage takes place only 

within an “us” and “them” relationship to the surrounding Roman culture. Berkowitz 

helps illuminate this fact by pointing out, “The rabbis pair the study house with the 

theater in order to show the study house’s superiority, but in the process they inextricably 

47  bBer 4.2 (7d)
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link the two. Burried in their rejection of Rome but also perpetuated by it is the anxiety 

about rabbinic distinctiveness.”48 This praise of the rabbinic lifestyle, therefore, does not 

exist in order to merely exalt the study house. On the contrary, such praise and 

thankfulness only reveals itself through established anxieties regarding the seduction 

away from the study house by the Roman theaters and circuses. In other words, the 

exaltation and distinction of rabbinic culture within this Talmudic passage exists only to 

counteract the anxieties that the rabbis felt regarding the impending threat of cultural 

assimilation. 

 Besides rabbinic legal documents stating outright that Jews should refrain from 

the theater, another genre of warning against cultural seduction exists in rabbinic literary 

work, namely rabbinic midrash, or biblical interpretive homilies. These texts include 

more subtle and nuanced forms of warning against cultural seduction than the previously 

cited legal documents. The midrash below emphasizes Joseph's position as a Hebrew 

slave within larger Egyptian society. This cultural relationship serves as analogous to the 

rabbis' predicament. After all, Joseph, like the rabbis, lived in Potiphar’s house as a 

minority of Hebrew descent within a larger Egyptian culture. Not only did Potiphar’s 

wife present sexual enticement for Joseph, she also represented Egyptian otherness and 

cultural seduction, a theme with which the rabbis could readily relate from their place in 

Roman occupied Palestine. 

In Joshua Levinson's piece, An-Other Woman: Joseph and Potiphar's Wife.  

Staging the Body Politic, he sets up the wife of Potiphar as presented in the Midrash as a 

cultural other for Joseph, citing most often Gen. Rab. 87.7: 

And it happened on a day such as this that he [Joseph] came home to do his work and not  

48  Berkowitz, 2006, 158
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one of the members of the house were present in the house (Gen 39:11). R. Judah said: It 
was the festival of the Nile and everyone went to watch, but he [Joseph] did not go, 
rather he went to the house to do his work—to calculate his master's accounts. R. 
Nehemiah said: It was a day of theater and everyone went to watch and he did not go, 
rather he went to the house to do his work—to calculate his master's accounts. 

In this passage, the rabbis comment on the phrase “on such a day as this” within the 

Genesis quote in the first line. What day? Why is this day different from any other day? 

What sort of day would necessitate all the Egyptians leaving the household and the 

Hebrew Joseph staying behind? The rabbis reasoned, as shown in the passage after the 

Genesis quote, that it must have been the Nile festival, to which Joseph did not go.

As presented in the Midrash, Joseph, apart from all the Egyptian men in the 

household, abstains from the Nile festivities. Egypt in the Joseph story, then, symbolizes 

Rome in the eyes of the rabbis. This passage above shows rabbinic awareness of the 

Hebrew Joseph as a cultural minority within the Egyptian world. As such, Joseph 

becomes a character with which the rabbis may relate directly, bringing the Joseph story 

to thematic relevance in the Rabbis’ Roman Palestine. Levinson so far addresses mainly 

Joseph's character in his treatment of the seduction scene in Genesis 39 as analogous to 

rabbinic understanding of their seduction by Roman culture.  I would like to take this 

argument one step further and extend it to rabbinic treatment of Joseph’s seductress 

within the Genesis narrative, namely Potiphar’s wife. If we are to understand Joseph as 

representing the conditions the rabbis face as minorities within an occupied territory, then 

Potiphar’s wife embodies the cultural and sexual seduction that the rabbis deem 

threatening. 

This chapter showed that rabbinic writing constructs unharnessed female sexuality 

as threatening the relationship between man and God and that seduction, whether sexual 
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or cultural in nature, threatens rabbinic self-preservation as evident in their textual 

concerns. Building upon these concepts, the next two chapters focus specifically on 

Potiphar's wife's character within rabbinic midrash and the Testaments of the Twelve 

Patriarchs. How these interpreters deal with her sexual nature exposes their underlying 

concerns regarding larger female sexuality. Since Potiphar's wife embodies the ultimate 

unbounded women, a closer look at the treatment of her character exclusively will help 

further illuminate the active construction of idealized female sexuality within these 

interpretive texts.   
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CHAPTER TWO
Potiphar's Wife in Midrash Rabbah

Miriam Peskowitz, in her book Spinning Fantasies, argues that rabbinic legal 

documents help us understand the othering of women in rabbinic society. I would argue 

that her claim rings true in the case of aggadic texts as well as the more legalistic texts. 

She notes that “ancient references to everyday life seem factual and real, but... we are 

immersed in the realm of rabbinic fantasies about domesticity.”49 In other words, these 

fantasies constructed by the rabbis should not be mistaken for actual practices and beliefs 

of women during this period, of which we know little given the lack of sources from 

women themselves. Scholars such as Bernadette Brooten have suggested that women 

took a more active role in the various Judaisms which existed around the time of the 

second temple, or at least more active than the rabbinic texts would make it seem. 50 

Judith Baskin alludes to Brooten's work in concluding, “all we know about women from 

rabbinic Judaism is what its male authors thought about them.”51  While we cannot rely 

on the rabbis for sound history, through close readings of midrash and other rabbinic 

writings, we can discern how the rabbis imagined their gendered world and the roles 

which they expected women to assume. These “fantasies about domesticity” take the 

form of rabbinic imposition of their beliefs onto the biblical texts which they interpret. 

 Borrowing the approach of Miriam Peskowitz, I will focus mainly on the aggadic 

texts of Genesis Rabbah concerning Potiphar's wife and her seduction of Joseph in 

49 Peskowitz, 1997, 98.
50 Brooten, 1982, 150. Based on inscriptions found around Asia Minor in this period describing women as 

“Head of the Synagogue,” and “Synagogue Elder,” Brooten claims these titles were not merely 
honorific, as had been previously believed.  Brooten's argument questions the observations of previous 
scholars regarding the roles of women, scholars whose sources consisted mostly of rabbinic texts.

51 Baskin, 2002, 42
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Genesis 39. I will show that the rabbis' treatment of Potiphar's wife's character and the 

problematic seduction scene of Genesis 39 serves to assert and substantiate overlying 

rabbinic “fantasies about domesticity.” The rabbis view Potiphar's wife's character as 

threatening insofar as she rejects her role as a properly domesticated woman and sole 

property of her husband. The threat of adultery according to this rabbinic world view 

concerns not a man and woman but two men. One man, in committing adultery with 

another man's wife defiles the second man's property and threatens his lineage. The act of 

adultery concerns the woman only insofar as in this act she denies her status as sole 

property of her husband.  Looking at the midrashic treatment of Potiphar's wife's 

character as a rabbinic fantasy provides further insight into larger rabbinic construction of 

gender by which these early exegetes understood and navigated their world.

 A look at a passage of the Mishnah Ketubot (mKet), the rabbinic halakhic or legal 

text concerning marriage, which Peskowitz often cites, should help to further explain 

what Peskowitz means by rabbinic fantasies about domesticity and how this relates to the 

rabbinic treatment of Potiphar's wife’s infidelity. This section describes a new wife and 

her labor obligations to her husband's household based on how much wealth (slaves) she 

brings to the marriage.

These are the labors that the wife does for her husband: she grinds, and 
she bakes and she launders; she cooks and she nurses her child; she tends 
the  bedding  and  works  in  wool.  If  [she]  brought  one  slave  [to  the 
marriage], then she does not grind and she does not bake and she does not 
launder. [If she brought] two [slaves] then she does not cook and she does 
not nurse the child. [If she brought] three [slaves], she does not tend to the 
bedding and she does not work in wool. [If she brought] four [slaves], she 
may sit on the throne of leisure. 
Rabbi Eliezer says: Even if she brought him a hundred slaves, he forces 
her to work in wool, because leisure brings about sexual temptations and 
suspicions.52

52  mKet 5.5
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A pattern emerges throughout this section, claiming that the more slaves a wife brings to 

a marriage, the less labor she herself must complete. At four slaves or more, the passage 

claims that the wife may sit on the throne of leisure and take no part in household labors. 

Rabbi Eliezer rejects this notion, however, warning that leisure brings sexual temptation. 

This is not to say that a busy wife commits no acts of sexual deviancy simply because she 

is too busy and therefore has no free time. On the contrary, this notion of idleness and 

sexual deviance on the part of wives has less to do with the wife's control of her time and 

more to do with the husband's control over her body. Not directly mentioned in mKet but 

in play within the passage are “both the husband who controls and owns the wife's labors, 

and the rabbis who imagine themselves as legislators, but who were, simultaneously, 

husbands themselves.”53 As such, we become immersed in this world of domestic fantasy, 

constructed by the rabbis in order to protect their status as men and husbands over their 

household and to insure a position of power within their constructed society.

What Peskowitz means by fantasy involves how the rabbis imagine a wife's labors 

in the context of marriage, rooted in the understanding that a wife's body belongs to her 

husband. 

Her labors are not imagined as forms of religious piety, or of devotion to 
family, but as piety towards the husband. Jewish wifery includes domestic 
labor  to  protect  a  husband  from  his  wife's  sexual  betrayal.  Of  course, 
including domestic labor in the definition of Jewish wifery also protects his 
privileges to her household labors and her laboring body.54 

Adultery, then, threatens the rabbinic familial structure, as an adulterous woman denies 

her body as belonging to her husband. In signing the marriage contract, she gives her 

body to her husband's household, and by committing an act of adultery, allows her 

53  Peskowitz, 1997, 101
54    Peskowitz, 1997, 99
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husband's property to be handed over to another man. 

This notion of adultery as defilement of the husband's ownership over his wife, 

expanded in the rabbinic texts, finds roots within the biblical world view. This can be 

seen within the wording of the Levitical law in verse 20.10 against adultery:  “If a man 

commits adultery with another's wife (eshet-ish),55 committing adultery with the wife of 

his comrade (eshet ra'ahu),56 the adulterer and adulteress shall be put to death.57  This 

Levitical law defines adultery as sexual relations with another man's wife, his legal 

property.  In such laws, the interests of men overshadow the ways in which adultery 

impacts women:

Unlike  male  sex  with  an  unattached woman,  which  simply resulted  in 
marriage, and unlike prostitution, which was tolerated though discouraged, 
adultery was punishable by death for both parties. The man who had sex 
with another man's wife stole from her husband his rights and his honor, 
while the wife violated her primary responsibility to her husband.58

 Adultery in this case, as stated previously, concerns not a man and woman but two men. 

One man, in committing adultery with another man's wife defiles the second man's 

property and threatens his lineage. The act of adultery concerns the woman only insofar 

as in this act, she denies her status as sole property of her husband. 

Potiphar's wife and Ruth (Gen Rab 87.3)

This halakhic handling of adultery as expounded upon by Peskowitz sets the stage 

for  midrash as aggadic interpretation of these similar concerns and how they relate to the 

treatment of Potiphar's wife's character. Bereshit or Genesis Rabbah, is part of a later 
אשת איש    55    
56 אשת רעהו
57 In the Hebrew of this Leviticus passage, the presence of the husband as used to define a woman's 

position within society may be seen in the form of “man” as an adjectival noun modifying 
“woman/wife.” 

58 Plaskow, 1990, 172
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collection of homilies called Midrash Rabbah, which includes various midrashic 

interpretations of the written Torah, split into versed chapters and volumes. As its name 

implies, Genesis Rabbah focuses only on the book of Genesis. Redacted or compiled and 

closed by the beginning of the fifth century CE, Genesis Rabbah became the first 

complete and authoritative rabbinic interpretation of the book of Genesis. In Genesis 

Rabbah, the rabbis interpret the book of Genesis nearly verse-by-verse, incorporating 

such elements as rabbinic lore, parables, and theological reflection. The devices at play 

largely define this genre and what this says about rabbinic understanding of the nature of 

biblical texts and what role midrash plays in their interpretation.  

Gen Rab 87.3 addresses two types of wives: One, Ruth, who passively accepts her 

role as wife, and the other, Potiphar's wife, who actively rejects her role. In a striking 

comparison of woman against woman, Rabbi Samuel contrasts the demand of Potiphar's 

wife, “Lie with me!” with a passage from the book of Ruth: 

“And  she  said  'Lie  with  me!'  (Genesis  39.7)— Rabbi  Samuel  son  of 
Nahman said: Cursed are they, the evil ones, as it follows:  Spread your 
garments over your servant  (Ruth 3.9), but this one like a beast  — And 
she said 'Lie with me!'(Genesis 39.7).” 

Though a short section, many elements particular to midrashic interpretation  may be 

seen at play here. The texts contrasts two quotes from two different books (italicized to 

set them apart from the rabbi's actual commentary). The first verse in question comes 

from Genesis: “And she said, 'Lie with me!'” In this, Potiphar's wife commands Joseph to 

go to bed with her, which qualifies her as “evil” according to Rabbi Samuel. As support 

showing why this makes Potiphar's wife an evil character, he cites a quote from the 

second book, Ruth, saying “Spread your garments over your servant.” The method of the 

rabbis, which often juxtaposes different texts, depends on complete command over the 
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scriptures. The rabbis would have immediately recognized the point made in comparing 

these two women, however, our understanding of this connection requires a bit more 

investigation into these two seemingly disparate biblical strands. 

 In Ruth chapter 3, Ruth's mother-in-law, Naomi, suggests that she find a good 

household and husband for protection and care. Boaz, a near-kin, proves to be the best 

suitor according to Naomi, who instructs Ruth to go find him at the barley harvest and 

ask for his protection. Ruth obeys Naomi, finding Boaz on the threshing floor after 

feasting on much food and drink, and waiting by him once he falls asleep. When he 

wakes up, to his surprise, he finds Ruth sitting at his feet. When he asks what she wants 

of him, she humbly replies, “I am Ruth, your servant. Spread your garment59 over your 

servant in order that you may marry.” 60 Ruth and Boaz eventually marry, resulting in the 

genealogical line of King David. In the short passage quoted in the midrash, Ruth 

epitomizes the ideal, modest woman. Though an active character in orchestrating her own 

match with Boaz through the instruction of Naomi, Ruth sits patiently at Boaz's feet until 

he wakes and asks him to take her under his protection as his “servant.”61 The fact that 

Ruth approaches her nearest kin as opposed to a younger man62 suggests her further 

loyalty and righteousness. This shows Ruth's concern with matters of kinship and the 

patrilineal line, as opposed to concerning herself with a younger man's beauty as did 

Potiphar's wife. Compared to Ruth, then, and especially given the passive quote from the 
59  also “wing” as in “wing of protection,” or to take one “under one's wing.” This renders Ruth even ,כנפ

more passive under the protection of Boaz.
60 Ruth 3.9: Here, the word גאל is used primarily for the marriage to a brother's childless widow. 
61 Not to be lost in this case, however, is the double-meaning of the word “foot,” which, in this context, 

may also be read as a phallic symbol. The foot and thigh as euphemistic persists throughout many 
different texts during this period. The connection between “foot” and “phallus” in this scene would have 
been difficult for the ancient reader of this biblical text not to consider. That the rabbis completely 
ignore this other possible meaning of the word “foot” further points to their wanting to construct Ruth's 
character as a chaste and ideal figure, though the actual biblical text makes less of a deliberate value 
claim.  

62 Ruth 3.10



39

book of Ruth as compared with Potiphar's wife's aggressive demand, Rabbi Samuel 

proves that Potiphar's wife is an “evil” woman.  

Throughout midrashic and Talmudic literature, the rabbis pay particular attention 

to Ruth as exemplary and pious woman. Leila L. Bronner points to the reasoning for this 

as rabbinic need to halakhically legitimize Ruth's conversion, and also to underscore her 

merit, so as to emphasize Ruth as a suitable figure to head the Davidic and, subsequently, 

messianic line.63  One example of the rabbis emphasizing Ruth's modesty can be found in 

Ruth Rabbah 4.6, explaining why Boaz inquired about her by saying “Whose damsel is 

this?” The Sages ask, “Did he then not recognize her?” to which they answer:

The meaning is that when he saw how attractive she was, and how modest 
her attitude, he began to inquire concerning her. All the other women bend 
down to  gather  the  ears  of  corn,  but  she  sits  and  gathers;  all  the  other 
women hitch up their skirts, and she keeps hers down; all the other women 
jest with the reapers, while she is reserved; all the other women father from 
between  the  sheaves,  while  she  gathers  from  that  which  is  already 
abandoned.  

This midrash claims that Ruth's modesty attracted Boaz to her. Though her actively going 

to the threshing floor where she knew Boaz would see her could be construed as an 

immodest approach when inquiring about marriage, the rabbis offset this action by 

describing all her modest attributes.  Potiphar's wife, in contract, represents everything 

immodest, given this constructed feminine ideal as seen in Ruth.   

Contrasting two characters from two completely separate books to make an 

argument speaks again to the rabbis' belief system surrounding these texts. The rabbis 

believed that not one word of the Bible exists by happenstance.64  Because of this, they 

63 Not lost, then, is the emphasis of Ruth as a pious women despite her foreign origins, further 
emphasizing Potiphar's wife's evil behavior as resulting more from her gender than her foreignness as 
an Egyptian. 

64 According to the rabbinic view of the Written Torah, this includes what can be considered as part of the 
TaNaKH: Torah (Five books of Moses); Nivi'im (Prophets); and Kituvim (Writings).
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justified and explained such anomalies as repetitions, contradictions within the texts, or 

theological difficulties by juxtaposing a verse in question with another verse from 

somewhere else in the scriptures. Jacob Neusner classifies the verse from Genesis as the 

“base verse.”65 This “base verse,” the one under question in the interpretation, intersects 

with another verse for support, in this case from the book of Ruth, and is so called the 

“intersecting verse.”66 Neusner writes, 

The power of this form—the juxtaposition of two verses, one derived from 
the document at hand, the other from some other document altogether—
which will dominate from Genesis Rabbah (ca. 400-450) onward, is simple. 
On the surface, the intersecting verse expands the frame of reference of the 
base  verse,  introducing  data  otherwise  not  present.  But  just  beneath  the 
surface lies the implicit premise:  both the intersecting verse and the base 
verse make the same point; in their meeting, each rises out of its narrow 
framework as a detail of an instance of a rule and testifies to the larger  
picture, the encompassing rule itself.67 

In other words, this base-verse/intersecting-verse form proves or supports a position. This 

position, then, simultaneously transcends both verses as truth. Through this form, the 

rabbis are able to demonstrate, and therefore impose, what they understand to be natural 

readings of the text and subsequently expect those responsible for keeping and following 

the biblical text, the Jewish people, to follow these understood and established rabbinic 

readings of the text. Using two very specific characters from Genesis and Ruth, the rabbis 

are able to make general claims regarding gender and modesty, supported by this 

intersecting verse form.     

   In comparing these two verses, the rabbis make a claim supported by an already 

established understanding of how a wife should properly act and speak. In citing Ruth, 

65 Neusner, 1998, 104 
66 Ibid.
67 Ibid.
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the rabbis construct their “fantasy about domesticity” through juxtaposing a passage from 

Ruth as an intersecting-verse to the Genesis base-verse. Ruth avoids nearly all the 

character faults which the rabbis see in Potiphar's wife. This portrayal of a righteous 

woman in contrast with the only words uttered by Potiphar's wife, “Lie with me,” sets up 

this adulterous woman in the eyes of the rabbis as animalistic, “like a beast,” and shows 

further evidence for rabbinic construction of ideal domestic interaction.  In viewing the 

scriptures as forever relevant, they are able to inflict their own domestic sensibilities on 

both characters. 

This theme of Potiphar's wife as animal appears elsewhere in the midrash, 

showing that the portrayal of Potiphar's wife as an animal based on her character's actions 

is more than incidental. Gen Rab 84.19 discusses why Jacob, Joseph's father, mistakingly 

believes his sons, when they claim that Joseph was attacked by a wild beast. In actuality, 

they have covered his coat in animal blood. Again, the rabbis aim to disprove 

discrepancies. How did the patriarch, Jacob, fall victim to such a simple trick? This is 

explained as Jacob having a prophetic vision: 

And he knew it and said: It is my son's coat (Gen 37.33) He said to him: I 
know what a father sees:  It is my son's coat, an evil beast devoured him. 
(khaya ra'ah akhalnu) 68 Rabbi Hunia said: A prophetic spirit was kindled 
in him: An evil beast devoured him alluding to Potiphar's wife.

In this passage, because Potiphar's wife takes the active role in seducing Joseph later in 

Genesis, she is compared to an evil beast (khaya ra'ah),69 outside the natural order or way 

a wife should conduct herself. This solves the problem of Jacob being tricked by his sons, 

as his prophetic knowledge of the seduction of Joseph proves that he was not only not 

tricked, but knows more truth from the plot than his sons who are trying to fool him. The 

68 חיה רעה אכלתהו
חיה רעה  69
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rabbis are also able to further comment on the character of Potiphar's wife through the 

eyes of Jacob and show her seduction of Joseph as inevitable even before Joseph reached 

his master's house. 

As emphasized previously, the act of adultery, so abhorred by these rabbinic 

interpreters, was believed to have primarily involved two men in relation to the 

adulteress; namely, the husband of the woman and the man to which she handed over her 

husband's property, her body. In order to further explore midrashic handling of Potiphar's 

wife's actions, we must now look at Potiphar's wife in relation to the two men who define 

her status and action within the Genesis story, Joseph and Potiphar. Midrashic 

commentaries involving them in relation to Potiphar's wife's attempted adultery provide 

further insight into rabbinic construction of gender and marriage.

Potiphar's wife and Joseph (Gen Rab 87.7)

Perhaps most troubling for the rabbis in interpreting the seduction scene concerns 

the punishment received by Joseph. According to the biblical text, though Joseph refused 

to sleep with his master Potiphar's wife, Potiphar still banishes him to the Pharaoh's 

prison.  The rabbis actually resolve Joseph's going to prison in Genesis Rabbah 87.7. This 

interpretation claims that Joseph actually went to sin but was halted by his own 

impotence. To better understand this action imposed on the biblical Joseph, I would like 

to call to attention that nothing in the rabbinic literature points towards the need for 

Joseph to be without blame. As opposed to other contemporaneous interpretive material 

(Chapter Three) concerning Joseph's character as sent to prison under false accusations, 

Rabbinic texts do not treat Joseph's character as blameless. After all, in the end Potiphar 
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sent Joseph to prison. In the spirit of the rabbis, then, he must have done something. 

The most striking example of this appears in Gen. Rab. 87.7, which begins with a 

quote from the Genesis passage in question: “And no“iysh” of all the “anashei” of the 

house were present in the house,”70 where the word “iysh” and its plural, “anashei” can 

either be translated as “man” or “person,” in the neuter sense of the word. The rabbis 

translated this as meaning “man”: And no man of all the men of the house were present in 

the house, about which the Midrash continues in 87.7 as: “and there was not a man—on 

examination he (Joseph) did not find himself a man.”  Not only did Joseph not find any 

[other] man in the house, this passage also states that Joseph did not find a man even 

within himself. According to this passage, Joseph goes to commit sin with Potiphar's 

wife, but instead discovers himself impotent, a result of divine intervention. This not only 

complicates the notion of Joseph as innocent of adultery (because imagine if he had been 

physically able!), it also passifies Joseph and demasculinizes him. 

This scene in the midrash acts as a warning or alternative to what can occur 

should the boundaries constructed by ideal domesticity dissolve. As a human male bound 

by physical weakness, even the righteous Joseph can fall prey to a seductress. The rabbis 

did not see men, including themselves, as immune to the temptations of women. Even the 

most righteous of men find themselves powerless against a woman like Potiphar's wife. 

In short, Joseph was sent to prison because he intended to commit sin. However, this sin 

was only provoked by a natural and undeniable attraction to his seductress. Potiphar's 

wife embodies all the fears which the rabbis felt towards the woman as sexual being. 

This is not to say that the rabbis feared any sexual relation between the genders. As 

Baskin points out, along with providing the social mortar with which the rabbis built their 

70 (Gen 39.11) ואין איש מאנשי הבית שם בבית  
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socioeconomic understanding of society, marriage also served as a licit outlet for sexual 

relations between men and women.71

This rabbinic sentiment of an untamed woman as naturally driving men to sin is 

by no means specific to the Joseph story. Women throughout rabbinic literature pose a 

problem because they are sexually appealing to men. One Talmudic text concludes:

Why is a woman's voice sweet and a man's voice is not sweet? He [derives 
his voice] from the place from which he came [the earth] and she from the 
place from which she came [a bone]. So it is said, “Let me hear your voice;/
For your voice is sweet / And your face is comely.”72

A woman, by her very nature, possesses the ability to seduce men. Peskowitz notes that 

“while rabbinic Judaism may not have depicted all women as essentially injurious by 

virtue of their gender, it does admit the possibility that some women are dangerous on 

just those grounds.”73 Women prove socially disruptive should they not live and exist 

modestly within society. Aware of the social disorder caused by men falling subject to the 

sexual temptation of women, the rabbis devote many strands of texts concerning the 

control of women's sexuality. Quoting Neusner, Baskin calls to mind the potential danger 

that a women can cause to the rabbinic gendered order should a woman not remain under 

the control of a man, be it her husband or father. This reveals the fragile nature of the 

rabbinic fantasy of domesticity that is vital to the gendered rabbinic framework. She says, 

In the patriarchal world of rabbinic Judaism man is normal and woman is 
abnormal,  since  she  is  always  capable  of  upsetting  the  rabbis  ordered 
program for reality.  Thus, rabbinic Judaism is especially anxious to keep 
women subject to men and to establish rules that regulate the transfer of a 
woman from one man to another at liminal moments when her situation is 
likely to be the most disturbing and disruptive, particularly that contracting 
of marriages.74

71 Baskin, 2002, 88
72 bNiddah 31b citing Song of Songs 2.14
73 Peskowitz, 2002, 37
74 Baskin, 2002, 30 quoting Neusner, 1989, 97
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As seen previously in contrasting Ruth with Potiphar's wife, Ruth moves successfully 

through this liminal phase from widow to bride, whereas Potiphar's wife fails to adhere to 

proper wifely conduct. In order to better understand Potiphar's wife's action given her 

status as wife, let us now compare her with the one character who defines that status: 

namely, Potiphar, her husband. 

 Potiphar's wife and Potiphar: Marital Obligations

 A point of departure from which to begin discussion of Potiphar and his relation 

to his wife concerns a repetition of a slight variation in the Genesis text that, as Kugel so 

accurately points out, would have been a red flag to early exegetes.75 Genesis 39.4-6 

reads: 

And [Potiphar] put [Joseph] in charge of his house and all that was in it,76 

he put in his hand...  And from putting him in charge over his house and 
all that was in it,77 God blessed the house... And he left all which was his 
in the hand of Joseph and he thought to himself about nothing save the 
bread he ate.78 

Why repeat this similar phrase three times? As in most cases of seemingly trivial 

repetitions to the untrained eye, the rabbis had much to say on the reasoning for this 

device which in turn says a great deal about their views of Potiphar's reign over his wife 

and her place within the greater household. 

In the first two verses in question, Gen 39.4-5,  nearly the same phrase repeats 

with the same verb usage in the Hebrew of pakad,79 literally “to befall,” in order to 

describe the movement of Potiphar's household into the hands of Joseph. The third verse, 

75 Kugel, 1994, 74
 על ביתו וכל יש לוויפקדהו  76
77 ן אותו בביתו ועל כל אשר יש לו הפקיד             
78 sיsעqז|ב כvל-אqשoר-לו, בwיsד-יוסkף, וwלא-יvדsע אtתו מwאומvה, כtי אtם-הsלoחoם אqשoר-הוא אוכkלו   
 פקד  79



46

however, 39.6, raises a new issue, namely the fact that Potiphar handed everything over 

to Joseph “save the bread that he ate.” As Kugel again points out, what does this omission 

imply? “Is one to understand that Joseph supervises the entire household, but Potiphar 

still has to see to his own lunch?!”80 Genesis Rabbah 86.6 addresses this problem, saying 

“It is a euphemism,”81 and nothing more. A euphemism for what? I agree with Kugel in 

arguing that “euphemism” alludes to Potiphar's wife. 

Kugel points out that the euphemism “taking bread” meaning to take a wife 

appears also in Exodus 2.20, where Jethro's daughters tell Jethro about a man, Moses, 

who helps them at a well. Pleased, Jethro beckons for Moses and says “Invite him here 

and let him eat bread.” This verse is directly followed by “And Moses was pleased to sit 

with the man and the man gave Zipporah [his daughter] to the house of Moses.”82 Eating 

bread may be read in this case, and also in the case of Potiphar, as taking or caring for a 

wife and exercising marital responsibilities. This passage also touches on the concept of a 

woman transformed from the status of daughter to wife by being passed from her father's 

household into the house of her new husband. In the case of Genesis 39, Potiphar hands 

everything in his household over to Joseph, but he still makes the decisions regarding 

marital concerns. The wife as property of the household may not be handed over to 

another man. 

This point contrasts sharply with the fact that wives throughout Genesis and other 

texts could often be replaced by a handmaiden should they neglect to provide their 

husbands with offspring. The barren wife is indeed a recurring theme in narratives 

concerning the matriarchs. In the case of Sarah's barrenness, perhaps the most well 

80 Kugel, 1994, 74
81 ”or literally, a “clean/refined language/tongue לשון נקי
82 Ex 2.21
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known in Genesis, she assigns a handmaiden, Haggar, to her husband Abraham, by which 

he may conceive. Though the handmaiden was ultimately used at the discretion of the 

wife (as seen when Sarah casts Hagar and her son Ishmael out into the wilderness), use of 

a handmaiden by no means meant adultery on the part of the man, whereas a wife could 

not under any circumstances have sexual relations with a man other than her husband. 

Some reasoning for this could involve the fact that men, not women, carried the 

obligation to produce heirs according to rabbinic law. Also, barrenness in the context of 

the biblical and rabbinic world view connotes a problem with the womb, as opposed to 

infertility on the part of the husband.  According to rabbinic law as supported by such 

biblical instances,  a man's role in marriage could not be replaced as such by a stand-in, 

further protecting the position and welfare of the husband.    

Similar language appears in Gen 39 of wife as sole property of the husband, 

which arises during the scene of seduction in which Joseph repels Potiphar's wife. In Gen 

39.8-9, Joseph pleads with Potiphar's wife, saying, “Look, my master does not pay any 

mind to what is in this house and all that is his he put into my hands. There is no one 

greater in this house and he has withheld nothing from me except you, since you are his 

wife.” Here, Joseph outrightly states the fact that a wife, as opposed to other properties, 

may not be handed over to another man. We must be careful not to read this as protection 

or insurance for the wife. As stated previously, the laws against adultery stand as 

protection for the husband and his right to lineage. Had Joseph  slept with Potiphar's wife, 

he would be directly disrupting Potiphar's legacy and right to bear children. To the rabbis, 

Potiphar's wife actively rejects her responsibility to her husband, threatening to destroy 

the social order of marriage that insures the husband's security in his own home.  
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In this chapter we have seen rabbinic fantasies of domesticity shine through in 

their treatment of Potiphar's wife's character within Midrash Rabbah. We have seen that, 

by rejecting the role of obedient wife and giving her body over to another man, Potiphar's 

wife disrupts this domestic fantasy and becomes just what the rabbis fear. Potiphar's wife 

does not accept her role as wife insofar as she does not give her body passively over to 

her husband as his property and instead actively seeks another male for nothing but her 

own pleasure. In the following chapter, we will see similar concerns coming into play 

regarding the dangerous nature of female sexuality as it appears within the 

pseudepigraphic Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs. 
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CHAPTER THREE
Potiphar's Wife in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs

Where the concerns of husbands inform rabbinic opinion regarding adultery, this 

is not the case in T 12 Patr. Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs take the form of the last 

sayings of the twelve sons of Jacob on their deathbeds. Each of these testaments concerns 

one specific theme which the patriarchs try to convey to their sons, who sit listening to 

their fathers' final messages. Such themes include impurity and the ignorance of youth, 

envy, anger, lying, chastity and endurance. In the Testament of Joseph, the second to last 

collection in the work, more than half of the testament devotes itself to a retelling of the 

Genesis 39 narrative concerning Joseph and Potiphar's wife. As observed in the rabbinical 

text, much anxiety over adultery appears within the Testaments. 

The sexually unbounded woman in T 12 Patr, not unlike the sexually unbounded 

woman in the eyes of the rabbis, threatens the relationship between two men. As seen 

previously, when a man commits adultery with another man's wife according to the 

rabbinic world view, he therefore desecrates another man's property. In the midrashic 

texts from Chapter Two, this entails Joseph defiling Potiphar's property. Along those 

same lines, in the Testament of Joseph, Potiphar's wife serves to endanger the link 

between two males, but this time between Joseph and his own father, and subsequently 

Joseph’s sons who sit listening to his testament by his bedside. As such, jeopardizing the 

link between fathers and sons endangers the self-perpetuation of the Testaments 

themselves. This is because the Testaments, taking the form of fathers transmitting law to 

their sons, place sexuality in opposition to that law. Therefore, sexuality not only opposes 
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the law which the Testaments so condone, but also threatens the link in the chain of males 

delivering that law. T 12 Patr deems unbounded sexuality a threat because it lures sons 

away from the laws of their fathers and disrupts the patrilineal order of society, upon 

which the Testaments themselves are ordered. Closely reading into Potiphar's wife's 

character as represented in T 12 Patr gives insight into this phenomenon.  

In my research, I came upon not one secondary source addressing Potiphar’s 

wife’s character exclusively or extensively within the Testaments. Save for a few 

mentions of gender, sexuality and the body as related mainly to Joseph’s character by 

various scholars, I found this area of study regarding women in T 12 Patr overall lacking. 

My research in the previous two chapters relied on the extensive scholarship by an 

assortment of scholars pertaining to women in rabbinic aggadic and halakhic texts. In this 

chapter, however, close interpretation of women’s sexuality within the Testaments will 

rely heavily upon my own original interpretation of the text. This research stands as the 

result of having studied these gender dynamics within contemporaneous rabbinic sources 

as well as reading and translating relevant selections of the T 12 Patr Greek manuscript 

under the guidance of Professor Carl Shaw.83 

In order to present my argument, I will first establish the meaning of nomos (law) 

within the T 12 Patr as transmitted patriarchally, using the help of Dixon Singerland’s 

treatment on the subject within the Testaments. I will then show that female sexual 

unboundedness jeopardizes male oriented law through exploring these themes within the 

Testament of Reuben and Testament of Joseph. I will focus on the portrayal of Potiphar’s 

wife specifically within these texts. But first, a bit of background is necessary regarding 

83  A translation of relevant passages from T Joseph as well as the Greek manuscript are included in the 
appendix.
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the origins of the Testaments. 

The possible authorship and origin of this text, as compared to the rabbinic texts, 

remain contestable. As pointed out by John Collins, three theories on the provenance of 

the Testaments arise in the history of scholarship on these texts.84 Though previously 

understood as a Christian text, J.E. Grabe formulated that the Testaments were written by 

a Jew but later interpolated by a Christian.85 This strand of scholarship has survived to 

this day, as some scholars contest the work to have Jewish origins. The second theory, 

headed most famously by M. de Jonge, dating the texts to the mid-second century CE 

claims the texts to have Christian origins. De Jonge argued against speaking of 

interpolations, and rather considered the Testaments Christian texts that employed Jewish 

material. However, De Jonge later stated that arguing for a strictly Christian authorship is 

“probably as much a simplification as the interpolation theory.”86 As such, his main 

arguments rest on the fact that the work should be studied in its redacted form. He claims 

that separating pieces out as Christian or Jewish merely complicates and obstructs textual 

analysis of the Testaments themselves as a whole.87 The third theory regarding authorship 

of the Testaments, which is widely argued against and still remains a great minority 

position, contests that the Testaments were originally composed by a group of Jews 

known as Essenes and could possibly be the product of the Qumran community.88 

I agree with De Jonge who argues that picking apart authorship from the text 

merely impedes a literary analysis. Rather than side with any school of thought regarding 

the authorship of this text, I wish to examine the text through an understanding of the 

84 Collins, 1986, 268
85 Grabe, 1698 as described by Collins, 1986, 268
86 De Jonge, 1975, 189-90
87 Collins, 1986, 272
88 Ibid. This theory is championed by A. Dupont-Sommer and M. Philonenko.
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treatment of sexuality given the text’s internal logic, which only can occur following a 

close reading of the text itself. Dixon Sutherland also employs the same technique when 

looking at the concept of nomos (law) within the Testaments. I agree with the 

methodology of Singerland who, in looking closely at the text for its treatment of nomos 

asserts:

Were the origins of the work clear, the issue might be resolved easily. For 
example,  if  A.  Ritschl's  early  view  were  correct  that  the  T  12  Patr. 
represented  the  labor  of  some  Pauline  Christian  community,  it  would 
probably be necessary to interpret nomos (law) in general terms such as 
those used by Paul himself in Rom 13.8 and Rom 13.10. Were it known, 
however,  that the writing belonged to the same line of tradition as that 
which culminated in the development of the Mishnah, then it would be 
necessary to interpret nomos in the more holistic fashion of the Hebrew 
scriptures, where little dichotomy between general morality and specific 
ritual/cultic aspects of the law appears. However, because the origins of 
the document have not been established beyond doubt, the only safe way 
to proceed in seeking to determine how its authors understand nomos is to 
examine the relevant material in the T 12 Patr. itself.89

Here, Singerland affirms that trying to pin down an authorship would actually impede 

any constructive analysis of the text itself. Because so much is known about the rabbinic 

method and because midrash can most definitely be attributed to the rabbinic world view, 

authorship played a major role in the first two chapters of this exploration. However, 

because this is not the case within T 12 Patr, and because the possible authors of such a 

text are too broad to be reconciled, grappling with such issues could prove indefinite and 

obstructive. Rather, insights regarding the dichotomy between law and fathers on one end 

and women’s sexuality on the other may be read out of the text itself. Such insights prove 

invaluable when contrasted with the previous rabbinic texts and should not be discounted 

purely based upon the difficulties of understanding authorship. Singerland's method thus 

serves when applied to my reading of unbounded sexuality within the text. But before a 

89 Singerland, 1986, 39
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close reading of T 12 Patr, the term nomos must be clarified  if we are to assume 

Potiphar's wife's character as diverging from that law.  

The Concept of Nomos

 Singerland warns against limiting the term nomos within the non-ritual sphere, as 

some of his predecessors tended to do.90 Doing so would classify the law within the text 

as simply a general morality and not a specific, ritual law. Singerland uses another section 

of T 12 Patr, the Testament of Reuben, to elucidate this point:

Singerland asserts that:  

…it is important to be clear that law as conceived by the T. 12 Patr. is not 
some  single  abstract  principle  such  as  neighbor-love  but  represents  a 
particular  body of  jurisprudence  to  be  read,  studied,  and  taught.  That 
explains why teaching and the ability to hear it (T Reub 2:5)91 as well as 
speech and the knowledge passed on by it (T Reub 2:6)92 are important.93 

Here, Sutherland raises the theory that, through a thoughtful reading of the text, a 

more complicated notion of law as established ritual convention may be discerned.

Taking Singerland's theory of law as beyond general morality, I would like to 

further that argument by asserting T 12 Patr also establishes the law as patriarchally 

inherited.  In the Testament of Joseph, whenever Joseph seeks the aid of God through 

prayer or other invocation, he does so by recalling the Patriarchs.94 Joseph's receiving the 

90 Singerland, 1986, 39. Here, Singerland refers to the much earlier work by A. Ritschl (1850). Die 
Entstehung der altkatholischen Kirche. Bonn: Adolph Marcus. 324-5.

91  “And now, my children, make your hearts good before the Lord, and your ways straight before 
men, and you will find grace before God and men.”

92  “Behold, I have foretold you all things, that I may be clear from the sin of your souls.”
93 Singerland, 1986, 39
94  “Now I remembered the words of the fathers of my father Jacob (Ἐγὼ οὖν ἐμνησκόμην λόγους 
πατέρων πατρός μου Ἰακώβ), and fled to my chambers and praised God” (T Joseph, 3.3). “Now 
understand that the God of my father, through an angel, revealed to me your wickedness (γνῶθι, ὅτι ὁ 
Θεὸς τοῦ πατρός μου δι’ ἀγγέλου ἀπεκάλυψέ μοι τὴν κακίαν σου” (6.6). “Seizing the food in her 
presence, I ate, saying, 'The God of my fathers and the angel of Abraham will be with me (Ὁ Θεὸς 
τῶν πατέρων μου, καὶ ὁ ἄγγελος Ἀβραὰμ ἔσται μετ’ ἐμοῦ)'” (6.7). 
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law through his father therefore serves to highlight the importance of the Patriarchal line 

in transmitting the law. Emphasis on law as transmitted by the father gives authority to 

the narrators of these texts. Through fathers addressing sons, the Testaments assert their 

moral foundation in divine authority. The importance of fathers transmitting laws to their 

sons resonates especially in this text because, as mentioned previously, the structure of 

the text itself takes the form of father's transmitting a law to their sons. In highlighting 

this patriarchal transmission of law, the very construction of the text is self perpetuating. 

Along those same lines, the genre of T 12 Patr, understood as pseudepigrapha, 

also complicates and informs notions of law within the text.  Pseudepigrapha comes from 

the Greek pseudeis and epigrapheis means a “false inscription.” A pseudepigraphic text 

such as T12 Patr, among many others, claims to have been written by a figure of the past. 

Such a phenomenon appeared widely within the ancient Greco-Roman world and was not 

confined purely to biblical texts.  Here, the points of view of each of the testaments take 

the form of the words of the sons of Jacob. This point of view gives the text more 

authority, although it poses a few problems historically for the authors. For example, 

concerning law, this text was written after the literary revelation of the law by God to 

Moses at Sinai, but if the authors of the text are trying to keep everything as historically 

accurate as possible, then the narrators, Joseph and his brothers, precede the revelation. 

This complicates the notion of “law” and what law represents. As Singerland points out, 

[The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs] pretends to be the last words of 
Jacob's children before their deaths in Egypt, but it was actually written 
very long thereafter. In terms of this portrayal, almost all of Israel's history 
lies  in  the  future,  whereas  from  the  contemporary  perspective  of  the 
Testaments'  authors  this  is  of  course  past  history.  Hence,  the  problem 
posed by the fiction for its authors:  they know all  about Moses,  Sinai, 
Torah and so forth, but within their depiction these things do not yet exist. 
Thus, the writers avoid referring to Moses or to the giving of the law at 
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Sinai. Instead, and in order to keep up the fiction, they refer in general 
terms to the "law of God" and "commands of the Lord.95 

Singerland does neglect to point out, however, that the authors present law within T 12 

Patr. as transmitted by God through Abraham and the rest of the Patriarchs as a 

replacement for the divine authority assumed by the law given at Sinai. The sons of 

Jacob, receiving this law, repeat the law to their own sons in their last moments. T 12 

Patr. therefore not only serves to teach a set of laws but also to emphasize the importance 

of these laws being transmitted. The authors of the T. 12 Patr. place such an emphasis on 

law as inherited through the father because the text itself is a didactic text whose moral 

agenda is expressed by way of fathers on their deathbeds delivering their last testaments 

to their sons. 

Female sexual unboundedness contrasted with male self-control comes up 

throughout the Testaments. Levinson, in his brief mention of the Testaments as 

compared with other contemporaneous Greco-Roman literature notes that “we 

find here an obsession with one dominant theme: the dichotomy of promiscuity 

versus self-control, staged as a gendered opposition.”96 Given the definition of 

nomos within T 12 Patr as patriarchally transmitted, Potiphar’s wife’s unbounded 

sexuality not only stands in opposition to the law which Joseph upholds, but she 

also stands in opposition to Joseph's father and the patriarchal line, because this 

law can be understood as inherited from Jacob. Sexual unboundedness results in 

undoing the very foundation which supports the patriarchal familial order. This is 

why T 12 Patr deems such an infraction of the law as threatening, not just for fear 

of loss of general morality or concern that, through committing such an act, the 

95 Singerland, 1986, 41
96 Levinson, 1997, 272
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adulterer becomes evil or brings general evil upon the community. Rather, 

unbounded female sexuality undermines the most basic familial structure upon 

which the authors of T 12 Patr order this text, therefore threatening the 

perpetuation of its value system. 

The Testament of Reuben

The first mention of unbounded sexuality within the T. 12 Patr occurs within the 

Testament of Reuben. On his deathbed, Reuben warns his sons about the seductive nature 

of women, citing his transgressions as a younger man when he slept with his father's 

concubine, Bilhah.97 The Testament of Reuben serves as a prime example of 

interpretation through narrative elaboration on a biblical text. The section with which the 

entire Testament of Reuben concerns itself takes up a mere verse in Genesis: “It came 

about while Israel was dwelling in that land, that Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his 

father's concubine, and Israel heard of it.”98 This verse in Genesis would understandably 

pose some difficulties for early interpreters as its brevity leaves many questions 

unanswered: Why did Reuben sleep with his father's concubine? How did he accomplish 

this without her resisting? How Jacob find out? The Testament of Reuben answers these 

questions through narrative elaboration:  

Pay no heed to the face of a woman, do not be alone with another man's 
wife, do not meddle with the affairs of women. For if I had not seen Bilhah 
bathing in a sheltered place, I would not have fallen into the great iniquity. 
For my mind, comprehending the female nakedness, did not allow me to 
sleep until I had done the abominable thing. For while Jacob our father was 
absent,  having  gone  to  Isaac  his  father,  and  we were  in  Gader,  near  to 
Ephratah, house of Bethlehem, Bilhah lay uncovered in her chamber, drunk 
and  sleeping.  And  I,  having  entered  and  seen  her  nakedness,  I  did  the 

97 Gen 35.22
98 Gen 35.22
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impiety, and leaving her sleeping I went out. And immediately an angel of 
God revealed to my father Jacob concerning my impiety, and when he came 
he mourned over me, and he touched her no more.99

Through narrative elaboration, the authors of T 12 Patr assert a number of ideas. One 

main addition to the Genesis text is that Jacob heard of Reuben's impiety through a 

heavenly revelation, then mourned over his son. That a heavenly revelation appeared to 

him and exposed everything affirms divine investment in the relationship between Jacob 

and his son Reuben. Out of a number of reasons why this single verse in Genesis may 

have stood out to the writers of T 12 Patr as most important has to do with the way 

adultery in T 12 Patr affects the relationship between between father and son. In the 

aforementioned Genesis verse in which Reuben sleeps with Bilhah, the interpreters 

writing T 12 Patr have a case of adultery which does not involve the inclusion of a 

separate man's household. Here in this small scriptural verse lies a prime example of 

uncontrollable sexual impulse that occurs within the household of one man, allowing 

themes of the relationships between fathers and sons to be fully developed.

Another didactic insertion states that Bilhah's beauty caused Reuben to commit 

sin. This points to the natural seductiveness of women, which remains out of man's 

control. Recall parallel concerns in the rabbinic texts. Bilhah, by her nature as a woman 

seduces the helpless Reuben. T 12 Patr further displays this world view, as Reuben 

proclaims to his sons from his deathbed, “Evil are women, my children, because, having 

no power or strength over man, they use wiles trying to draw him to them by gestures; 

and whom she cannot overcome by strength, him she overcomes by craft.”100 This 

warning on the part of Reuben accomplishes a number of things. In warning against the 

99 T Reub. 3.9-15
100  T Reub 5.1-2



58

wiles of women, it further establishes women as naturally erring creatures, Potiphar's 

wife among them. In addition, Reuben's teaching also serves to exclude women from his 

audience. Warning his sons against the ways of women, he establishes a dialogue 

between himself and his sons, and subsequently eliminates the possibility of female 

reception of the law. The laws of the Patriarchs, as established in the Testaments, are 

transmitted between fathers and sons and are not meant for women, who stand in 

opposition to law based on their natural existence.   

As further proof of this phenomenon, Reuben continues by stating, “For also 

concerning [women] the angel of the Lord told me, and he taught me that women are 

overcome by the spirit of impurity more than man.” That this message comes from divine 

authority not only emphasizes the weakness of women, it also places God and heavenly 

motivation on man's side, in opposition to women. According to this statement, women 

are ruled by their sexual nature and inclination towards impureness, placing them farther 

from God than man, who embodies discipline and rationality. This othering of women 

and setting them apart from those who receive the legal teachings of the Patriarchs serves 

to strengthen the bonds between men. Yet another parallel may be drawn between the 

world view of T 12 Patr and that of the ancient rabbis. Concerning the othering of 

women, Judith Baskin points out:

The  conviction  of  women's  otherness  is  more  than  a  foundation  of 
Rabbinic  social  policy.  It  is  also  a  central  component  in  rabbinic  
understandings  of  the  relationship  between  God  and  Jewish  men. 
Rabbinic  Judaism's  belief  in  a  special  alliance  between  God  and  the 
people  of  Israel  does  not  extend  equally  to  males  and  females;  rather 
Jewish  men  are  understood  to  be  connected  with  the  divine  in  ways 
unavailable to Jewish women.101

As illuminated in the previous chapter, woman’s alterity and inferiority within the 

101 Baskin, 2001, 44
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rabbinic world view help emphasize male superiorities. This same concept may be 

applied to T 12 Patr.   As texts whose agendas concern the transmission of law from text 

to readership, both rabbinic texts as well as T 12 Patr necessitate the othering of women 

within their teachings in order to strengthen the bond between men and their 

fathers/teachers or men and God. The othering of women and female bodies characterized 

as threatening the bonds between father and son occur deliberately within T 12 Patr in an 

attempt to strengthen the male directedness of the law which establishes itself through 

patriarchal authority 

The stories of Reuben and Joseph, when contrasted with one another, serve as 

examples of what to do and what not to do when faced with the seductive ways of 

women, and the repercussions that may arise thereafter. Reuben's seduction by Bilhah 

stands in direct contrast to the Joseph story, concerning what can happen should a man be 

subjected to woman's seductive nature. Reuben says of Joseph, 

For because Joseph guarded himself from every woman, and purged his 
thoughts from all impurity, he found favor in the sight of the Lord and 
men. For the Egyptian woman did many things to him and summoned 
magicians and offered him love potions. But the disposition of his soul did 
not admit an evil desire. Therefore the God of my fathers delivered him 
from all visible and invisible death.102

Not only did Joseph, according to Reuben, maintain his father's honor by upholding the 

law of God which his father transmitted to him, but through that transmission of the law, 

Joseph was then “delivered” from digressing as his brother Reuben had not.  

The Testament of Joseph

102 T Reub 4.8-10
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This brings us to the Testament of Joseph, the second to last testament in the 

larger T 12 Patr. In this testament, Joseph, on his deathbed, tells his sons about the 

seduction by his master Potiphar's wife while he lived in their household. Like the 

testament of Reuben, that of Joseph also employs narrative insertions in order to both ask 

and answer questions concerning the Genesis scene in chapter 39. Such insertions include 

extra dialogue between the characters, Joseph's many prayers and fasting throughout his 

time in Potiphar's house, as well as the instance of Potiphar's wife following Joseph even 

to prison and trying to seduce him there. However, this close reading will focus on the 

fact that, throughout the seduction scene, Joseph's father and the Patriarchs are constantly 

invoked in order to provide Joseph with more strength. In doing so, the narrative sets up 

Potiphar's wife and female sexual unboundedness in opposition to his inherited law and 

the law of his forefathers. As mentioned previously, concerns of adultery in T 12 Patr 

concern the relationship between father and son and not husband and adulterer. In this 

case, the text concerns itself mostly with Jacob and Joseph and not Joseph and Potiphar. 

In order to further support this father-son relationship as taking precedence in the 

T 12 Patr as opposed to focusing on the husband's concerns as seen in the rabbinic texts, a 

close reading of Potiphar's treatment within the text and his relative unimportance must 

be examined. Where the rabbinic texts concerned themselves with the relationship 

between Potiphar and Joseph, these concerns are minimized in the Testament of Joseph. 

As opposed to the rabbis who were concerned with the husband's right over his wife, the 

Testament of Joseph concerns itself only with the virtue of chastity as passed down to 

Joseph as law through the words of his fathers and his father Jacob.103  This may be 

observed by looking again at the Genesis text, verse 39.8-9, in which Joseph responds to 

103 “λόγους πατέρων πατρός μου Ἰακώβ” (T. Joseph 3.3)
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Potiphar's wife after her first attempt to seduce Joseph:

He refused and said to his master's wife, “Look, my master does not pay 
any mind to what is in this house and all that is his he put in my hands. 
There is nobody greater in this house and he has withheld nothing from 
me except you, since you are his wife, and how could I do this great evil 
and sin against God?”104 

In this Genesis passage as well as throughout the midrash concerning Genesis 39, the sin 

which Joseph refuses to commit concerns adultery as defiling his master's property and 

right to his own wife. In the Testament of Joseph, however, interest in keeping the 

Patriarchal law takes precedence over the concerns of Potiphar's right as husband. In fact, 

in the Testament of Joseph, Potiphar's wife poses solutions which would take Potiphar out 

of the picture. In doing so, Joseph's basic reasoning for not committing adultery 

consistently returns to the issue of keeping the law and thus the honor of his father.  This 

can be seen most clearly in the Testament of Joseph: 

Again,  at  another  time  she  said  to  me,  “If  you  don't  want  to  commit 
adultery, I will get rid of the Egyptian and thusly to the law (nomo) I will 
take you as my husband.”105 Now I, hearing such a thing, tore my clothes 
and said, “Woman, praise the Lord, and don't do this evil deed, in order that 
you not be destroyed! For I will tell everyone about your wicked deed.”106

Here, the alternative posed by Potiphar's wife has no impact on Joseph's decision. In 

having Joseph answer Potiphar's wife by writing off the importance that Potiphar plays in 

any decision concerning their sleeping together, Potiphar's role in the scene diminishes. 

This serves to highlight the shift in concern from that of Potiphar and his right as husband 

to that of Joseph and his ability to keep the law of his fathers throughout this attempted 

seduction.  

But with all the concern revolving around strength from Patriarchal law, how does 

104 Gen 39.8-9
105 Εἰ μοιχεῦσαι οὐ θέλεις, ἐγὼ ἀναιρῶ τὸν Αἰγύπτιον, καὶ οὕτως νόμῳ λήψομαί σε εἰς ἄνδρα.
106 T Jos5.1-3
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T 12 Patr reconcile Reuben tempted in the Genesis text and not Joseph, if the two are 

brothers with the same father? This stems from a longer interpretive tradition of 

characterizing Joseph as the chaste Patriarch.107 To support this popular characterization 

of Joseph, through biblical insertion, the authors of T 12 Patr assert that Joseph's father 

and his father's law was with him, as opposed to Reuben who committed this act behind 

his father's back. This is shown in one section of T Joseph where Joseph, having been 

offered food by Potiphar's wife, discovers that the food has been blessed with magical 

enchantments in order to seduce him without his knowing. To this, Joseph replies to 

Potiphar's wife,

“Now understand that the God of my father, through an angel, revealed to 
me your wickedness, and I guarded it towards your shame, if by seeing it 
you repent. In order that you learn the character of the religious prevails 
over the evils of the non believers.” Seizing the food in her presence, I ate, 
saying, “The God of my fathers and the angel of Abraham will be with me.” 
And she fell upon her face at my feet and wept and I made her stand up and 
I admonished her and she promised not to do this impiety.108

This passage raises a number of concerns. As seen previously when Jacob learns of 

Reuben's sexual act with his concubine Bilhah, God plays a major role in revealing 

wrongdoing. This characterizes God as aiding men in either not committing adultery or, if 

they have, letting the affected party find out.  Also important is the fact that Joseph uses 

this scene in order to teach Potiphar's wife a lesson, something unseen until this instance. 

107 About which, Kugel  notes on page 24 that the reasoning for emphasis on Joseph as chaste and 
concentration on the seduction scene is no doubt complex. This could either have to do with the fact that 
the theme of adultery in general around the time of T 12 Patr (most notably in the New Testament) took 
precedence over many other themes. Another reason he brings forth could have to do with the fact that 
everything else Joseph is known for (dream interpretation, ability as seer) were present among other 
biblical characters (Abraham, Daniel, Jacob). The seduction scene, therefore, given this logic, is 
essentially Josephian (1994).
 He also adds that “Joseph, like so many biblical figures, developed a particular title or appellation that 
was paired with his name in rabbinic exegesis, comparable to “Abraham our Father,” “Moses our 
Teacher, Balaam the Wicked, etc.; in his case it was Joseph the Righteous: Yosef HaTzadik.. 
Concerning this title, Yosef HaTzadik, Ginsberg remarks: “There can be no doubt that this title was 
conferred on Joseph on account of his virtuous victory over the wiles of his master's wife”(1925, 325).

108 T Jos 6.6-9
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However, a key occurrence to point out is that although she promises never to do this 

impiety, the next scene relates her trying to further seduce Joseph, therefore proving that 

the Abrahamic law which Joseph inherited cannot be transmitted to the foreign Potiphar's 

wife. 

Important to keep in mind is that Joseph in T 12 Patr operates as a foreigner 

among a society where the Abrahamic law is not inherited. Exercising morality without 

the authoritative voice of the law from Sinai, Joseph's keeping of the law can therefore 

only be realized given his struggle with the one character to whom this notion of law has 

no meaning, namely his seductress, Potiphar's wife. Here, woman and carnal desire 

presents Joseph with a moral dilemma to which the only alternative is inherited law. 

Potiphar's wife's seduction, then, embodies the seduction away from law. Potiphar's wife 

literally tests Joseph with complicated legal questions which he must answer, serving as a 

catalyst for the rest of the plot. In one scene, for example, she presents Joseph with an 

ultimatum, offering that if Joseph sleeps with her, she will convert and follow the law of 

his God. The passage states:  

She came to me for a word of instruction, to learn the word of the Lord. 
And she said to me, “If you want that I abandon the idols, give in to me! 
And I will tell the Egyptian to depart from the idols, being carried in the law 
of your God.  But I said to her, “The Lord does not want those worshiping 
him to be in uncleanliness, nor does he approve of adulterers.” For that she 
was silent, desiring to bring an end to her lust.  And I put myself to more 
fasting and prayer, so that the lord might deliver me from her.109   

This sections shows a clear disconnect between the Gentile Potiphar's wife and the 

law of the Patriarchs. Not understanding the language and conditions of the law, 

Potiphar's wife fails in trying to trick Joseph to sleep with her. In the context of 

109 T Jos 4.4-8
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Abrahamic law, she does not follow the same legal code as Joseph and his 

brothers. 

This case of gentiles unable to follow the Abrahamic law occurs elsewhere in T 12 

Patr, within The Testament of Naphtali:  “Sun and moon and stars do not change their 

order. Thus, you also, do not change the law of God in the disorder of your doings. 

Gentiles, erring and leaving the Lord, changed their order and followed after stones and 

sticks, obeying spirits of error.”110  In direct opposition to this warning, Potiphar's wife 

attempts to bend the law and change it according to her lust after Joseph.  As an Egyptian 

and Gentile, she does not possess an inherent knowledge of the law as passed down from 

the Patriarchs through Joseph and thus she is unable to outwit Joseph. She does not have 

inherited command over the language of the law and thus cannot have access to its 

allowances.  

Another instance of Potiphar's wife posing a legal challenge for Joseph to answer 

occurs later on in the Testament. As in the Genesis story upon which the Testament 

elaborates, Potiphar grabs Joseph's garment, causing him to run outside naked. Afraid, 

she accuses him of rape and he is therefore banished to prison by Potiphar. Unlike the 

Genesis narrative, however, Potiphar's wife's seduction does not stop there. One insertion 

by the authors of T Joseph portray Joseph as relieved at his being sent to prison. After all, 

there he is seemingly free of his mistress'  propositioning. In verse 8.5, Joseph confesses, 

“How I prayed to God though being in the house of darkness, and hailing in a glad voice, 

I glorified my God, because only through her lies was I rid of the Egyptian woman.” In 

prison, Joseph is depicted as glad to suffer unwarranted imprisonment on behalf of his 

inherited law and he refuses to give into Potiphar’s wife’s pleas:

110 T Naph 3.2-3
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Often she sent for me saying, “Agree to fulfill my desire and I will release 
you  of  these  chains  and  deliver  you  from darkness.”  And  not  even  in 
thought did I once incline to her. For God loves more the one fasting in a 
dark  hole  in  chastity  than  one  living  luxuriously  in  a  chamber  among 
licentiousness.111

Joseph did not once incline himself towards her, even when she offered relief from a life 

of imprisonment. That he did not contrasts with the idea of Joseph being sent to prison in 

the rabbinic context as mentioned in chapter two. As explained in the previous chapter, 

under the rabbinic understanding of textual interpretation, if Joseph was sent to prison 

then he must have committed a crime. The idea of unreasonable and false accusation 

would not fit the rabbinic notion of Torah as inerrable and purposeful. According to 

rabbinic texts, if Joseph went to prison, there had to be a reason why beyond simple 

misunderstanding.  

 As a human male bound by physical weakness, the rabbis understood even the 

righteous Joseph as able to fall prey to a seductress. The rabbis did not see men, including 

themselves, as immune to the temptations of women. Even the most righteous of men 

find themselves powerless against a woman like Potiphar's wife.  In short, Joseph was 

sent to prison because he went to commit sin. However, this sin was only provoked by a 

natural and undeniable attraction to his seductress. Potiphar's wife embodies all the fears 

which the rabbis felt towards the woman as sexual being. Though these fears manifest 

themselves within T 12 Patr, as seen above with mention of woman's seductive nature, 

they are executed quite differently. As opposed to the rabbis setting up a believable 

scenario in their eyes of a man falling pray to a woman's seduction, the authors of T 12 

Patr need no such believable scenario. Rather than reconcile the contradictions within the 

text itself, T 12 Patr takes the Genesis text and reads post-Sinai ideas concerning adultery 

111 T Jos8.5-9.2
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and the nature of women into the scriptural incident. Where the rabbis concern 

themselves with explaining textual contradictions for an audience of other learned 

scholars of scripture, the aim of T 12 Patr as an instructive record calls for a more rigid 

notion of Godly law. This is why Joseph's fallibility would not suit the world view of T 

12 Patr as it does that of the early rabbis.   

T 12 Patr portrays Potiphar's wife as more conniving than previously seen in the 

rabbinic texts. As a didactic text aimed at sending a particular message concerning 

adultery, that Potiphar's wife presents difficult situations for Joseph to which he responds 

with chaste and ethical answers helps relay the teachings within the text through Joseph's 

unfailing example. Though Joseph continually cites God as the source of his strength, in 

truth, Joseph does not struggle internally at all within T 12 Patr. In fact, the only conflict 

he faces comes from outside sources, as no internal or emotional struggle occurs. He does 

not struggle as seen in the Testament of Reuben nor does he possess the human-like 

qualities seen within the midrashic texts. Nothing about Joseph's nature as a man 

susceptible to seduction informs his actions. As such, Potiphar's wife's nature within T 12 

Patr is the only one to blame.  That Joseph remained chaste further reinforces the 

dichotomy between female sexuality and male-inherited virtue, in which Joseph firmly 

aligns himself with his patriarchally inherited law. 

This chapter has emphasized female sexuality in opposition to male virtue within 

T 12 Patr. As shown throughout, where the concerns of husbands inform rabbinic opinion 

of adultery, the Testaments consider unbounded female sexuality a threat to the 

relationship between fathers and sons. Though the rabbinic and pseudepigraphic 

interpretations vary in these specific ways, one similarity extends throughout both. The 
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authors of these texts reveal their male oriented concerns within their discussions of 

unbounded female sexuality. Within both of these texts, Potiphar's wife's character 

embodies unrestrained female sexuality. She therefore provides a template upon which 

these interpreters may project their androcentric concerns regarding what they view as 

idealized sexual interactions.   
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CONCLUSION

In this thesis, I have discussed and analyzed women’s sexuality in rabbinic and 

pseudepigraphic interpretive texts from late antiquity using interpretations of the story of 

Joseph and Potiphar’s wife in Genesis 39 as a case study. As evidenced through close 

readings of the texts that interpret this story, unbounded female sexuality threatens the 

interpretive group’s self-preservation by disrupting the relationship between communities 

of men within each group. Pertaining to the rabbinic community, as shown in close 

readings of rabbinic interpretive texts, the sexually unbounded woman threatens the 

relationship between Jewish men and God, and also between the husband, father, and 

lover of the unbounded woman in question. As all these relationships prove essential to 

various socio-religious transactions within the rabbinic world, this unbounded woman 

threatens to shake the very foundations upon which the rabbis ordered their society. 

The same basic challenges regarding the sexually unbounded woman apply for 

the community from which the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs originate. The 

Testaments deem unbounded female sexuality a threat because it lures sons away from 

the laws of their fathers and disrupts the patrilineal ordering of society. This text relies 

upon a strong dichotomy between women and sexuality on one end, and fathers and 

chastity on the other. Because this text assumes the form of fathers transmitting laws to 

their sons, unbounded sexuality threatens the very principles on which this writing stands. 

In order to support this thesis, I have first established that these interpretive texts 

were written by men with male concerns in mind. When female voices appear within this 
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literature, they are mediated through male assumptions of female difference and cannot 

be linked to actual females themselves. I have also shown that these texts assume a logic 

in which women’s sexuality must be controlled and harnessed within the domestic realm. 

As such, what appear to be texts that treat real women are actually male fantasies of ideal 

gendered interactions. But if the voices of women exist as imagined fantasy, how can this 

inform our understanding of the gendered reality of the period in which these texts 

originated? Why even study women within these histories? 

I would argue that women’s history can and must be uncovered, even from the 

most androcentric of sources. To allow the history of women to go unexplored due to 

source complications merely perpetuates an incomplete human history in which women’s 

voices are silenced. If we are to understand ancient interpretation as those civilizations 

understanding their own ancient past, then using their androcentric historical 

methodology in order to explain and excuse our own merely perpetuates this deficient 

representation of history. Judith Plaskow, in her germinal text on Judaism from a feminist 

perspective, attests to this. She states: “The great silence that has shrouded women’s 

history testifies not to women’s lack of historical agency but to the androcentric bias that 

has shaped historical writing.”112 To extract only male histories from these works based 

on the limited treatment of women within ancient interpretive texts proves just as 

androcentric as the sources themselves.

 In the past few decades, historians have begun to unearth women’s voices from 

even the most difficult sources. As pointed out by Plaskow, these historians have “mined 

androcentric sources for clues to women’s lives and leadership, and interpreted and filled 

in the gaps and silences that erase women’s activity. They have made gender a central 

112  Plaskow, 1990, 37
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category of historical analysis, seeing it not just as biological given but as itself subject to 

historical development and change”113 Reading gender critically allows female voices to 

be heard and analyzed. This exploration works to address the complexities and subtleties 

that make up ancient representations of women and female sexuality. 

Though I use the narrative in Genesis 39 as a case study, most of the focus of this 

thesis and the direction that my research has taken rely on a close treatment of Potiphar’s 

wife’s character specifically. As stated previously in this exploration,114 every secondary 

source I have encountered dealing with ancient interpretations of Genesis 39 places 

Joseph’s character as the main concern, with Potiphar’s wife’s character foiling Joseph’s 

chastity. I found this to be too restricting, as I wanted this thesis to explore more holistic 

and complex issues of gender and felt that only male concerns arise in the treatment of 

Joseph’s character. Though the limited sources dealing with Potiphar’s wife make a close 

analysis of her character difficult, there are approaches that allow critical investigation. 

Such methods include focusing on texts which do not include Joseph at all, or ones that 

compare Potiphar’s wife with other idealized biblical figures such as Ruth, as seen in 

chapter two. At the very least, approaching Potiphar’s wife’s character with a fuller, more 

critical look at gender in ancient interpretation proves valuable in the search for women 

within a male directed history. 

As we near the end of the first decade of the Twenty-First century, we must not 

lose sight of the fact that, less than half a century ago, this exploration would not have 

been possible.  As a (female) undergraduate student working on my thesis within the 

academic discipline of religion, a very new field of study, I am indebted to a long list of 

113  ibid. 
114  See page 3 of the introduction.
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important sources, the earliest of which dates only to the late 1970s.115 Because of very 

recent advances in historical methodology, in addition to the difficult, androcentric 

primary sources available, I also have access to a wealth of secondary material, by both 

female and male scholars, which speak of gender directly and critically. 

 In addition, this critical look at history must continue, lest the voices of women 

or of any other group be silenced by incomplete histories. I would like to conclude with 

the hopes that my research and methodology have contributed to the beginning of what 

will be a long struggle for equal historical representation. I am fortunate to be able to 

include this exploration as part of an ongoing process of historical awakening in which all 

silenced voices might one day be heard.  

115  For a comprehensive treatment of scholarship on women in early Judaism, see: Marks, 2008, 290-320
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APPENDIX A: GENESIS 39 [HEBREW]

  וwיוסkף, הורsד מtצwרvיwמvה; וsיtקwנkהו פוטtיפsר סwרtיס פsרwע|ה שsר הsטsבvחtים, אtיש מtצwרtי, מtיsדא

; וsיwהtי, בwבkית אqד|נvיובהsיtשwמwעkאלtים, אqשoר הורtד¼הו שvמvה.  sיחtלwצsיש מtי אtהwיsף, וkת-יוסoה אvהוwי יtהwיsו  

  וsיtמwצvא יוסkף חkןד וsיsרwא אqד|נvיו, כtי יwהוvה אtתו; וwכ|ל אqשoר-הוא ע|שoה, יwהוvה מsצwלtיחs בwיvדו. גהsמtצwרtי. 

  וsיwהtי מkאז הtפwקtיד א|תו בwבkיתו,הבwעkינvיו, וsיwשvרoת א|תו; וsיsפwקtדkהו, עsל-בkיתו, וwכvל-יoש-לו, נvתsן בwיvדו. 

וwעsל כvל-אqשoר יoש-לו, וsיwבvרoך יwהוvה אoת-בkית הsמtצwרtי, בtגwלsל יוסkף; וsיwהtי בtרwכsת יwהוvה, בwכvל-אqשoר יoש-

 וsיsעqז|ב כvל-אqשoר-לו, בwיsד-יוסkף, וwלא-יvדsע אtתו מwאומvה, כtי אtם-הsלoחoם אqשoר-ולו--בsבsיtת, ובsשvדoה. 

  וsיwהtי, אחsר הsדwבvרtים הvאkלoה, וsתtשvא אkשoת-אqד|נvיוזהוא אוכkל; וsיwהtי יוסkף, יwפkה-ת|אר וtיפkה מsרwאoה. 

, אoל-יוסkף; וsת|אמoר, שtכwבvה עtמtי.  vיהoינkת-עoיחאtתtע אsדvי לא-יtד|נqן אkיו, הvד|נqת אoשkל-אoר אoי|אמsן--וkאvמwיsו  

  אkינoנו גvדול בsבsיtת הsזoה, מtמoנtי, וwלא-חvשsך מtמoנtי מwאומvה,טמsה-בsבvיtת; וwכ|ל אqשoר-יoש-לו, נvתsן בwיvדtי. 

-אtשwתו; וwאkיך אoעÅשoה הvרvעvה הsגwד|לvה, הsז|את, וwחvטvאתtי, לkאלהtים.  wתsר אoשqאsך בvם-אותtי אtי,יכtהwיsו  

  וsיwהtי כwהsיום הsזoה, וsיvב|איאכwדsבwרvה אoל-יוסkף יום יום; וwלא-שvמsע אkלoיהv לtשwכsב אoצwלvה, לtהwיות עtמvה. 

  וsתtתwפwשkהו בwבtגwדו לkאמ|ר, שtכwבvהיבהsבsיwתvה לsעqשות מwלsאכwתו; וwאkין אtיש מkאנwשkי הsבsיtת, שvם--בsבvיtת. 

  וsיwהtי, כtרwאותvה, כtי-עvזsב בtגwדו, בwיvדvה; וsיvנvס, הsחוצvה.יגעtמtי; וsיsעqז|ב בtגwדו בwיvדvה, וsיvנvס וsיkצkא הsחוצvה. 

  וsתtקwרvא לwאנwשkי בkיתvה, וsת|אמoר לvהoם לkאמ|ר, רwאו הkבtיא לvנו אtיש עtבwרtי, לwצsחoק בvנו: בvא אkלsייד

  וsיwהtי כwשvמwעו, כtי-הqרtימ|תtי קולtי וvאoקwרvא; וsיsעqז|ב בtגwדו אoצwלtי,טולtשwכsב עtמtי, וvאoקwרvא בwקול גvדול. 

  וsתwדsבkר אkלvיו, כsדwבvרtיםיז וsתsנsח בtגwדו, אoצwלvה, עsד-בוא אqד|נvיו, אoל-בkיתו. טזוsיvנvס וsיkצkא הsחוצvה. 

  וsיwהtי, כsהqרtימtי קולtי וvאoקwרvא;יחהvאkלoה לkאמ|ר: בvא-אkלsי הvעoבoד הvעtבwרtי, אqשoר-הkבkאתv לvנו--לwצsחoק בtי. 

  וsיwהtי כtשwמ|עs אqד|נvיו אoת-דtבwרkי אtשwתו, אqשoר דtבwרvה אkלvיו לkאמ|ר,יטוsיsעqז|ב בtגwדו אoצwלtי, וsיvנvס הsחוצvה. 

 וsיtקsח אqד|נkי יוסkף א|תו, וsיtתwנkהו אoל-בkית הsס|הsר--ככsדwבvרtים הvאkלoה, עvשvה לtי עsבwדoך; וsיtחsר, אsפו. 

  וsיwהtי יwהוvה אoת-יוסkף, וsיkטכאמwקום, אqשoר-אסורי (אqסtירkי) הsמoלoך אqסורtים; וsיwהtי-שvם, בwבkית הsס|הsר. 

  וsיtתkן שsר בkית-הsס|הsר, בwיsד-יוסkף, אkת כvל-הvאqסtירtם,כבאkלvיו חvסoד; וsיtתkן חtנו, בwעkינkי שsר בkית-הsס|הsר. 

 אkין שsר בkית-הsס|הsר, ר|אoה אoת-כגאqשoר בwבkית הsס|הsר; וwאkת כvל-אqשoר ע|שtים שvם, הוא הvיvה ע|שoה. 

sיחtלwצsה מvהוwה, יoר-הוא ע|שoשqאsתו; וtה, אvהוwר יoשqאsדו, בvיwה בvאומwל-מvכ.
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APPENDIX B: GENESIS 39 [TRANSLATION]

1 Joseph was brought down to Egypt and Potiphar, Pharaoh's officer, head of the guards, 

an Egyptian man, bought him from the hands of the Ishmaelites who brought him there. 2 

And God was with Joseph and he was a successful man and he was in the house of his 

lord, the Egyptian. 3 And his master saw that God was with [Joseph] and all that he did 

God made successful in his hands. 4 And Joseph found favor in his eyes and ministered 

to him and [Potiphar] put [Joseph] in charge of his house and all that was in it he put in 

his hand. 5 And it was from when he put him in charge over his house and over all that 

was in it that God blessed the house of the Egyptian because of Joseph and there was 

God's blessing over all which was his in the house and in the field. 6 And [Potiphar] left 

all which was his in the hand of Joseph and [Potiphar] thought to himself about nothing 

but the bread he ate. And Joseph was beautiful in form and beautiful in appearance. 7 And 

it was after these things that his master's wife cast her eyes upon Joseph and said, “Lie 

with me!” 8 But he refused and said to his master's wife, “Look, my master pays no mind 

to what is in this house and all that is his he put into my hands. 9 There is nobody greater 

in this house and he has withheld nothing from me except you, since you are his wife and 

how could I do this great evil and sin against God?” 10 And she coaxed Joseph day by 

day but he did not listen to her to lie down with her and to be with her. 11 And it was on 

such a day that he came home to do his work and nobody that lived in the house was 

home. 12 And she seized him by his garment and said, “Lie with me!” And leaving his 

garment in her hand, he fled and ran outside. 13 And when she saw that he left his 

garment in her hand she fled outside. 14 And she called to the people of her house and 
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spoke to them, saying, “Look! He brought to us a Hebrew man to play with us! He came 

to lie with me and I called out in a great voice. 15 And when he heard me raise my voice 

and when I cried out, he left his garment with me and fled and I ran inside. 16 And she 

kept his garment with her until his master came home. 17 And she spoke with him in 

these manners, saying, “The Hebrew slave who you brought to us came to me to play 

with me. 18 And when I raised my voice to call out, he left his garment with me and ran 

outside. 19 And when his master heard the words of his wife that she spoke, saying such 

things as, “Your slave did this to me,” he became angry. 20 And Joseph's master seized 

him and gave him to the prison, the place where Pharaoh's prisoners are imprisoned and 

there he was, in prison. 21 But God was with Joseph and Granted him kindness and gave 

him favor in the eyes of the prison warden. 22 And the prison warden placed all the 

prisoners who were in the prison in Joseph's hands, and all that was done there he did. 23 

The warden saw nothing wrong with him because God was with him and all that he did 

God make successful. 
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APPENDIX C: SELECTIONS OF MIDRASH RABBAH 
[HEBREW AND TRANSLATION]

Genesis Rabbah 87.3
,ופרשת כנפיך על אמתך): רות ג(להלן , ארורים הם הרשעים: ותאמר שכבת עמי אמר רבי שמואל בר נחמן  

ותאמר שכבה עמי, אבל זו כבהמה : 

“And she said 'Lie with me!' (Genesis 39.7)— Rabbi Samuel son of Nakhman said: 
Cursed are they, the evil ones, as it follows: Spread your garments over your servant 
(Ruth 3.9), but this one like a beast — And she said 'Lie with me!'(Genesis 39.7).”

Genesis Rabbah 84.19
ויאמר כתונת בני אמר לית אנא ידע מה אנא חמי, ויכירה  

 'כתונת בני חיה רעה אכלתהו וגו
נצנצה בו רוח הקודש: אמר רבי הונא . 

זו אשתו של פוטיפר, חיה רעה אכלתהו : 

And he knew it and said: It is my son's coat (Gen 37.33) He said to him: I know what a 
father sees: It is my son's coat, an evil beast devoured him. Rabbi Hunia said: A prophetic 
spirit was kindled in him: An evil beast devoured him alluding to Potiphar's wife.

Genesis Rabbah 87.7
ואין איש מאנשי הבית' ויהי כהיום הזה ויבא וגו  

והלכו הכל לראות והוא לא הלך, היה יום נבול של נילוס: רבי יהודה ורבי נחמיה רבי יהודה אומר . 
,אלא ויבא הביתה לעשות מלאכתו, והלכו הכל לראותו והוא לא הלך, יום תיאטירון היה: נחמיה אמר' ור  

 .לחשוב חשבונות של רבו
בדק את עצמו ולא מצא עצמו איש, ואין איש:  שמואל בר נחמן אמר' ר . 

And it happened on a day such as this that he [Joseph] came home to do his work and not  
one of the members of the house were present in the house (Gen 39:11). R. Judah said: It 
was the festival of the Nile and everyone went to watch, but he [Joseph] did not go, 
rather he went to the house to do his work—to calculate his master's accounts. 
R. Nehemiah said: It was a day of theater and everyone went to watch and he did not go, 
rather he went to the house to do his work—to calculate his master's accounts. 
Rabbi Samuel bar Nahman said: and there was not a man—on examination he (Joseph) 
did not find himself a man.
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APPENDIX D: SELECTION FROM THE TESTAMENT OF JOSEPH 
[GREEK]

ΔΙΑΘΗΚΗ ΙΩΣΗΦ ΙΑ ΠΕΡΙ ΣΩΦΡΟΣΥΝΗΣ

11.3.

1 Ποσάκις ἡ Αἰγυπτία ἠπείλησέ μοι θάνατον; ποσά-

κις τιμωρίαις παραδοῦσα ἀνεκαλέσατό με, καὶ ἠπείλησέ 

μοι μὴ θέλοντι συνελθεῖν αὐτῇ; Ἔλεγε δέ μοι· 2 κυριεύσεις

μου καὶ πάντων τῶν ἐμῶν, ἐὰν ἐπιδῷς ἑαυτὸν εἰς ἐμέ, καὶ 

ἔσῃ ὡς δεσπότης ἡμῶν. 3 Ἐγὼ οὖν ἐμνησκόμην λόγους

πατέρων πατρός μου Ἰακώβ, καὶ εἰσερχόμενος εἰς τὸ 

ταμιεῖον, προσηυχόμην Κυρίῳ, 4 καὶ ἐνήστευον ἐν τοῖς 

ἑπτὰ ἔτεσιν ἐκείνοις, καὶ ἐφαινόμην τῷ Αἰγυπτίῳ ὡς ἐν 

τρυφῇ διάγων· ὅτι οἱ διὰ τὸν Θεὸν νηστεύοντες τοῦ 

προσώπου τὴν χάριν λαμβάνουσιν. 5 Ἐὰν δὲ ἐπεδίδῃ μοι

οἶνον, οὐκ ἔπινον· καὶ τριημερίζων ἐλάμβανόν μου τὴν δίαιταν, 

καὶ ἐδίδουν αὐτὴν πένησι καὶ ἀσθενοῦσι. 6 Καὶ ὤρθριζον 

πρὸς Κύριον, καὶ ἔκλαιον περὶ Μεμφίας τῆς Αἰγυπτίας, 

ὅτι σφόδρα ἀδιαλείπτως ἐνόχλει μοι· καὶ ἐν νυκτὶ εἰσίει 

λόγῳ ἐπισκέψεως πρός με· 7 καὶ τὰ μὲν πρῶτα, ὅτι

τέκνον ἀρρενικὸν οὐκ ἦν αὐτῇ, προσεποίειτο ἔχειν με ὡς υἱόν. 

Καὶ ηὐξάμην πρὸς Κύριον, καὶ ἔτεκεν ἄρρεν. 8 Ἕως οὖν 

χρόνου ὡς υἱόν με περιεπτύσσετο, κἀγὼ ἠγνόουν· ἔσχατον 

εἰς πορνείαν με ἐφελκύσατο. 9 Καὶ νοήσας ἐλυπήθην ἕως 

θανάτου· καὶ ἐξελθούσης αὐτῆς, ἦλθον εἰς ἐμαυτόν, καὶ 

ἐπένθησα περὶ αὐτῆς ἡμέρας πολλάς, ὅτι ἔγνων τὸν δόλον
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αὐτῆς καὶ τὴν πλάνην. 10 Καὶ ἔλεγον αὐτῇ ῥήματα ὑψίστου, 

εἰ ἄρα ἀποστρέψει ἀπὸ τῆς ἐπιθυμίας αὐτῆς τῆς πονηρᾶς.

11.4

1 Ποσάκις ὡς ἁγίῳ ἀνδρὶ ἐν λόγοις ἐκολάκευσέ με,

μετὰ δόλου διὰ ῥημάτων ἐπαινοῦσα τὴν σωφροσύνην μου

ἐνώπιον τοῦ ἀνδρὸς αὐτῆς, βουλομένη καταμόνας ὑποσκε- 

λίσαι με; 2 Ἐδόξαζέ με ὡς σώφρονα φανερῶς, καὶ ἐν 

κρυφῇ ἔλεγέ μοι· Μὴ φοβηθῇς τὸν ἄνδρα μου· καὶ γὰρ

πέπεισται περὶ τῆς σωφροσύνης σου· ὅτι κἂν εἴπῃ τις αὐτῷ

περὶ ἡμῶν, οὐ μὴ πιστεύσῃ. 3 Ἐν τούτοις πᾶσιν ἐχαμο- 

κοίτων ἐγὼ ἐν σάκκῳ, καὶ ἐδεόμην τοῦ Θεοῦ, ὅπως ῥύσεταί

με ὁ Κύριος ἐκ τῆς Αἰγυπτίας. 4 Ὡς δὲ οὐδὲν ἴσχυσε, 

πάλιν ἐπὶ λόγῳ κατηχήσεως ἤρχετο πρός με, μαθεῖν λόγον 

Κυρίου. 5 Καὶ ἔλεγέ μοι· Εἰ θέλεις ἵνα καταλίπω τὰ 

εἴδωλα, συνπείσθητί μοι· καὶ τὸν Αἰγύπτιον πείσω ἀποστῆναι

τῶν εἰδώλων, ἐν νόμῳ Κυρίου σου πορευόμενοι. 6 Λέγω 

δὲ πρὸς αὐτήν· Οὐκ ἐν ἀκαθαρσίᾳ λέγει Κύριος τοὺς σεβομέ-

νους αὐτόν, οὐδὲ ἐν τοῖς μοιχεύουσιν εὐδοκεῖ. 7 Κἀκείνη 

ἐσιώπησε, ποθοῦσα ἐκτελέσαι τὴν ἐπιθυμίαν αὐτῆς. 8 Κἀγὼ

προσετίθουν νηστείαν καὶ προσευχήν, ὅπως ῥύσεταί με

Κύριος ἀπ’ αὐτῆς.

11.5.

1 Πάλιν δὲ ἐν ἑτέρῳ χρόνῳ λέγει μοι· Εἰ μοιχεῦσαι οὐ 

θέλεις, ἐγὼ ἀναιρῶ τὸν Αἰγύπτιον, καὶ οὕτως νόμῳ λήψομαί

σε εἰς ἄνδρα. 2 Ἐγὼ οὖν, ὡς ἤκουσα τοῦτο, διέρρηξα τὴν
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στολήν μου, καὶ εἶπον· Γύναι, αἰδέσθητι τὸν Κύριον, καὶ 

μὴ ποιήσῃς τὴν πρᾶξιν τὴν πονηρὰν ταύτην, ἵνα μὴ ἐξολο- 

θρεύθῃς· ὅτι καίγε ἐγὼ ἐξαγγελῶ τὴν ἐπίνοιαν τῆς ἀσεβείας

σου πᾶσι. 3 Φοβηθεῖσα οὖν ἐκείνη ἠξίου, ἵνα μηδενὶ

ἐξαγγείλω τὴν κακίαν αὐτῆς. 4 καὶ ἀνεχώρησε θάλπουσά

με δώροις, καὶ πέμπουσα πᾶσιν ἀπόλαυσιν υἱῶν ἀνθρώπων.

11.6

1 Καὶ ἀποστέλλει μοι βρῶμα ἐν γοητείᾳ πεφυρα-

μένον. 2 Καὶ ὡς ἦλθεν ὁ εὐνοῦχος ὁ κομίζων αὐτό, ἀνέβλεψα 

καὶ εἶδον ἄνδρα φοβερόν, ἐπιδιδοῦντά μοι μετὰ τοῦ

τρυβλίου μάχαιραν. Καὶ συνῆκα ὅτι ἡ περιεργεία αὐτῆς 

εἰς ἀποπλάνησιν ψυχῆς ἐστι. 3 Καὶ ἐξελθόντος αὐτῆς 

ἔκλαιον, μήτε ἐκεῖνο, μήτε ἄλλο τι τῶν αἰδεσμάτων αὐτῆς

γευσάμενος. 4 Μετὰ οὖν μίαν ἡμέραν ἐλθοῦσα πρός με,

ἐπέγνω τὸ βρῶμα, καὶ λέγει πρός με· Τί τοῦτο, ὅτι οὐκ

ἔφαγες ἀπὸ τοῦ βρώματος; 5 Καὶ εἶπον πρὸς αὐτήν· Ὅτι

ἐπλήρωσας αὐτὸ θανάτου· καὶ πῶς εἶπας, ὅτι οὐκ ἐγγίζω 

εἰδώλοις, ἀλλὰ Κυρίῳ μόνῳ; 6 Νῦν οὖν γνῶθι, ὅτι ὁ Θεὸς

τοῦ πατρός μου δι’ ἀγγέλου ἀπεκάλυψέ μοι τὴν κακίαν σου, 

καὶ ἐτήρησα αὐτὸ εἰς ἔλεγχόν σου, εἰ ἄρα ἰδοῦσα αὐτὸ μετα-

νοήσεις. 7 Ἵνα δὲ μάθῃς, ὅτι τῶν ἐν σωφροσύνῃ θεοσεβούν- 

των οὐ κατισχύει κακία ἀσεβούντων, λαβὼν ἐνώπιον αὐτῆς

ἔφαγον, εἰπών· Ὁ Θεὸς τῶν πατέρων μου, καὶ ὁ ἄγγελος 

Ἀβραὰμ ἔσται μετ’ ἐμοῦ. 8 Ἡ δὲ ἔπεσεν ἐπὶ πρόσωπον εἰς τοὺς

πόδας μου, καὶ ἔκλαυσε· καὶ ἀναστήσας αὐτὴν ἐνουθέτησα·

9 καὶ συνέθετο τοῦ μὴ ποιῆσαι ἔτι τὴν ἀσέβειαν ταύτην. 
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11.7.

1 Ὅτι δὲ ἡ καρδία αὐτῆς ἐνέκειτο εἰς ἐμὲ πρὸς

ἀκολασίαν, στενάζουσα προσέπιπτεν. 2 Ἰδὼν δὲ αὐτὴν ὁ 

Αἰγύπτιος, λέγει πρὸς αὐτήν· Τί συνέπεσε τὸ πρόσωπόν σου;

Ἡ δὲ εἶπε· Πόνον καρδίας ἐγὼ ἀλγῶ, καὶ οἱ στεναγμοὶ τοῦ 

πνεύματος μου συνέχουσί με. Καὶ ἐθεράπευεν αὐτὴν μὴ 

ἀσθενοῦσαν. 3 Τότε εἰσεπήδησε πρός με, ἔτι ὄντος ἔξω

τοῦ ἀνδρὸς αὐτῆς, καὶ λέγει μοι· Ἄγχομαι, ἢ εἰς φρέαρ ἢ 

εἰς κρημνὸν ῥίπτω ἐμαυτήν, ἐὰν μή μοι συμπεισθείς. 4 Καὶ

νοήσας, ὅτι τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ Βελίαρ αὐτὴν ἐνοχλεῖ, προσευξά-

μενος Κυρίῳ, εἶπον αὐτῇ· 5 Ἵνα τί ταράσσῃ καὶ θορυβῇ,

ἐν ἁμαρτίαις τυφλώττουσα; Μνήσθητι ὅτι ἐὰν ἀνελῇς

σεαυτήν, ἡ Σηθῶν, ἡ παλλακὴ τοῦ ἀνδρός σου, ἡ ἀντίζηλός

σου, κολαφίσει τὰ τέκνα σου, καὶ ἀπολέσει τὸ μνημόσυνόν σου

ἀπὸ τῆς γῆς. 6 Καὶ λέγει πρός με· Ἴδε οὖν ἀγαπᾷς με·

ἀρκεῖ μοι μόνον, ὅτι ἀντιποιῇ τῆς ζωῆς μου, καὶ τῶν τέκνων 

μου· ἔχω προσδοκίαν ἀπολαῦσαι τῆς ἐπιθυμίας μου. 7 Καὶ

οὐκ ἔγνω, ὅτι διὰ τὸν Θεόν μου εἶπον οὕτως, καὶ οὐ δι’ αὐτήν.

8 Ἐὰν γάρ τις πάθει ὑποπέσῃ ἐπιθυμίας πονηρᾶς, καὶ τούτῳ

δουλωθῇ ὡς κἀκείνη· κἂν ἀγαθόν τι ἀκούσῃ, εἰς τὸ πάθος, ὃ

ἡττᾶται, ἐκλαμβάνει αὐτὸ πρὸς ἐπιθυμίαν πονηράν.

11.8.

1 Λέγω ὑμῖν, τέκνα, ὅτι ὥρα ἦν ὡσεὶ ἕκτη, ὅτε 

ἐξῆλθεν ἀπ’ ἐμοῦ· κἀγὼ γόνυ κλίνας πρὸς Κύριον ὅλην τὴν

ἡμέραν, καὶ ὅλην τὴν νύκτα συνάψας, περὶ τὸν ὄρθρον ἀνέστην 

δακρύων, καὶ αἰτῶν λύτρωσιν ἀπὸ τῆς Αἰγυπτίας. 2 Τέλος
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οὖν ἐπιλαμβάνεταί μου τῶν ἱματίων, μετὰ βίας ἐφελκομένη 

με εἰς συνουσίαν. 3 Ὡς οὖν εἶδον ὅτι μαινομένη βίᾳ κρατεῖ 

τὰ ἱμάτιά μου, γυμνὸς ἔφυγον. 4 Κἀκείνη ἐσυκοφάντισέ 

με πρὸς τὸν ἄνδρα αὐτῆς· καὶ ἐνέβαλέ με εἰς φυλακὴν ἐν 

οἴκῳ αὐτοῦ ὁ Αἰγύπτιος· καὶ τῇ ἑξῆς μαστίξας με, ἔπεμψέ 

με εἰς φυλακὴν ἐν οἴκῳ αὐτοῦ ὁ Αἰγύπτιος. 5 Ὡς οὖν 

ἤμην ἐν πέδαις, ἡ Αἰγυπτία ἠσθένει ἀπὸ τῆς λύπης, καὶ

ἐπηκροᾶτό μου, πῶς ὕμνουν Κύριον ὢν ἐν οἴκῳ σκότους, 

καὶ ἐν ἱλαρᾷ φωνῇ χαίρων ἐδόξαζον τὸν Θεόν μου, μόνον ὅτι 

διὰ προφάσεως ἀπηλλάγην τῆς Αἰγυπτίας.

11.9.

1 Πολλάκις ἔπεμψε πρός με, λέγουσα· Εὐδόκησον 

πληρῶσαι τὴν ἐπιθυμίαν μου, καὶ λυτρώσω σε τῶν δεσμῶν,

καὶ ἀπαλλάξω σε τοῦ σκότους. 2 Καὶ οὐδὲ ἕως ἐννοιῶν 

ποτὲ ἔκλινα πρὸς αὐτήν. Ἀγαπᾷ γὰρ ὁ Θεὸς μᾶλλον τὸν ἐν 

λάκκῳ σκότους νηστεύοντα ἐν σωφροσύνῃ, ἢ τὸν ἐν ταμείοις

τρυφῶντα μετὰ ἀκολασίας. 3 Ὁ δὲ ἐν σωφροσύνῃ διάγων

θέλει καὶ δόξαν, καὶ εἰ οἶδεν ὁ ὕψιστος, ὅτι συμφέρει, παρέχει

αὐτῷ καὶ ταῦτα ὡς κἀμοί. 4 Ποσάκις καίπερ ἀσθενοῦσα

κατῄει πρός με ἐν ἀωρίᾳ, καὶ ἤκουε τῆς φωνῆς μου προσευχο-

μένου; συνίων δὲ ἐγὼ τοὺς στεναγμοὺς αὐτῆς, ἐσιώπουν.

5 Καὶ γὰρ ὅτε ἤμην ἐν τῷ οἴκῳ αὐτῆς, ἐγύμνου τοὺς βραχίονας

αὐτῆς καὶ τὰ στέρνα καὶ τὰς κνήμας, ἵνα συμπέσω εἰς αὐτήν·

πάνυ γὰρ ἦν ὡραία, μάλιστα κοσμουμένη πρὸς ἀπάτησίν μου.

Καὶ ὁ Κύριος ἐφύλαξέ με ἀπὸ τῶν ἐγχειρημάτων αὐτῆς.
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APPENDIX E: SELECTION FROM THE TESTAMENT OF JOSEPH 
[TRANSLATION]

11.3
1 How often did the Egyptian woman threaten me with death! How often, having sent me 
to punishment, would she call me back and would threaten me, when I did not want to go 
in to her! She said to me, 2 “You will rule over me and all of my belongings, if you give 
yourself up to me, and you will be like a master over us. 3 Now I remembered the words 
of the fathers of my father Jacob, and fled to my chambers and praised God. 4 And I was 
fasting those seven years and seemed to the Egyptian as passing life in luxury, for the 
ones fasting for God bear his beauty upon their face. 5 If she gave me wine, I did not 
drink it! And for three days, I would take my food and give it to the poor and the ill. 
6 And I would wake to the Lord and would cry about the Memphian Egyptian, who very 
much unceasingly troubled me. And in the night, she came for a word of advice. 7 And at 
first, because she did not have a male child, she pretended to have me as a son. And I 
prayed to God and she bore a son. 8 How now, for a time, she embraced me like a son, 
and I was ignorant! Ultimately, she was dragging me into impurity. 9 And, having 
realized, I was grieved to death! And with her having gone out, I came to myself, and 
lamented for her many days, having realized her deceit and her wandering. 10 And I 
would tell her the words of the Most High, that he might turn her from her evil desire.

11.4
1 How often did she flatter me with words as to a holy man, with deceit through words 
praising my chastity in front of her husband, wanting to seduce me when we were alone. 
2 Publicly, she praised me as chaste, and in private she would say to me, “Don't be afraid 
of my husband, for he is convinced of your chastity! Because if someone told him about 
us, he would not believe it. 3 In all of this, I would lie on the ground in a sackcloth and 
pray to God, so that the Lord would pull me away from the Egyptian woman. 4 As she 
was not successful, she came to me for a word of instruction, to learn the word of the 
Lord. 5 And she said to me, “If you want that I abandon the idols, give in to me! And I 
will tell the Egyptian to depart from the idols, being carried in the law of your God. 6 But 
I said to her, “The Lord does not want those worshiping him to be in uncleanliness, nor 
does he approve of adulterers.” 7 For that she was silent, desiring to bring an end to her 
lust. 8 And I put myself to more fasting and prayer, so that the Lord might deliver me 
from her. 
 
11.5
1 Again, at another time she says to me, “If you don't want to commit adultery, I will get 
rid of the Egyptian and thusly to the law I will take you as my husband.” 2 Now I, 
hearing such a thing, tore my clothes and said, “Woman, praise the Lord, and don't do this 
evil deed, in order that you not be destroyed! For I will tell everyone about your wicked 
deed.” 3 Now being afraid of that, she sought that I disclose her evil to no one. 4 And she 
continued presenting me with gifts and all things that are pleasing to the sons of men.
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11.6
1 And she sent me food muddled with witchcraft 2 and, as the eunuch who brought it 
came, I looked up and saw a fearful man, giving me,with the bowl, a sword. And I 
realized that her scheme is to lead my soul astray. 3 And with him going out, I wept, 
tasting neither one nor the other of her false compassion. 4 The next day, she came 
towards me, recognized the food, and said to me, “What is this, that you did not eat of the 
food?” 5 And I said to her, “Because you filled it with death! And how did you say that “I 
am not near to idols but to God only”? 6 Now understand that the God of my father, 
through an angel, revealed to me your wickedness, and I guarded it towards your shame, 
if by seeing it you repent. 7 In order that you learn the character of the religious prevails 
over the evils of the non believers.” Seizing the food in her presence, I ate, saying, “The 
God of my fathers and the angel of Abraham will be with me.” 8 And she fell upon her 
face at my feet and wept and I made her stand up and I admonished her 9 and she 
promised not to do this impiety. 

11.7
1 But because her heart was devoted to licentiousness with respect to me, bemoaning she 
fell into depression 2 The Egyptian, seeing her, said to her, “Why is your face so 
downcast?” She said, “I suffer a pain in my heart and groans of my spirit have taken over 
me.” And he waited on her, though she was not sick. 3 At times, she approached me, 
being away from her husband, and said to me, “I'm hanging myself or I throw myself into 
a well or off a cliff if you do not give into me. 4 And knowing that the spirit of Beliar 
troubles her, I prayed to the Lord and said to her, 5 “Why are you troubled and disturbed, 
blinded by sin? Remember that, if you kill yourself, Sethone, your husband's concubine, 
your rival, will beat your children and destroy your memory from the earth.” 6 And she 
says to me, “Look! You do love me! It is enough to me only that you lay claim to my life 
and that of my children! I hold the expectation to enjoy my desire.” 7 And she did not 
know that I spoke thusly on behalf of my God and not on her behalf. 8 For if someone, by 
feeling, falls under an evil desire, and become a slave of it as she, even if he hears some 
good against that passion, which defeats it, manipulates it on behalf of that evil desire. 

11.8
1 I say to you, children, that it was about the sixth hour when she left me!  And I bent my 
knee before the Lord all of the day, and all of the night together, until towards dawn I got 
up weeping and praying for release from the Egyptian woman. 2 Until finally, she seized 
hold of my clothes, by force dragging me into submission. 3 Now as I saw that, growing 
mad, she seized my clothes with force, I fled naked. 4 And then, she falsely accused me 
towards her husband! And the Egyptian cast me into the prison in his house! And then, 
having whipped me, he sent me to the prison in the house of Pharaoh. 5 Now, as I was in 
chains, the Egyptian woman was pained with grief and hearkened towards me. How I 
prayed to God though being in the house of darkness, and hailing in a glad voice, I 
glorified my God, because only through her lies was I rid of the Egyptian woman.   

11.9
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1 Often she sent for me saying, “Agree to fulfill my desire and I will release you of these 
chains and deliver you from darkness.” 2 And not even in thought did I once incline to 
her. For God loves more the one fasting in a dark hole in chastity than one living 
luxuriously in a chamber among licentiousness. 3 He in chastity, having want and glory, if 
the Most High knows that it is profitable, he bestows these things upon him as he did 
upon me. 4 How often though weakening she laid in wait for me at an untimely hour and 
listened to my voice as I prayed. Understanding her moaning, I was silent. 5 For when I 
was in her house, she would bare her arms and chest and legs, in order that I would meet 
her, for she was exceedingly ripe and extravagantly adorned for my deceit. And God 
protected me from her attempts.   
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