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Torah Talk for Vayigash 5780   Gen 44:18-47:27 
 
Gen. 46:8 
    These are the names of the Israelites, Jacob and his descendants, who came to Egypt… 
Gen. 46:19 
    The sons of Jacob’s wife Rachel were Joseph and Benjamin. 20 To Joseph were born in 
the land of Egypt Manasseh and Ephraim, whom Asenath daughter of Poti-phera priest of On 
bore to him. 21 Benjamin’s sons: Bela, Becher, Ashbel, Gera, Naaman, Ehi, Rosh, Muppim, 
Huppim, and Ard. 22 These were the descendants of Rachel who were born to Jacob—14 
persons in all.    
 
Gen. 41:45 
Pharaoh then gave Joseph the name Zaphenath-paneah; and he gave him for a wife Asenath 
daughter of Poti-phera, priest of On. Thus Joseph emerged in charge of the land of Egypt.— 
 
Gen. 41:50 
    Before the years of famine came, Joseph became the father of two sons, whom Asenath 
daughter of Poti-phera, priest of On, bore to him. 
 
Genesis 41:45   
RASHI: Priest of On. This is one of the few occurrences where kohen does not mean “priest” but 
simply indicates that he was a prominent official. 
 
RASHBAM: Priest of On. Not “priest” of a god called On, but “ruler” of a city by that name. 
Compare “David’s sons were priests” (2 Sam. 8:18), where the word must obviously refer to a 
position of rulership, not a religious one. 
 
IBN EZRA: Priest of On. “Priest” does not tell us whether he was a worshiper of the Holy 
One or an idolater; in my opinion, it is used throughout the Bible indiscriminately for an 
“attendant.” 
 
NAHMANIDES: Daughter of Poti-phera, priest of On. Rashi’s understanding (taken from the 
midrash) forces him to identify this expression (in his comments on 47:22) as one of the few 
cases where kohen does not refer to a religious functionary. Potiphar was certainly not a priest—
he was the executioner. The midrash, in my opinion, is saying that Potiphar was ashamed when 
everyone began calling him Poti-phera, resigned his position, and entered a house of idolatry, 
where due to his previous high rank he was indeed made a priest. Presumably On was the name 
of the god worshiped there. Certainly “the priest of Midian” (Exod. 2:16) was a religious 
functionary; the Sages say Jethro fattened calves for idolatry. The truth is that a kohen is a 
functionary but not necessarily a religious one. Contrast 2 Sam. 8:18, where David’s sons are 
called kohanim, to the parallel verse in Chronicles, where they are “first ministers of the king” (1 
Chron. 18:17). 2 Kings 10:11 and Job 12:19 would seem to be other verses where kohen refers 
to a government official; note also the denominative verb in “like a bridegroom adorned with a 
turban” (Isa. 61:10), where the reference is to official but not necessarily religious garb. 
 
 



e-mail: torahtalk@earthlink.net                 iTunes: https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/torah-talk/id291683417 
web: http://mcarasik.wordpress.com/category/podcast/      contribute: https://www.paypal.me/mcarasik 

Commentators’ Bible: https://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/jps/9780827609426/  
Biblical Hebrew: https://www.thegreatcourses.com/courses/biblical-hebrew-learning-a-sacred-language.html 

© 2020 by Michael Carasik, except for translations from Tanakh, by permission of the Jewish Publication Society. 

Jon Levenson, “Genesis,” Jewish Study Bible 
45: Rabbinic tradition identifies Asenath’s father, Poti–phera, with the Potiphar of ch 39 (b. Sot. 
13b), but this is unlikely. 
 
Ezek. 30:17 
The young men of Avenb and Pi-beseth shall fall by the sword, and those [towns] shall go into 
captivity. b Elsewhere called “On”; cf. Gen. 41.45, 50; 46.20. 
 
Nahum Sarna, Genesis (JPS Torah Commentary) 
priest of On      This city, situated 7 miles northeast of modern Cairo, was the great cultic 
center of the sun-god Re, called Bet Shemesh in Hebrew (Jer. 43:13) and Heliopolis in Greek. On 
is derived from Egyptian iwnw, which means “a column.” The name reflects the city’s most 
outstanding architectural features, which were columns and colonnades. The high priest at On 
held the exalted title “Greatest of Seers.” Joseph thus marries into the elite of Egyptian nobility. 
 
Jer. 43:13 He shall smash the obelisks of the Temple of the Sun which is in the land of 
Egypt, and he shall burn down the temples of the gods of Egypt. 
 
ON (PLACE)  . See HELIOPOLIS. 
 

HELIOPOLIS (PLACE)  [Heb be®t s¥emes¥ vRmRv tyE;b]. A city of Egypt mentioned by Jeremiah in 
an oracle of doom directed against the Egyptians (Jer 43:13). The Hebrew here (lit. “house of 
the sun [which is in the land of Egypt]”) clearly echoes the Gk form Heliopolis, “city of Helios 
(the sun),” so called from the worship of solar deities peculiar to the city. In Egyptian the town 
was called Iwnw, “pillar town,” a form reflected in Akk AŒna, Coptic OŒn, and Heb }o®n/}aœwen (Ezek 
30:17), which LXX renders Helioupoleus). The ancient city is now identified with Tell Hisn in 
Matariyeh, a N suburb of Cairo. See also SUN, CITY OF THE.… 

DONALD B. REDFORD 

SUN, CITY OF THE (PLACE)   [Heb { î̂r hahΩeres s®rRjAh rîˆo]. This phrase (only in Isa 19:18) 
is the translation of a variant reading found in some Heb mss and accepted by most modern 
translations (including RSV, NAB, NEB, TEV, NJB). However, most copies of the MT read “the 
city of destruction” (heres). There is also some evidence that this reading may be a distortion 
of the original “city of the righteousness” (sΩedeq), which can be recovered from the LXX 
(asedek—not a Gk word, but simply Heb transliterated in Gk letters). 

JOHN J. SCHMITT 
Is. 19:16 
    In that day, the Egyptians shall be like women, trembling and terrified because the LORD 
of Hosts will raise His hand against them. 17 And the land of Judah shall also be the dread of the 
Egyptians; they shall quake whenever anybody mentions it to them, because of what the LORD of 
Hosts is planning against them. 18 In that day, there shall be severalf towns in the land of Egypt 
speaking the language of Canaan and swearing loyalty to the LORD of Hosts; oneg shall be called 
Town of Heres.h 

f Lit. “five.” g Or “each one.” h Meaning uncertain. Many Heb. mss. read hΩeres, “sun,” 
which may refer to Heliopolis, i.e., Sun City, in Egypt. Targum’s “Beth Shemesh” (cf. Jer. 43.13) 
has the same meaning. 


