Joseph and Asenath
A text from Hellenistic Egypt (ca. 100 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.) tells a romantic story of Joseph and Asenath’s courtship. Initially, Asenath rejects Joseph, but then falls in love with him, only to have Joseph reject her because she is the daughter of an Egyptian priest. It’s only after she repents and changes her allegiance to Israel’s God that Joseph marries her.
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When Pharaoh appoints Joseph as viceroy, he also gives him Asenath, the daughter of an Egyptian priest, as a wife:
בראשית מא:מב ...וַיִּתֵּן־לוֺ אֶת־אָֽסְנַת בַּת־פּוֺטִי פֶרַע כֺּהֵן אֹן לְאִשָּׁה וַיֵּצֵא יוֺסֵף עַל־אֶרֶץ מִצְרָיִם׃
Gen 41:45 ...and (Pharaoh) gave him for a wife Asenath daughter of Poti-phera, Priest of On. Thus Joseph emerged in charge of the land of Egypt.”
As a daughter of an Egyptian priest, Asenath would have worshiped Egyptian deities, not Joseph’s God. Later Jewish writers, unlike the biblical author, were troubled by this; as the mother of Ephraim and Manasseh (Gen 41:50–52), two future tribes of Israel, Asenath and her allegiance needed clarification.
Asenath is the Daughter of Dinah
Targum Pseudo-Jonathan (ca. 7th century C.E.) solves this problem by presenting Asenath as the daughter of Joseph’s sister, Dinah (Gen 41:45):[1]
וִיהַב לֵיהּ יַת אָסְנַת דִילֵידַת דִינָה לִשְׁכֶם וּרְבֵיתָה אִיתַּת פּוֹטִיפֶרַע רַבָּא דְטָנִיס לְאִינְתּוּ
And he gave him Asenath, whom Dinah had borne to Shechem, and the wife of Potiphera, the prince of Tanis, had brought up, to be his wife.[2]
Extending this exegetical tradition, Midrash Aggadah (12th cent.) fills in the details about how Asenath reaches Egypt and is adopted into Potiphar’s house (Gen 41:45):
והלא בת דינה היתה ושמענו כשבא יעקב אבינו משכם כתב על טס של זהב כל מה שאירע להם עם (חמור בן שכם)[3] [שכם בן חמור] וכשילדה דינה את אסנת נתן הטס על צוארה והשליכה בחומת מצרים
But wasn’t she Dinah’s daughter? We have heard that when Jacob our father came from Shechem, he wrote out on a golden plate everything that happened to them with [Shechem the son of Hamor]. When Dinah gave birth to Asenath, he put the plate on her neck and set her down by the wall of Egypt.
אותו היום יצא פוטיפר לטייל עם נעריו והגיעו עד לחומה שמע קול בכיית ילוד אמר אל נעריו הביאו לי את הילד הזה וראה את הטס ואת המאורעות אמר פוטיפר לעבדיו זאת הבת בת גדולים היא הוליכוה לביתי והביאו לה מינקת ובעבור שגדלה נקראת בתו...
That day, Potiphar went out for a stroll with his lads, and as they got to the wall, they heard the sound of a crying newborn. He said to his lads “Bring me the child.” He saw the plate and the incidents [described upon it]. Potiphar said to his slaves: “This girl is the daughter of important people, bring her to my home and get a nurse.” And since he brought her up, she is referred to as his daughter…
Centuries earlier, Greek speaking Jews handled the problem of Asenath’s Egyptian identity in a very different way.
The Hellenistic Story, Aseneth
Ninety-one manuscripts of Aseneth (the Greek form of Asenath), sometimes called Joseph and Aseneth, dating from the 6th to the 17th centuries C.E., preserve all or part of the narrative. The story was written in Greek, and most scholars date the composition to ca. 100 B.C.E. to 100 C.E..[4]
It deviates from the biblical Joseph story in significant ways,[5] and addresses Aseneth’s worship of foreign gods within a larger narrative that has light-hearted moments reminiscent of ancient Greek novels, in which the male and female protagonists fall in love, undergo a series of trials that threaten their union, and emotionally respond to the highs and lows of their plights.[6]
Aseneth’s Story
Aseneth opens with a brief mention that Joseph is traveling throughout the land to collect grain in preparation for the famine (Aseneth1:1–2). The story changes several aspects of the biblical narrative, including presenting Joseph as already at work collecting grain in Egypt before he marries Aseneth, and having Aseneth’s father, not Pharaoh, initiate the idea that Aseneth marry Joseph.
The first part of Aseneth focuses on Pentephres (the Greek form of Poti-phera) and his daughter, Aseneth. It describes her beauty in detail:
Aseneth1:4 He had a daughter, a parthenos (or virgin)[7] (who was) 18 years old, and she was much taller, more attractive and beautiful in appearance than all the parthenoi in the land. 1:5She was in no way like the Egyptian parthenoi but was in every way like the daughters of the Hebrews; she was tall like Sara, attractive like Rebekka, and beautiful like Rachel. And the name of that parthenos was Aseneth. The report of her beauty spread throughout all that land and as far as the ends of the inhabited world, and all the sons of notable men, sons of satraps, sons of all the kings—(all) young and powerful men—were attempting to court her.
The story also notes that Aseneth felt disdain for every man, and that no man had ever seen her, for she lived at the top of her father’s tower with her seven female attendants (Aseneth2).
Joseph Arrives in Heliopolis
As a priest of Heliopolis and an administrative official, Pentephres has an elaborate gated estate (Aseneth3). When Joseph arrives in Heliopolis (the Greek form of On), he sends messengers ahead to Pentephres to request a mid-day break with him and his household. Pentephres takes the opportunity of Joseph’s visit to inform Aseneth that he plans to arrange her marriage with Joseph, working up to the announcement by praising Joseph elaborately:
Aseneth 4:7 …“Joseph is a god-fearing man, self-controlled, and chaste like you today; and Joseph is a man adept in wisdom and knowledge, and the spirit of God is upon him and the favor of the LORD is with him. 4:8Come then, my child, and I will hand you over to him as a wife, and you will be his bride and he will be your bridegroom forever.”
Pentephres here mentions several virtues of Joseph in the Genesis narrative: God’s favor is evident in all of Joseph’s encounters (e.g., 39:1–6, 39:20–23); Joseph is self-controlled and chaste when he rejects the sexual advances of Potiphar’s wife (39:7–23); and Pharaoh recognizes Joseph’s wisdom, skill, and divine favor (41:33, 38–39).
Aseneth responds to her father’s plan that she marry by angrily referring to Joseph as a foreigner and an enslaved runaway:
Aseneth 4:9 After Aseneth heard these words from her father, much red sweat poured over her upon her face, she became very angry; and she looked sidelong at her father with her eyes and said, “Why is my lord and my father speaking according to these words, to hand me over like a captive to a foreign man, a runaway, and one who was sold?”
Rejecting her father’s catalogue of Joseph’s virtues, she describes him as a lowly Canaanite shepherd who was imprisoned for sleeping with his master’s wife and then freed from prison due to his talent of interpreting dreams, a role more suited to old Egyptian women:
Aseneth 4:10 “Isn’t this one the shepherd’s son from Canaan, and wasn’t he caught in the act of sleeping with his female master, and his male master threw him into the dark prison? And Pharaoh released him from prison because he interpreted his dream just as the elder Egyptian women also interpret (dreams)?”
Aseneth’s account of the incident with Potiphar’s wife deviates from Genesis, where Joseph was falsely accused of rape (39:13–20); here, Joseph was caught sleeping with Potiphar’s wife. Aseneth’s catalogue of Joseph’s flaws makes it clear that she feels that Joseph is not fit to marry her.
Aseneth Has a Change of Heart
Aseneth changes her mind about Joseph, however, when Joseph enters Pentephres’s estate, riding Pharaoh’s second chariot (made entirely of gold), wearing elaborate garb and a golden crown (a clear embellishment of Joseph’s appearance in Gen 41:42). Aseneth finds him incredibly attractive, and she becomes weak-kneed and soul-stricken, saying to herself:
Aseneth 6:2 “What will I do now, miserable as I am? Have I not spoken saying that Joseph, the shepherd’s son from the land of Canaan is coming? And now look, the sun from heaven has come to us in his chariot, and he entered our house today and shines in it like light upon the earth. 6:3 But I, foolish and insolent, scorned him, and I spoke slanderous words about him, and did not know that Joseph is a son of God.”
She reverses her position and prays to Joseph’s God to make this marital union work.
Aseneth 6:7 “Now, O LORD, the god of Joseph, be gracious to me because I, on my part, have spoken slanderous words against him in ignorance. 6:8And now, let my father give me to Joseph as a servant and slave, and I will serve him forever.”
With Aseneth’s change of heart, the attention then shifts briefly to Joseph.
Joseph’s Objections to Aseneth
When he first meets her, Joseph does not reciprocate Aseneth’s interest. First, he worries that she is like “all the wives and daughters of Egyptian men” who fawn over him (Aseneth 7:3).[8] Even after he is convinced that Aseneth will not annoy him like other Egyptian women, he refuses to embrace her because of her veneration to foreign gods:
Aseneth8:5 …And Joseph said, “It is not fitting for a god-fearing man who praises the living God with his mouth and eats blessed bread of life, drinks (a) blessed cup of immortality, and anoints himself with blessed oil of incorruption to kiss a strange woman who praises dead and dumb idols with her mouth and eats bread of strangulation from their table, drinks (a) cup of treachery from their drink offering, and anoints herself with oil of destruction.”
He declares that god-fearing men can only kiss god-fearing women and vice-versa (8:6–7).
Aseneth as a Biblical Heroine
In response to Joseph’s rejection, Aseneth undergoes a week of repentance, rejecting her veneration of Egyptian gods and choosing instead to revere solely Joseph’s God. After destroying and pitching all remnants of Egyptian gods in her living quarters, Aseneth changes her attire, sits in sackcloth and ashes, weeps and groans, and fasts for seven days.[9] At the end of this week, she offers several prayers of repentance to Joseph’s God.[10] She emphasizes her vulnerable state and admits her errors:
Aseneth 11:3 …“What am I to do, lowly as I am, or where am I to go? With whom am I to seek refuge, or what am I to say, I, the parthenos and fatherless, (one who is) desolate, abandoned, and hated? 11:4For all have come to hate me, even including my father and my mother because I, for my part, came to hate our gods, and I destroyed them and gave them to be trampled underfoot by people. 11:5For this reason, my father, my mother and all my kindred have come to hate me, saying, ‘Aseneth is not your daughter because she destroyed our gods!’”
Aseneth also narrates God’s delivering acts (12:1–2) and calls upon God’s mercy:
Aseneth 13:1 “O LORD, examine my humble state and have mercy on me. Look upon my orphanhood, and have compassion on me, the afflicted one. For see, I fled from everything and fled for refuge to you, O LORD, the only benevolent one toward humanity.”
Dawn is breaking as Aseneth concludes her prayers, and she is visited by an unnamed angel.[11] This encounter legitimates Aseneth’s special status in the story.[12] She will be written first in the Book of the Living;[13] she is renamed “City of Refuge” (to be a refuge for those who repent); she receives secret knowledge by consuming a portion of a miraculous honeycomb; and God will favor her marriage to Joseph (Aseneth14–16). This long and complicated story explains why Joseph marries her (Aseneth20) and why she is the mother of two tribes.
Aseneth and Joseph’s Brothers
Earlier in Aseneth, Pharaoh’s son tells his father that he wants to marry Aseneth himself, but his father does not favor the alliance (Aseneth 1:7–9). Motivated by intense jealousy, Pharaoh’s son seeks to enlist Levi and Simeon in an attempt kidnap Aseneth and kill Joseph. He believes the brothers can help him because of their infamous exploits at Shechem (Aseneth23; cf. Gen 34).[14]
Levi and Simeon refuse the offer, but Dan, Gad, Naphtali, and Asher—the sons of Jacob’s two concubines, Bilhah and Zilpah, who are of lower status—agree to the plan. Pharaoh’s son convinces them with a false story of how he had overheard Joseph blaming them for his being sold to the Ishmaelites (Aseneth24), a claim that echoes a fear that all the brothers voice in the biblical account: that Joseph would retaliate someday (Gen 50:15). Concerned about their inferior position in the family (see Gen 30:1–13),[15] they place their bets with Pharaoh’s son.[16]
The ambush orchestrated by Pharaoh’s son fails. The sons of Leah, who are not part of the plot, are expert warriors, and they strike down thousands of the Egyptian army. In addition, Benjamin knocks Pharaoh’s son unconscious and wipes out the men accompanying him.[17]
Aseneth as a Refuge
At this point, the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah flee. When they come across Aseneth (who is alone) and draw their swords for the kill, Aseneth calls upon God for deliverance and the men’s swords disintegrate before their eyes (Aseneth27:7–11). The men then fall upon the ground and beg Aseneth for mercy; they confess their malicious acts and plead for Aseneth to protect them from their brothers who will want revenge: They seek refuge in Aseneth, an event foreshadowed earlier in the story when the angel renames her “City of Refuge.” Aseneth agrees to help them because God-fearing people do not repay evil for evil (Aseneth28:1–7).
Not Repaying Evil for Evil
The dictum of not repaying evil for evil is a significant theme in Aseneth.[18] It first appears when Pharaoh’s son requests Simeon and Levi’s help in his plan to ambush Joseph. Simeon wants to respond by attacking Pharaoh’s son, but Levi withholds Simeon:
Aseneth 23:9 And Levi said to Simeon quietly, “Why are you furious with anger against this man? We are god-fearing men, and it is not fitting for us to repay evil for evil.”
Instead of retaliating against actions that are unjust, as they did in Shechem (Gen 34), Levi refrains Simeon from being violent.
This dictum is found again after the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah try to kill Aseneth. Aseneth protects them and persuades the sons of Leah to leave it for God to judge them. Speaking to Simeon, she says:
Aseneth28:14 “Brother, by no means will you commit evil for evil against your neighbor! To the LORD will you give (the power) to punish the insult (done by) them. And your brothers themselves are also kin of our father Israel, and they fled far from your presence. Therefore, grant them pardon.”
They obey her demand. In becoming a refuge for the repentant brothers, and showing leniency when retaliation would have seemed defensible, Aseneth matches biblical Joseph’s own leniency with his brothers, when he forgives them for selling him into slavery in Egypt (Gen 45:4–8).
At the end of the story, Benjamin discovers that Pharaoh’s son is still alive, but when he draws his sword to slay him, Levi restrains him, again declaring that god-fearing men do not repay evil for evil. They instead try to tend to the wounds of Pharaoh’s son, but he dies. His father, having grown weak from mourning his son, passes away soon after. Since Pharaoh left his diadem to Joseph, Joseph reigns for forty-eight years, passing on the kingship to Pharaoh’s next heir when the boy comes of age (Aseneth29:1–9).
Aseneth and Jewish life in Hellenistic Egypt
The location where Aseneth was first composed, and even whether it was written from a Jewish perspective, are subjects of ongoing debate, but the vast majority of scholars view it as a Jewish text from Hellenistic Egypt (ca. 100 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.).[19] Despite its reputation in biblical texts, Egypt was, in much of this period, a hospitable place for Jews.
For many generations during the Hellenistic period, thousands of Jews lived in Alexandria and the countryside as soldiers, farmers, shepherds, police personnel, potters, and others.[20] They had prayer houses (proseuchai in Greek), and one archival collection demonstrates that a Jewish community in Herakleopolis had its own civic structure (called a politeuma).[21]Aseneth filled a need to have a story where Jewish ancestors succeeded and lived well in the foreign land of Egypt.[22]
In this regard, the narrative goes beyond simply solving the problem of Joseph marrying Aseneth by depicting her as changing her allegiance to Israel’s God. Aseneth also teaches about negotiating identity and adherence to God in a multicultural environment in which restraining from retaliation best characterizes obedience to God. This theme is most telling when we consider the extent of legal appeals in Ptolemaic Egypt regarding perceived aggression and exploitation.
Inhabitants of all walks of life, including Jews, filed legal appeals with officials (or even royalty) to correct wrongs and render justice against perpetrators so that the plaintiffs could receive compensation and/or peace.[23]Aseneth’s actions in the narrative mirror the function of these appeals: She brings about a resolution to a grievous, hostile act, but her restraint and persuasion of Joseph’s brothers to stand down are examples of following divine will. She, like Joseph, is not only fit for rule (as Aseneth becomes a queen), but she also exemplifies what it means to be God-fearing.
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