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NARRATIO IOSEPH: A COPTIC JOSEPH-APOCRYPHON*
BY

JAN DOCHHORN AND
ANDERS KLOSTERGAARD PETERSEN

1. Introduction

The objective of this paper is to discuss a Sahidic Joseph apocryphon
entitled losephus contra Apionem. The apocryphon was published by
J. Zandee in Vigiliae Christianae 1961." Up tll now little attention has
been paid to the text. Although Zandee argued for a Jewish Vorlage the
text has never been acknowledged within the study of pseudepigrapha.
Neither does the text appear in the recent collections of pseudepigrapha®
nor is it referred to in contemporary research on pseudepigrapha. One
reason for this neglect may be that Zandee—in spite of his careful dis-
cussion and reference to Jewish parallels—ultimately considered the text
to be of an Egyptian monastic provenance.* The primary reason, how-
ever, is the unfortunate title Zandee gave to this apocryphon: Josephus
contra Apronem.

Although witty the title is problematic leading to a confusion with

* The comments and suggestions of Professor Dr. Florentino Garcia Martinez and
Dr. A. Hilhorst are gratefully acknowledged.

! J. Zandee, “Iosephus contra Apionem. An Apocryphal Story of Joseph in Coptic,”
VC 15 (1961) 193-213.

? It does neither appear in the series Jidische Schriflen aus hellenistisch-romischer {eit nor
is it included in The Old Testament Pseudeprgrapha, vols. I-I1, J. H. Charlesworth (ed.), New
York 1983-1985.

3 Zandee, 200; 205; 212f. In continuation of Zandee’s interpretation J. van der Vliet,
“Satan’s Fall in Coptic Magic,” Ancient Magic & Ritual Power, M. Meyer & P. Mirecki
(eds.), RGRW 129, Leiden 1995, 401-418, p. 412 note 5 mentions the text as belong-
ing to Coptic Christian literature. The authors who do mention the text have taken
Zandee’s interpretation for granted without questioning his understanding. Cf. also
H. W. Hollander, Joseph as an Ethical Model in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Leiden
1981 who twice in the notes refers to Zandee’s edition.

© Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, 1999  Journal for the Study of Judaism, XXX, 4
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432 JAN DOCHHORN AND ANDERS KLOSTERGAARD PETERSEN

the well-known apologetical writing of Josephus: Contra Apionem. Zandee
chose the title assuming that the Jewish Vorlage of the text—by nam-
ing the servant of the Ishmaelite Korah Apion—was meant as a delib-
erate allusion to the passionate enemy of Judaism known from Philo’s
Legatio ad Gawum and Josephus’ Contra Apionem. This interpretation can-
not be ruled out. In the two passages, however, in which Apion appears
(17:45; 22:30) there is not even a suggestion of animosity against Joseph.
We recommend, therefore, that a new title be assigned to the text:
Narratio Ioseph (hereafter Narr Ios).

Contrary to Zandee’s interpretation that the apocryphon is of an
Egyptian monastic provenance we shall argue not only for a Jewish
origin but for a Jewish content of the text as well. No part of the text
needs to be understood as mirroring unambiguous Christian traditions
nor interpolations. Although Zandee primarily argues for a Christian
nature of the text he is ambiguous in this respect because he does not
satisfactorily distinguish between different levels of reception. He fol-
lows Gilles Quispel in understanding the text as “a typical monk-story”
(1961, 200).* This interpretation is underlined by his analysis of the
text calling attention to numerous parallels in the apophthegmatic and
hagiographic literature. Thus, he claims that “In our story Joseph is
thought of in the same manner as Christian authors consider their
saints. Also this trait points to an adaptation of the Old Testament
story by monks who saw their ideal of piety incorporated in Joseph”
(1961, 205). But Zandee simultaneously admits a number of Jewish
motifs which “... points to our story being a Christian adaptation of
a Jewish original” (1961, 205). Among these motifs are the above men-
tioned references to Apion, the fanatic adversary of the Jews, and the
objection of an inconsiderate use of the tetragrammaton together with an
oath (Narr Tos 21:24ff)). For Zandee the last point is an obvious indi-
cation that “...Joseph represents the rabbinic viewpoint of not tak-
ing an oath in the name of JHWH. This characteristic makes only
sense in a Jewish writing and thus it can be a second indication that
an original Jewish story is concerned here” (1961, 207). Zandee even
states that the Coptic €JNaBWK egpaT (18:3) may be a rendering of
the Hebrew 7. This is a far more interesting observation taking into
account that the MT of Gen 37:25 reads 7. The Hebrew read-
ing is translated into kotoyayelv in the LXX. Kotoyoyeiv as well as

* G. Quispel, “An Unknown Fragment of the Acts of Andrew,” F'C 10 (1956) 129-
148, 136.
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A COPTIC JOSEPH-APOCRYPHON 433

715 correspond semantically and idiomatically to the Coptic €q4N-
28WK egpas. Since we have no knowledge of Jewish Hebrew texts
translated directly from Hebrew into Coptic €NOBWK €2pAT is most
likely a rendering of the Greek xatoyoyelv. Zandee does not mention
a Greek intermediate text. This makes his claim dubious.

Zandee also grants that the “... original Jewish apocryphon might
have already contained the idea that it was the devil who tried to
seduce Joseph” (1961, 207). He does not, however, provide any Jewish
parallels but refers simply to the article on “di1dBoAoc” in Kittel’s Worter-
buch.> Only from a very general perspective in which the devil is per-
ceived as a seducer do the texts mentioned in the notes of Foerster’s
article provide a parallel to Narr Ios. They do not, however, contribute
to the specific understanding of the devil’s transformation in Narr Ios.

Mentioning a number of additional Jewish motifs Zandee states
“.. . that the latter (sc. Narr Ios) can be traced back to a Jewish origin”
(1961, 212), and that the “document represents an intermediate stage
on the way from Jewish apocryphal writings to Christian hagiography”
(1961, 213). Contrary to Zandee we shall argue that no part of the
text shows any sign of a Christian influence. This, however, does not
imply that the text was not used, read and even translated by Christians,
but they did not make any alterations to the text regarding the con-
tent. By virtue of being a Coptic translation the text was most likely
read by Christians, but they adopted the text in its Jewish form, the
interpretation being based on their point of view. In this manner
Zandee’s parallels to the apophthegmatic and hagiographic literature
may prove illuminating for the way Christians interpreted Narr Ios.
They do not, however, contribute to the interpretation of Narr Ios in
its present form. We shall argue that Narr Ios has to be understood
in the context of the large group of Jewish pseudepigraphal writings
elaborating and embellishing biblical narratives. Regarding genre the
text is related to writings such as Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum and the
Book of Fubilees, a genre most adequately described as “rewritten Bible.”®

> W. Foerster, “816Bolog,” Theologisches Worterbuch zum Neuen Testament, G. Kittel (ed.),
vol. 2, Stuttgart 1935, 75.

8 The term “rewritten Bible” was coined by G. Vermes, Seripture and Tradition in Judaism.
Haggadic Studies, (Studia post-biblica 4), Leiden 1961, claiming that “in order to anticipate
questions, and to solve problems in advance, the midrashist inserts haggadic develop-
ment into the biblical narrative” (p. 95). During recent years, more and more scholars
have begun to differentiate between “midrash”/respectively “haggada” and “rewritten
Bible”. Cf. F. J. Murphy, Pseudo-Philo. Rewriting the Bible, New York/Oxford 1993, 4{. In
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434 JAN DOCHHORN AND ANDERS KLOSTERGAARD PETERSEN

2. The Codicological Evidence and the Content of Narratio loseph

Before analysing the text it is important to present a brief survey of
the codicological problems pertaining to Narr Ios. The apocryphon is
preserved only in a fragmentary form thus leaving the question of the
extent of the original open. The fragments belong to a group of man-
uscripts bought in 1957 by Gilles Quispel on behalf of the University
Library of Utrecht in Berlin from the property left by Carl Schmidt.’
It is part of a codex encompassing eight sheets covering 32 pages of
which no more than 30 have been inscribed.® The outer four sheets
have been lost. Pages 1-8 and the eight pages at the end (pages 23-
30) are all missing. Preserved are a story from the Acta Andreae begin-
ning on page 9 and the Joseph apocryphon following the end of the
Acta Andreae at the bottom of page 15 on the recto-side of the left leaf
of the inner sheet. Page 16 follows on the reverse of page 15. The op-
posite leaf is neither recto nor verso inscribed implying that of the
original codex including 32 pages only 30 pages have been inscribed.
Subsequently follow pages 17 and 18 whereas pages 19 and 20 have
disappeared because sheet no. 6 has been lost. It is difficult to achieve
a thorough impression of pages 21 and 22 as the fifth sheet has been
fragmentarily preserved only. Pages 23-30 have disappeared as the four
outer sheets have been lost (Sheets nos. 1-4). Pages 17 and 18 have
been completely preserved comprising respectively 45 and 42 lines. The

a recent publication G. Vermes defines the rewriting of the Bible in the following way:
“The regular reading of Scripture and the constant meditation on it with a view to
interpreting, expounding and supplementing its stories and resolving its textual, con-
textual and doctrinal difficulties, resulted in a pre-rabbinic haggadah which, once intro-
duced into the scriptural narrative itself, produced a ‘rewritten’ Bible, a fuller, smoother
and doctrinally more advanced form of the sacred narrative.” G. Vermes, in G. Vermes,
F. Millar, M. Black, and P. Vermes, revision and edition of E. Schiirer, The History of
the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ II1.1, Edinburgh 1986, 308. G. W. E. Nickelsburg
is more careful when he defines rewritten Bible as literature “that is very closely related
to the biblical texts, expanding and paraphrasing them and implicitly commenting on
them” in “The Bible Rewritten and Expanded,” in M. E. Stone (ed.), Jawish Whitings
of the Second Temple Period, CRINT II, 2, Assen/Philadelphia 1984, 89-136, 89.

7 The description of the quire and the codicological evidence are based on the infor-
mations provided by Zandee 1961, 193-195.

8 If one calculates the number of sheets in a formal sense one comes to the con-
clusion that the number of pages amounts to 32; but, as mentioned above, only 30
pages have been inscribed. The right leaf of the inner sheet (sheet no. 8) was neither
inscribed nor numbered. Page 17, therefore, begins on the verso-side of the left leaf of
sheet no. 7 and not, as one would expect on the verso-side of the right leaf of sheet
no. 8. The page numbers applied in this article refer to the succession of inscribed
pages and not the succession of actual pages.
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A COPTIC JOSEPH-APOCRYPHON 435

remaining pages may have covered the same number of lines but they
have been damaged at the bottom and pages 21-22 in the middle part,
too. The handwriting is dated by Zandee to the fourth century.

Page 15 contains the title in a fragmentary form only (the only word
to be identified is TwCH®) and two lines expressing the beginning of
the story. Following these two lines there is a gap of approximately
ten lines suggesting that the sheet originally covered 42-45 lines (cf. the
fully preserved pages 17 and 18). The story begins by a narrative expan-
sion on Gen 37:15. The devil appears to Joseph in the shape of an
old man offering to lead him to his brothers. The devil is rebuked and
put to shame by Joseph (16:1-15). The devil, therefore, stirs up Joseph’s
brothers against him (16:15-21), so that they decide to kill him (16:22-
28, cf. Gen 37:18-20). Judah and Reuben, however, argue against the
plan (16:28-33, cf. Gen 38:21f). Similar to page 15 (the recto-side of
the sheet) a gap of approximately ten lines follows. Page 17 continues
the narration by telling that the brothers threw Joseph into a pit. This
appears similar to the biblical narrative depicting the reaction to the
objection of Judah and Reuben (17:1-5, cf. Gen 37:24). At this point
an apocryphal story is added. During the night Gad is throwing stones
into the pit thereby trying to kill Joseph. His efforts are interrupted by
Judah whom Joseph has called for assistance (17:5-43). The brothers
of Joseph return to the flock and quarrel until the morning. They are
met by Korah, the Ishmaelite, and Apion, his servant, followed by five
camels transporting perfumes to Egypt (cf. the Ishmaelites in Gen 37:25).
The brothers then sell Joseph to Korah for 20 Stateres (17:43-18:42,
cf. Gen 37:25-28). Pages 19 and 20 have got lost. Page 21 tells about
the betrayal of Joseph’s brothers towards their father dipping the gar-
ment of Joseph in the blood of a young he-goat (cf. Gen 37:31ff). As
Narr Ios generally follows the structure of the biblical narrative this
implies that the lost pages 19-20 most likely included an extensional
narrative expansion of Gen 37:29f.: Reuben returning to the cistern of
Joseph. The episode of Joseph’s garment presented to Jacob (21:1-21)
is also extended by a story Jacob is telling about an otherwise unknown
event taking place in Joseph’s youth (21:22-22:26). Unfortunately, this
part of the manuscript is very fragmentary. So much, however, can be
deciphered that Joseph is giving instructions pertaining to a theology
of creation based on wisdom traditions. The preserved parts of the
apocryphon end with the beginning of a story telling about the events
pertaining to Joseph’s journey to Egypt (22:28-35). Although Apion
is mentioned twice in this sequence (22:30.35) we are not able to
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436  JAN DOCHHORN AND ANDERS KLOSTERGAARD PETERSEN

reconstruct his narrative function. The same uncertainty regards the
missing pages 23-30. They may have included Narr Ios, but it is not
to be proved.

These observations raise the question concerning the end and, con-
sequently, the original extent of the text. Did the text elaborate the
conflict between Joseph and his brothers only? The end of the last pre-
served page does not substantiate this view because it depicts a scene
of Joseph’s journey to Egypt with Korah and Apion. Was the conflict
between Joseph and his brothers somewhat paralleled by a clash be-
tween Joseph and Korah respectively Apion thus concluding the narrative
as the title proposed by Zandee suggests? It appears to be a plausible
assumption but hardly to be proved. A better approach is to focus on
the still readable passages of the text. Based on this reading we shall
provide a theological interpretation and determine the historical setting
of the text. In order to place Narr Ios in the context of early Jewish
exegesis it is important to survey the diverse traditions of the figure of
Joseph in post-biblical literature.

3. Joseph in post-biblical Literature

Although only fragmentarily preserved it is beyond doubt that Narr
Ios is particularly concerned with the sale of Joseph by his brothers.
This characteristic is important in describing the theological profile of
Narr Ios because it is shared only by a few other texts in early Jewish
and Christian literature. Only a few other recipients were interested in
the relationship of Joseph to his brothers.

The following section, however, is not restricted to the early Jewish
and Christian texts describing the sale of Joseph and the quarrel be-
tween Joseph and his brothers. In order to place Narr Ios in the context
of early Jewish and Christian literature it is important to provide a brief
survey of the different traditions about the figure of Joseph in its entirety.

One of the more conspicuous characteristics of early Jewish and
Christian literature is the varied character of Joseph. This is the more
remarkable taking the scarce references to the Joseph story of Gen
37:1-47:27 in the Old Testament into account. Numerous references
to Joseph or the house of Joseph are indeed found across the Old
Testament but they serve generally as a symbol of the Northern king-
dom or the kingdom of Israel (e.g. Amos 5:6; Ezek 5:6; Obad 18; Zech
10:6; Ps 78:67).° Joseph is only in a few cases referred to in terms of

® E. Hilgert has tried to account for the two streams of tradition related to the
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A COPTIC JOSEPH-APOCRYPHON 437

the Genesis narrative. The only extensive reference is the one found
in Ps 105:16-22. Recapitulating crucial stages of Israel’s history of sal-
“vation in the context of the Egyptian exile the psalm appeals to the
people of Israel to give thanks to the Lord and commemorate his deeds.
Israel’s history of salvation is understood in terms of divine guidance
constituting the theological frame for the Psalmist’s adaptation of the
Joseph narrative. Joseph depicted as one who in spite of trials even-
tually is raised to exaltation thus emphasising the salvation of God as
trustworthy. In v. 22 Joseph is presented in terms of wisdom. The sec-
ond hemistichon is indisputably formulated in wisdom terminology.
By applying the term 0217 to Joseph he is described as wise. Most likely
the second hemistichon is also applying wisdom traditions as the Sep-
tuagint reads 10d nondedoon. This implies a conjecture of the Masoretic
text reading 70" for 0N in v. 22. The connection between Joseph and
wisdom is an important element paving the way for one influential
current in the successive formation of the traditions related to the fig-
ure of Joseph. It has also influenced Narr Ios 22:1ff. Joseph is pre-
sented as giving instructions with regard to a theology of creation either
to his father or to one of his brothers. They include expressions of
sapiential character. The passage, however, is severely damaged, but
Tegcodsa (pertaining to God) in Narr Ios 22:6 can be identified. The
same line comprises ENTAYT&, which may be conjectured to repre-
sent either ENTAYTAMIO or eENTAYTaMIE-. In Narr Ios 22:11 NKe
NOYTe &N can be identified as undoubtedly implying that the passage
included a sapiential instruction concerning creation combined with
intentions to stress monotheism.

Two texts from the sapiential literature give evidence to the increas-
ing importance attached to Joseph. In the famous Praise of the Fathers
in Sir 44-49 Joseph in the LXX version Sir 49:15 is recalled for his
uniqueness, for the governor ship of his brothers and for the support
of his people." In continuation of Gen 50:25 it is said that the bones

nomen proprium Joseph in the Old Testament, one rooted in the Genesis narrative
with a surprisingly little impact on subsequent Old Testament literature, the other
emerging in the prophets. Whereas the Genesis tradition deals with Joseph as a nar-
rative figure the other tradition in applying the name of Joseph is exclusively denoting
a political entity. See E. Hilgert, “The Dual Image of Joseph in Hebrew and Early
Jewish Literature,” Papers of the Chicago Society of Biblical Research 30 (1985) 5-21. Cf. also
the acute statement of J. L. Kugel, In Potiphar’s House. The Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts,
San Francisco 1990, 14: “Whatever one chooses to make of the Genesis narrative and
its associations, it is in any case striking that the Joseph’ one encounters elsewhere in
the Bible has little to do with this literary hero or the sagely virtues he embodies.”

' In contrast to the Septuagint the Hebrew text does not include the description of
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438  JAN DOCHHORN AND ANDERS KLOSTERGAARD PETERSEN

of Joseph were regarded by the Lord. This proves to be an important
strand in the Pentateuchal tradition (Ex 13:19 and Josh 24:32) which
also becomes a prominent feature in later traditions from Sir and
onwards (fub 46:5; T.Sim 8:3f; T jos 20:6; Philo Migr 17f; Josephus’
Ant 2:199f; Heb 11:22; Mek. Beshallah 1:86-98, 106f). As an indexical
sign anticipating the exodus of the people the idea of Joseph’s funeral
procession out of Egypt proved to be an important point for further
embellishment and elaboration by later authors as seen from the post-
biblical texts. '

In Wis 10:13f. Joseph 1s mentioned among the ancestors guided by
the divine providence of Wisdom. Neither in the pit nor in the prison
did Wisdom forsake the righteous Joseph. She freed him from sin and
brought him the sceptre of a kingdom. The traditional narrative pattern
of the abasement and subsequent exaltation of a hero founded on the
Genesis story of Joseph is also summarised in / Macc 2:53. In his
farewell discourse Mattathias emphasises Joseph as an ideal pattern of
conduct for his sons: “Joseph in the time of his distress kept the com-
mandment and was made lord of Egypt.”

Apart from these general summaries of Joseph’s life a number of
apocryphal texts exist reflecting the extreme popularity which the Joseph
literature enjoyed in early Judaism. Among these works are some recently
published Joseph apocrypha fragments from Qumran," the fragmen-
tary Greek History of Joseph'> and an extensive Ethiopic Joseph hag-

Joseph as a governor of his brothers and the support of his people, see R. Smend, Die
Waeisheit des Jesus Sirach. Hebraisch und Deutsch. Mit einem hebraischen Glossar, Berlin 1906,
and P. C. Beentjes, The Book of Ben Sira in Hebrew. A Text Edition of all Extant Hebrew
Manuscripts and a Synopsis of all Parallel Hebrew Ben Sira Texts (VISup vol. 68), Leiden
1997. Only the Vulgata version follows the Septuagint at this point, see Vg 49:17f.

" 4Q) Apocryphon of Joseph (4Q371) published by E. M. Schuller, Non-Canonical
Psalms from Qumran. A Pseudepigraphic Collection, HSS 28 (1986); 4Q Apocryphon of Joseph
(4Q372) published by E. M. Schuller, “A Preliminary Study of 4Q372 1,” The Texts of
Qumran and the History of the Community, vol. II, F. Garcia Martinez (ed.), Paris 1990,
349-376; 4Q Apocryphon of Joseph (4Q373) published by E. M. Schuller “A Preliminary
Study of 4Q373 and Some Related (?) Fragments,” The Madrid Qumran Congress— Proceedings
of the Intenational Congress of the Dead Sea Scrolls, Madrid 18-21 March 1991, J. Trebolle
Barrera and L. Vegas Montaner (eds.), Leiden 1992, 515-530; and 4Q Apocryphon of
Joseph (4Q539) published by J. T. Milik, “Ecrits préesseniens de Qumran: d’Hénoch
a Amram,” M. Delcor (ed.), Qumrn. Sa pieté, sa théologie et son miliex (BEThL 46), Paris
1978, 91-106, particularly 101-102.

" For the History of Joseph, see the translation and introduction by G. T. Zervos, in
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, vol. II, J. H. Charlesworth (ed.), New York 1985, 467-
475.
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gadah published by E. Isaac and entitled the Ethiopic History of Joseph."
In addition to these texts Philo as part of his Exposition of the Law devotes
a whole treatise to the character of Joseph describing him by way of
an allegorical interpretation as the epitome of virtue and the ideal
statesman.'* In his Fewish Antiquities (2:7-200) Josephus also makes exten-
sive use of the Joseph narrative describing Joseph as an ideal of Jewish
humanitarian values. The texts of the Ethiopic Hustory of Joseph, Philo and
Josephus are important for the study of Narr Ios as they also paraphrase
the sale of Joseph (Isaac pp. 47-59; Ant 2:20-38; De losepho 11-27).
To place Narr Ios in a religio-historical context a comparison with
a completely different kind of Joseph tradition is instructive. The early
Jewish historian Artapanus portrays Joseph as the wise legislator who
brought numerous improvements and innovations to the Egyptians: “He
(sc. Joseph) came to Egypt, was recommended to the king, and became
administrator of the entire land. Hitherto the Egyptians had farmed
the land in a disorganised manner, because the country was undivided
and the subordinate classes were treated unjustly by the more power-
ful. This man (Joseph) was the first to divide the land and distinguish
it with boundaries. He made much barren land arable and allotted
some of the arable lands to the priests. This man also discovered meas-
urements and on account of these things he was greatly loved by the
Egyptians.”® The sketch of his character closely resembles Artapanus’
understanding of Abraham and Moses. Abraham is claimed to have
taught the Egyptian Pharaoh Pharethotes astrology. Moses is said to
have introduced boats and various technical devices to the Egyptians,
to have divided the country into 36 nomes and appointed for each
nome the god to be worshipped. He has also given the sacred letters
to the Egyptian priests and is the founder of Egyptian animal cult. For
apologetic reasons Artapanus adopts the motif of the culture hero which
had a great appeal on the Hellenistic age (cf. e.g. Ps-Eup [Praep. Evang.

% E. Isaac, “The Ethiopic History of Joseph. Translation with Introduction and
Notes,” 7SP 6 (1990) 3-125.

" Jean Laporte ed., Les Oeuvres de Philon d’Alexandrie 21, Paris 1964: De losepho. This
understanding is contrary to Philo’s use of the figure of Joseph in his strictly allegori-
cal texts like Migr, Somn, Quod Deus and Sobr in which Joseph is interpreted as one who
compromises with evil (Migr 162, 158; Somn 1.220) and mixes with falsehood and sophistry
(Somn 1.219-225). For an explanation of these two contrasting portrayals of Joseph in
Philo, see E. Hilgert 1985, 8-12.

1% J. J. Collins (trans.), The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, vol. 11, J. H. Charlesworth
(ed.), New York 1985, 897.
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440  JAN DOCHHORN AND ANDERS KLOSTERGAARD PETERSEN

9. 17. 13]; Ps-Hec [Ant 1. 8. 2] and jub 11:18-24).'"® His apologetic
efforts, however, are determined by an atmosphere open to discussion
and cultural exchange typical of the relationship between Judaism and
paganism in early Ptolemaic Egypt. Tracing back the Egyptian animal
cult to Moses Artapanus obviously accepts an aspect of Egyptian reli-
gion, which Jewish authors usually abhorred.

Contrary to Artapanus the Jewish-Hellenistic romance Joseph and
Aseneth also written in Egypt is to considered the product of a conflict
situation. The story is based on Gen 41:45 which demanded an expla-
nation by the Jewish interpreters because of the claim that Joseph had
married the daughter of an Egyptian priest, Aseneth. The romance is
the longest text of a broad-ranging literature concerning Joseph’s mar-
riage to a foreign Egyptian woman and daughter of a pagan priest.”
The author elaborated an extensive story solving the problem that
Joseph had married a foreign daughter of an idolatrous priest by mak-
ing Aseneth the model of a proselyte into Judaism. By his marriage to
Aseneth Joseph has to fight the son of Pharaoh who also desires to
marry Aseneth. The son of Pharaoh conspires against Joseph by form-
ing an alliance with Dan, Gad, Naphtali and Asher. In this way Joseph
is forced to resist the attacks from both external and internal enemies.
This is also the situation of Egyptian Jewry in the first century cE
Dieter Singer has, therefore, proposed to place joseph and Aseneth in
the context of Egypt under Roman rule before the Jewish revolts in
Palestine and Egypt arose.'® Since Narr Ios also presents Joseph as a
victim of internal and external enemies working together (see below) it
is reasonable to suggest that it has a similar historical background.
Regarding genre, however, joseph and Aseneth in contrast to Narr Ios
does not belong to the type of rewritten Bible but exemplifies the cat-
egory of the Hellenistic novel.

In the first part of the novel Joseph’s chastity towards Aseneth plays
an important role. This is a popular motif shared by other Joseph
texts. In the course of time Joseph’s keeping the commandment fre-

16 For the idea of the culture hero, see J. H. Long, “Culture Heroes,” in The Encyclopedia
of Religion, vol. 4, 175-178. Cf. also A. Kleingunther, [IPQTOZ EYPETHZ, Philologus,
Suppl. 26. 1, Leipzig 1933, and K. Thraede, “Erfinder II (Geschichtlich),” RAC (1962)
1191-1278.

17 See V. Aptowitzer, “Asenath, the Wife of Joseph: A Haggadic Literary-Historical
Study,” HUCA 1 (1924), 239-306.

'8 D. Singer, “Erwagungen zur historischen Einordnung und zur Datierung von
‘Joseph und Aseneth,’” in La Littérature Intertestamentaire. Collogue de Strassbourg (17-19
Octobre 1983), 181-202.
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quently came to epitomise his mental efforts to overcome sexual desire.
Those episodes of the Joseph narrative, consequently, which depicted
Joseph’s relationship with the wife of Potiphar gained an increasing
importance. fub 39:1-10 retells the story illustrating the divine prohib-
ition of committing adultery. In 4 Macc 2:1-4 Joseph’s resistance is
presented as an example of self-control, a moral attitude emphasised
by this apocryphal Jewish writing, which apparently is influenced by
Stoic popular philosophy. By adhering to divine wisdom Joseph was
able to nullify the ardour of his passion. In this particular virtue of
Joseph Jewish and Christian authors in an age so possessed by moral
questions found an ideal ethical type for moral instruction and exhor-
tation. By its narrative appeal and by its unfolding of virtues pertinent
to the age the figure of Joseph became a powerful symbol referred to
by different authors in voicing their own world-view."

In the rabbinic literature the midrash Genesis Rabbah is noted for its
use of the figure of Joseph. Contrary to the portrayal of Joseph found
in the literature mentioned above the characterisation of Joseph in
GenRab is peculiar, because Joseph is deliberately being described as
taking advantage of his favoured status compared to his brothers. He
is a slanderer defaming his brothers before their father. His subsequent
trials are detected by GenRab as a righteous punishment by God of
Joseph’s misbehaviour towards the brothers. The idea of Joseph’s guilt
was an important theme to the rabbis who in the words of James
Kugel “held it as an article of faith that punishment comes about as
a result of sin, and that if the story of Joseph presents its hero as being
thrown into jail under false pretenses, then this ordeal must nonethe-
less have come about as a result of some misdeed on his part” (Kugel
1990, 79f). This understanding is different from the traditions men-
tioned above. In these traditions Joseph was placed in a world in which
pain and suffering were seen as part of an overall divine plan that
because of the faithful endurance of Joseph ultimately would end in

1% For a recent study of the figure of Joseph in post-biblical Jewish literature, see
M. Niehoff, The Figure of Joseph in Post-Biblical Jewish Literature, AGAJU XVI, Leiden/New
York/Kain 1992. Niehoff’s study, however, is limited in scope by exclusively analysing
the figure of Joseph in Philo (only De Josepho), Josephus, Genesis Rabbah and the Targums
extensively. Other Jewish sources are only marginally dealt with. Another modern study
is J. L. Kugel, In Potiphar’s House. The Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts, San Francisco 1990.
Although important for the general understanding of the figure of Joseph in early
Judaism this work being predominantly concerned with the scenes pertaining to Joseph’s
relation to Potiphar’s wife is not of great significance for the present article. The rea-
son is that Narr Ios does not cover this part of the Joseph-story.
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his exaltation. In the rabbinic material on the other hand the suffering
of Joseph is often understood to be God’s righteous punishment of a
transgression of God’s servant. Joseph’s shortcomings as a youngster,
however, are not the only aspect of Joseph in GenRab. Joseph is in a
similar way to the Book of Fubilees and 4 Maccabees emphasised for his
righteous endurance in resisting the temptations of Potiphar’s wife
(GenRab 87:10).

The texts most comparable with Narr Ios are those that refer to the
sale of Joseph by his brothers. The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs
provide numerous parallels elucidating Narr Ios. They will be discussed
in the final section. The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs share with
Narr Ios and Joseph and Aseneth a tendency to distinguish between the
brothers of Joseph regarding their hatred towards him. This may also
reflect an internal Jewish conflict. Comparable to Narr los is also Fub
34:10-19 which connects the sale of Joseph to the Day of Atonement
in accordance with its tendency to interpret biblical narratives as aeti-
ologies of halachic rules (see especially Fub 34:18f).* Narr Ios, admit-
tedly, does not mirror any interest in either atonement or in cultic
institutions. It does resemble the Book of Fubilees, however, by the fact
that Narr Ios also neglects the dreams of Joseph by taking the mission
of Joseph to his brothers as its point of departure (see below).

It 1s not surprising that the early Christian literature tended to per-
ceive the sale of Joseph as a prefiguration of its humbled hero, who
was later vindicated by his exaltation. Already the reference to the sale
of Joseph in Acts 7:9 has christological implications. Tertullian in Adw.
Jfudaeos 10 similarly emphasises the parallelism between Joseph and
Christ. Like Joseph who was persecuted and sold by his brothers Christ
was sold by Israel—his brothers according to the flesh—when he was
betrayed by Judas. A similar type of interpretation pointing to the sale
of Joseph as prototypical of the passion of Christ is found in Irenaeus,
Origen, Cyprian and Ambrose.”

In the context of Narr los it is, however, interesting to notice that
in the case of Joseph most of the Christian typologies pertain to the
blessing of Moses (Deut 33:13-17) and not to the sale of Joseph.
Commenting on the blessing of Moses Justin in his Dialogue with Trypho

» This tradition is also found in a number of rabbinic writings, see E. Urbach, The
Sages. Their Concepts and Beliefs, London/Cambridge, MA 1975 I, 521f; II, 921f., notes
44-47.

2 See A. W. Argyle, “Joseph the Patriarch in Patristic Teaching,” The Expository Times
67 (1953-1956) 199-201.
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(91) argues that the claim of Deuteronomy 33:17 that Joseph has the
horns of a unicorn (LXX pévokepwc) represents the cross. He further
interprets the statement of Deut 33:17 “With these shall he push as
with horns the nations to the end of the earth” as indicative of the
power of the gospel pushing the nations to turn from idols and demons
to serve God. In Adv. Marcionem 3.18 this interpretation is adapted and
expanded by Tertullian. As documented below there are no typologi-
cal traits in Narr Ios.

Adding to these typological interpretations of Joseph a number of
Christian homilies reflect the popularity of the figure of Joseph. They
do focus, however, on the moral aspects of Joseph. Among other Old
Testament figures the First Epustle of Clement 4:9 depicts Joseph as a vic-
tim of envy thus underscoring the moral purpose of a long exhortation
to the Christian congregation of Corinth to avoid envy and jealousy.
Contrary to the First Epistle of Clement Narr los does not show any
interest in envy—a theme so typical of early Christian literature, cf.
Cyprian De {elo. Neither Kw@ nor ®60NOC appear in Narr Ios. The text
deals exclusively with the quarrel between the brothers. In the Second
PseudoClementine Epistle on Virginity (8) Joseph 1s characterised as faithful,
intelligent, wise and as one fearing God. Consistent with the overall
encratite intent of the epistle the virtues of Joseph are exemplified by
his resisting the advances of Potiphar’s wife. The chastity and upright-
ness of Joseph follow because he did not yield and consent to gratify
the passionate desires of Potiphar’s wife. The text published and edited
by E. O. Windstedt belongs to the same encratite context.? The encratite
ethos of these Christian homilies has nothing in common with Narr Ios.
This 1s an important point because Zandee argues in favour of an in-
terpretation of Narr Ios derived from the context of monkish morality.

In addition to these texts one Christian homily is of particular inter-
est for the interpretation of Narr Ios as it elucidates the sale of Joseph.?
Thus, it contributes to our understanding of how Christian Copts per-
ceived the sale of Joseph. Additionally the difference between the Jewish
Narr Ios and the Christian reception is obvious. It is likely that the
homily originally included the Joseph-story and its pre-story. The fol-
lowing fragments have been preserved: (1) Wessely 22-23 covers Gen

2 E. O. Winstedt, “Documents. Addenda to ‘Some Coptic Apocryphal Legends’,”
JTS 10 (1909) 389-412.

B C. Wessely, “Geschichte von Ioseph und seinen Briidern,” in idem, Griechische und
Koptische Textes theologischen Inhalts V, in idem, Studien zur Palaecographie und Papyruskunde
XVIII, Leipzig 1917, 22-29.

This content downloaded from
194.214.29.29 on Mon, 02 Jan 2023 10:29:10 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



444  JAN DOCHHORN AND ANDERS KLOSTERGAARD PETERSEN

37:28-37:34; (2) Wessely 24-25 the pre-story (Jacob and his particular
love for Joseph); (3) Wessely 26-27 covers Gen 37:15-37:23; (4) Wessely
28-29 relates the encounter of Joseph with his brothers in Egypt. The
fragments 1 and 3 are the most interesting for a comparison with Narr
Ios. Characteristic of the homily are its moralising and psychologising
commentaries to the story of Joseph. This is an aspect not covered by
Narr Ios. Fragment 1 Wessely 23 col. 2 line 21ff. for instance depicts
the disappointment of Jacob in the brothers. The author complains
that the brothers did not hesitate to bring their father to tears. Fragment
2 Wessely 24 col. 1 lines 18-26 includes a Christ typology (pertaining
to Jacob). As mentioned above Narr Ios does not have such typological
traits. Particularly interesting is fragment 3 Wessely 26-27 mirroring
numerous linguistic agreements with Narr Ios. They will be discussed
in the subsequent section. By virtue of the agreements the question
poses itself whether the Wessely-text was partly influenced by Narr Ios.

4. Linguistic Comments on Narr los and the Coptic Bible Tradition

Contrary to the absence of manifest Christian influences in Narr Ios
regarding content and theology, the apocryphon does, however, dis-
play a remarkable relationship to the Sahidic translation of Gen 37.
This obviously challenges the view we are advocating. The hypothesis
that Narr Jos is a Jewish text is only valid on the assumption that a
Greek Vorlage of the Sahidic text exists (which in turn could be a trans-
lation of a Hebrew or Aramaic original), because there is no evidence
that Coptic Jews were using Sahidic biblical texts. On the other hand
the influence of the Sahidic Bible translation on a Sahidic text may just
as well go back to the Sahidic translator. Adaptation to canonical texts
is a well-known phenomenon from the transmission of non-canonical
literature.? This is even more so with a translated apocryphon. The
apocryphon would then be assimilated to the biblical texts on which
it is based. The relationship of Narr Ios to the Sahidic translation of
Gen 37, therefore, does not challenge our view provided that Narr Ios
is not based on exegetical observations only existing in the Sahidic text
of the Bible. In our opinion this is precluded.

* Cf. the Latin version of the Epistle of Barnabas applying old Latin Bible transla-
tions for its biblical quotations. See J. M. Heer, Die Versio Latina des Barnabasbrigfes und
thr Verhiltnis zur altlateinischen Bibel erstmals untersucht nebst Ausgabe und Glossar der griechischen
und lateinischen Texte, Freiburg i. Br. 1908.
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