Defending the Book of Abraham
Except where otherwise noted, the material for this sheet is from –

· Ensign, “News from Antiquity,” Jan. 1994, p. 16, by Daniel C. Peterson.

· Encyclopedia of Mormonism (EOM), “Book of Abraham”, p. 135-136, by multiple authors.
Appreciating the Book of Abraham

Daniel C. Peterson - While a prayerful reading of its few pages allows the Spirit to bear witness to the book of Abraham’s divine origin, the book has often been a focus of criticism for those seeking to find some error in the works of Joseph Smith.  And yet as the world’s knowledge of antiquity increases—as scholars probe ancient non-scriptural texts that have come to light during the past 150 years—the book of Abraham receives intriguing support.  There is a variety of evidence illuminating this book of scripture given to us through the Prophet.  (Ensign)
Hugh Nibley - So far no one has asked how [Joseph] Smith came to produce a history of Abraham which can be matched at every point from a wealth of ancient sources—Jewish and Christian apocrypha, Talmud, Mishna, even Gnostic, Hasidic and Cabbalistic writings, Moslem commentators, sectaries of the desert such as Mandaeans and Qumran people, even the church Fathers and Classical writers. (Of All Things! Classic Quotations from Hugh Nibley, p. 166)
Criticisms

Michael D. Rhodes - [Facsimile 1 is the only part of the Book of Abraham that still exists.  It is part of the fragments found in 1965 and is clearly part of] an Egyptian religious text known as the Book of Breathings. …Because the Book of Breathings is clearly not the book of Abraham, critics claim this is conclusive evidence that Joseph Smith was unable to translate the ancient documents.  In the historical documents currently possessed by the Church, Joseph Smith never described fully the actual process he used in translating ancient documents. In reference to the Book of Mormon, he said that it was "not expedient" for him to relate all the particulars of its coming forth (History of the Church 1:220). He did, in several instances, refer to the book of Abraham as a translation (History of the Church, v. 4, p. 543, 548) …

One must consider, however, what Joseph Smith meant by translation. [D&C 7] offers one standard measure. Here, the Prophet, using the Urim and Thummim, translated a "record made on parchment by John the Revelator." Although it is not known whether Joseph Smith actually had this document, he provided a translation of it. Since it is not known just how Joseph Smith translated, it is reasonable to postulate that, when studying the Egyptian papyri purchased from Michael Chandler, Joseph Smith sought revelation from the Lord concerning them and received in that process the book of Abraham. He might then have searched through the papyri in his possession to find illustrations similar to those he had learned by revelation. This forms one possible explanation of how drawings done about the first century A.D. were used to illustrate the book of Abraham.  (EOM)
[Referring to D&C 7 and the Book of Moses -]  From these examples, it is evident that for Joseph Smith it was not necessary to possess an original text in order to have its translation revealed to him. In his function as prophet, seer, and revelator, many channels were open to him to receive information by divine inspiration.  (EOM)
Evidences

Ur of the Chaldees - Since the nineteenth century, most authorities have identified it … in southern Iraq [as is shown in one of the maps in our Bible helps]. However, certain elements of the book of Abraham do not seem to fit well in southern Iraq; in particular, Egyptian influences appear to be lacking there during the time of Abraham (traditionally placed around 2000 B.C.). It is thus interesting to note that some recent reevaluations of the question locate Ur in … northeastern Syria and southeastern Turkey … This was a region under Egyptian influence at the time of Abraham.  (Ensign)  

Olishem - The book of Abraham mentions a place it calls “the plain of Olishem” (Abr. 1:10), which was apparently part of the land of Chaldea. No such place is mentioned in the Bible, but the name does occur in an inscription of the Akkadian ruler Naram Sin, dating to about 2250 B.C. Remarkably, it refers to a place located precisely in northwestern Syria. (Ensign)
God Tells Abraham to Say Sarah Is His Sister - The Genesis Apocryphon, a document found in this century among the famous Dead Sea Scrolls, agrees with the book of Abraham that the patriarch’s behavior in this matter was divinely ordained. And there was good reason: The crocodile-god/king of the Pyramid Texts, is portrayed as willful and tyrannical. Specifically, he is said to steal wives from their husbands whenever it suits him to do so. That is, of course, exactly what Abraham expected the pharaoh to do to Sarai.  (Ensign)
Premortal Spirits, Eden - And Abraham's vision of God's dwelling place, events in the Garden of Eden, and premortal spirits (Apocalypse of Abraham 22-23). (EOM)
Astronomy - Abraham's teaching astronomy to Egyptians (Facsimile 3) is described in Pseudo-Eupolemus 9.17.8 and 9.18.2 and in Josephus (Antiquities 1.8.2).  (EOM)
… Although nothing in the Genesis account of Abraham’s life suggests that he had any special astronomical interests or knowledge, many post-biblical texts present an image of him that accords with what we are told in the book of Abraham.  The first-century Jewish historian Josephus, for instance, quotes an earlier writer describing Abraham as “a man righteous and great, and skillful in the celestial science.”  [Additional examples are given.]  (Ensign)
Kokob, Kokaubeam - It is likely significant that the classical Arabic accounts of Abraham’s vision, following Qur’an 6:76–80, use the same Semitic word for “star,” kawkab, that is used in the book of Abraham. (See Kokob and Kokaubeam, Abr. 3:13; compare also facsimile 2, figure 5.)  (Ensign)
Abraham Teaches Pharaoh - … Although the text of the book of Abraham as we currently possess it does not actually continue the story into Egypt, Abraham seems to have fulfilled his divine assignment. Facsimile 3 shows an Egyptian scene with this explanation below: “Abraham is reasoning upon the principles of Astronomy, in the king’s court.” A number of ancient texts support this visual account. Josephus tells of Abraham’s teaching astronomy in Egypt. The great Christian historian Eusebius of Caesarea, who lived in the late third and early fourth centuries, preserves an even earlier account in his Praeparatio Evangelica; it has Abraham going to Egypt and there teaching astronomy or astrology both to the priests of Heliopolis and to the Egyptian king himself.  (Ensign)
Abraham's struggle against idolatry [in Abr. 1-2 is reflected in the ancient document] Jubilees 12.  (EOM)
The attempted sacrifice of Abraham [in Abr. 1:12 is also in the ancient document] Pseudo-Philo 6.  (EOM)
Miraculous Rescue - Although the Bible says nothing of such an episode, post-biblical literature repeatedly mentions Abraham’s miraculous deliverance from an attempt to kill him.  [From the footnote: Jasher 12:1–43; Pseudo-Philo 6; Qur’an 21:69–72, 37:98–99. These sources, however, differ from the book of Abraham in saying that he was cast into a furnace. The only possible biblical reference to Abraham’s escape from death is the vague comment of Isaiah 29:22 about “the Lord, who redeemed Abraham.”] (Ensign)
Abraham Sees The Creation - … Sources that Joseph Smith could not possibly have known. For example, the Arab Muslim antiquarian al-Tabari preserves reports that Abraham was granted a vision of the Creation.  (Ensign)
Council in Heaven - … While it seems quite natural to us - thanks to the book of Abraham - to know of the council in heaven at which the creation of man was planned, that knowledge is not found in the Bible. It is found, though, in several ancient documents, all of which were first published in this century.  [The footnote lists 3 sources: Discourse on Abbaton, Atramhasis I, Shabako Stone.] (Ensign)
Organized Matter – Ancient Jewish writings teach that God created the universe by giving form to formless matter. It was not until the second century after Christ that Christian thinkers began, under the influence of Greek philosophy, to teach creation ex nihilo [from nothing], and the doctrine only gradually gained wide acceptance.  [Among the sources listed in the footnote are 3 issues from the Journal of Jewish Studies.]  (Ensign)
Judgment of the Dead – [In the ancient document called the] Testament of Abraham there is a description of the judgment of the dead that matches in minute detail the scene depicted in Facsimile 3 of the book of Abraham and, incidentally, chapter 125 of the Egyptian Book of the Dead. In fact, parallels to almost every verse in the book of Abraham can be found in writings about Abraham.  (EOM)
Temple Ties - In his explanation of Facsimile 2 in the book of Abraham, Joseph Smith maintained that certain information contained therein was not to be revealed to the world, "but is to be had in the Holy Temple of God." Studies of Egyptian temple ritual since the time of Joseph Smith have revealed parallels with Latter-day Saint temple celebrations and doctrine, including a portrayal of the creation and fall of mankind, washings and anointings, and the ultimate return of individuals to God's presence. Moreover, husband, wife, and children are sealed together for eternity, genealogy is taken seriously; people will be judged according to their deeds in this life, and the reward for a just life is to live in the presence of God forever with one's family.  (EOM)
A Good Story

Victor L. Ludlow  - [According to Jewish legends …]  It seems that Terah, Abraham's father, was an idolator and had in his home a whole room full of idols, which he regularly worshiped.  As Abraham grew up in the home, he wondered about these gods … Then, the account says, the Spirit of the Lord came upon Abraham, telling him that these idols were both deaf and blind … Abraham went out, got an ax, and returned and destroyed the gods.  Leaving the largest idol unharmed in the middle of the room, he placed the ax in its hand and went out.  Terah, having heard all the noise, came in to see what had happened.  Abraham explained that he had brought food and drink so that he might find favor in the eyes of the gods.  "Upon placing the food before them," said Abraham, "the smaller gods put forth their hands to partake first before the great god could eat.  This infuriated the great god who took the ax in hand and destroyed all the other gods.”  To this, Terah made the following reply: “What is this tale that thou hast told?  Thou speakest lies to me. Is there in these gods spirit, soul or power to do all thou hast told me?  Are they not wood and stone, and have I not myself made them …?”   (Isaiah: Prophet, Seer, and Poet, p. 393)
(Lesson by Zan & Misty Larsen, www.elarsen.net/lessons)

Presentation Notes

Show the two FARMS books – 

· The Hor Book of Breathings – Thumb through the pages so that the students can see the photos of the original fragments. 

· Traditions About the Early Life of Abraham – Likewise thumb through it but especially show them the section at the back that lists the unique elements in our Book of Abraham and then all the references in the ancient documents for each element.

Extra Material

Louis Ginzberg - These words as well as the others, made know by God on Mount Sinai, were not heard by Israel alone, but by the inhabitants of all the earth. The Divine voice divided itself into the seventy tongues of men, so that all might understand it; but whereas Israel could listen to the voice without suffering harm, the souls of the heathens almost fled from them when they heard it. When the Divine voice sounded, all the dead in Sheol were revived, and betook themselves to Sinai; for the revelation took place in the presence of the living as well as of the dead, yea, even the souls of those who were not yet born were present. Every prophet, every sage, received at Sinai his share of the revelation, which in the course of history was announced by them to mankind. (The Legends of the Jews, v. 3)
Abraham, Terah and the Idols (the full quote)
Victor L. Ludlow  - Jewish legends, as later recorded in the Book of Jasher, include a story about Abraham's encounter with idols.  This story illustrates the helplessness of idols very well.  Perhaps Isaiah's prophecy recalled this story to the minds of the ancient Israelites.  It seems that Terah, Abraham's father, was an idolator and had in his home a whole room full of idols, which he regularly worshiped.  As Abraham grew up in the home, he wondered about these gods.  One day he asked his mother about them and how he could please them.  She replied that by giving them food and drink, he could gain favor in their eyes.  So Abraham went out and slew a lamb and prepared a meal for the gods.  He took it in before the gods and went out.  The next day he returned only to find the food still there.  He thought to himself that perhaps he had not given enough and it angered the gods and therefore they did not eat.  So he prepared more food and placed it before them.  Again, the next day, it still was not eaten.  Thinking that perhaps it was not cooked enough, he prepared yet another meal.  But upon his return the third day, it still was not eaten.  
Then, the account says, the Spirit of the Lord came upon Abraham, telling him that these idols were both deaf and blind, having neither life nor power because they were only wood and stone.  Abraham went out, got an ax, and returned and destroyed the gods.  Leaving the largest idol unharmed in the middle of the room, he placed the ax in its hand and went out.  Terah, having heard all the noise, came in to see what had happened.  Abraham explained that he had brought food and drink so that he might find favor in the eyes of the gods.  "Upon placing the food before them," said Abraham, "the smaller gods put forth their hands to partake first before the great god could eat.  This infuriated the great god who took the ax in hand and destroyed all the other gods.”  To this, Terah made the following reply:    

What is this tale that thou hast told?  Thou speakest lies to me.  
Is there in these gods spirit, soul or power to do all thou hast told me?  Are they not wood and stone, and have I not myself made them, and canst thou speak such lies, saying that the large god that was with them smote them?  It is thou that didst place the hatchet in his hand, and then sayest he smote them all.  
And Abram answered his father and said to him: And how canst thou then serve these idols in whom there is no power to do anything?  Can those idols in which thou trustest deliver thee?  Can they hear thy prayers when thou callest upon them?  Can they deliver thee from the hands of thy enemies, or will they fight thy battles for thee against thy enemies, that thou shouldest serve wood and stone which can neither speak nor hear? (Book of Jasher 11:41-43)    (Isaiah: Prophet, Seer, and Poet, p. 393)
Boyd K. Packer - Nonetheless we have these scriptures. We got them from somewhere. We say: "Handle them; read them; test them. See for yourself." Unfortunately, most people are reluctant even to examine them. They remind me of the characters in a parable written by Hugh Nibley -

A young man once long ago claimed he had found a large diamond in his field as he was plowing. He put the stone on display to the public free of charge, and everyone took sides. A psychologist showed, by citing some famous case studies, that the young man was suffering from a well-known form of delusion. An historian showed that other men have also claimed to have found diamonds in fields and have been deceived. A geologist proved that there were no diamonds in the area but only quartz: the young man had been fooled by a quartz. When asked to inspect the stone itself, the geologist declined with a weary, tolerant smile, and a kindly shake of the head. An English professor showed that the young man in describing his stone used the very same language that others had used in describing uncut diamonds: he was, therefore, simply speaking the common language of his time. A sociologist showed that only three out of 177 florists' assistants in four major cities believed the stone was genuine. A clergyman wrote a book to show that it was not the young man but someone else who had found the stone.

[Finally a jeweler]… pointed out that since the stone was still available for examination the answer to the question of whether it was a diamond or not had absolutely nothing to do with who found it, or whether the finder was honest or sane, or who believed him, or whether he would know a diamond from a brick, or whether diamonds had ever been found in fields, or whether people had ever been fooled by quartz or glass, but was to be answered simply and solely by putting the stone to certain well-known tests for diamonds. Experts on diamonds were called in. Some of them declared it genuine. The others made nervous jokes about it and declared that they could not very well jeopardize their dignity and reputations by appearing to take the thing too seriously. To hide the bad impression thus made, someone came out with the theory that the stone was really a synthetic diamond, very skillfully made, but a fake just the same. The objection to this is that [for the farm boy] the production of a good synthetic diamond … would have been an even more remarkable feat than the finding of a real one.  (Things of the Soul, p. 11)

http://www.fairlds.org/apol/ai125.html
Jared W. Ludlow – … From a great variety of texts (historical, philosophical, religious, Jewish, Christian, and pagan) found in many different locations, there are many documents that relate that Abraham had an extraordinary knowledge of the heavens that came to him primarily from heavenly visions.  He had a notion of the governance of the stars and their revolutions and understood that this governing principle applied as well to God and spirits.  He had visions of God’s creations, both physical and pre-physical (spiritual).  He knew of foreordination and that Satan had rebelled in a pre-earth council.  He gained knowledge of future judgment.  He passed on his astronomical knowledge to the Egyptians and was honored by them.  All these aspects of Abraham’s knowledge found in ancient texts but lacking in the book of Genesis have strong parallels in the Book of Abraham. … As Hugh Nibley has stated, “After viewing many texts from many times and places all telling the same story, one emerges with the conviction that there was indeed one Abraham story.” (From his chapter titled “Abraham’s Visions of the Heavens” in Abraham, Papyrus and Covenant by FARMS, p. 71.  The chapter contains his review of many of the texts to which he refers in this quote.)
Critics’ Reasoning Against the Book of Abraham

	Claim
	Your Response

	1. Joseph Smith claimed to have translated the Book of Mormon from Reformed Egyptian. 
	

	2. The book of Abraham was written in the same language as the Book of Mormon. 
	

	3. The Kirtland Egyptian Papers demonstrate that Joseph Smith thought the book of Abraham was on Joseph Smith Papyri I, XI, and X. 
	

	4. Joseph Smith Papyri I, XI, and X have been [found and] identified by Egyptologists as a Book of Breathings. 
	

	5. The Book of Breathings is not the book of Abraham. 
	

	6. Therefore Joseph Smith could not translate Egyptian. 
	

	7. Therefore Joseph Smith was not a prophet. 
	

	8. Therefore Latter-day Saints should leave the Church and adopt "Biblical Christianity".
	


(From John Gee’s review of Charles M. Larson’s anti-Mormon book By His Own Hand upon Papyrus: A New Look at the Joseph Smith Papyri.  Bro. Gee’s  review is in FARMS Review of Books, v. 4 1992, p. 94.  FARMS is the previous name for the Neal A. Maxwell Institute, http://mi.byu.edu/.  For other excellent Mormon responses to the critics also visit www.fairwiki.org.)



The Kirtland Papers

Hugh Nibley - Filed together in a gray cardboard box in the Church Historian's office is a strange batch of early Church papers, all in the handwriting of men associated with Joseph Smith in Kirtland in 1837, and all classified for one reason or another as "Egyptian." We shall therefore call them "the Kirtland Egyptian Papers."** Along with a number of odds and ends are two impressive documents, one a bound manuscript commonly and falsely designated as "Joseph Smith's Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar," and the other what appears to be a translation of the first chapter of the Book of Abraham from a number of accompanying hieratic symbols. A photographic record of some of these documents was made on a single film strip by the Historian's Office some years ago, but nothing was put on the strip to indicate the nature, number, or relationship of the various items included. So when the film was [stolen], reproduced without permission, and copies sold in Salt Lake City in 1966, the publishers had no means of knowing what they were dealing with, but joyfully accepted the signature of Joseph Smith on one piece of paper as proof that the whole batch was his own handiwork. The public was only too glad to go along with the [trick], which went unchallenged by the Mormons, who had unconsciously laid the foundation of a massive misunderstanding many years before.  (“The Meaning of The Kirtland Egyptian Papers, Insufficient Evidence is the Best Kind”, available online at the Maxwell Institute. Emphasis added.)

Richard J. Mouw - As an evangelical I must confess that I am ashamed of our record in relating to the Mormon community  … None of [our] disagreements give me or any other evangelical the license to propagate distorted accounts of what Mormons believe.  By bearing false witness against our LDS neighbors, we evangelicals have often sinned not just against Mormons but against the God who calls us to be truth-tellers.” (From the forward to the book The New Mormon Challenge: Responding to the Latest Defenses of a Fast-Growing Movement, quoted in multiple places at the FARMS website.  Mouw is the president of the Fuller Theological Seminary.)
Carl Mosser and Paul Owen - Some may criticize us for giving the Mormons too much credit and for being too harsh on fellow evangelicals.  However, much like testifying against a loved one in court, we cannot hide the facts of the matter.  In this battle the Mormons are fighting valiantly.  And the evangelicals?  It appears that we may be losing the battle and not knowing it  ...

Mormon scholars and apologists have, with varying degrees of success, answered most of the usual evangelical criticisms.

… Evangelical publishers need to cease publishing works that are uninformed, misleading, or otherwise inadequate. … Many of the authors [of anti-Mormon books] promote criticisms that have long been refuted.  (From the article “Mormon Scholarship, Apologetics, and Evangelical Neglect: Losing the Battle and Not Knowing It?" in Trinity Journal, 19/2 (1998), p. 179–205.  A write-up is available at the Maxwell Institute. Mosser and Owen are Evangelical scholars.
	Former President Jimmy Carter - "I think the worst thing that we can do, among the worst things we can do, as believers in Christ, is to spend our time condemning others, who profess faith in Christ and try to have a very narrow definition of who is and who is not an acceptable believer and a child of God."

"Too many leaders now, I think, in the Southern Baptist Convention and in other conventions, are trying to act as the Pharisees did who were condemned by Christ, in trying to define who can and who cannot be considered an acceptable person in the eyes of God," he said.  "In other words, they're making judgments on behalf of God.  I think that's wrong.”  (excerpted from the Baptist Press 11/17/97)
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“Let us be articulate, for while our defense of the kingdom may not stir all hearers, the absence of thoughtful response may cause fledglings among the faithful to falter. What we assert may not be accepted, but unasserted convictions soon become deserted convictions.”  - Neal A. Maxwell (The Neal A. Maxwell Quote Book, p. 343)








