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Jews in Ancient Egypt

The Egyptian papyri acquired by Joseph Smith in 1835 can be confi-
dently dated to many centuries after Abraham’s lifetime. Based on 

several factors, it can be determined that the papyri were written in 
a period when Egypt was governed by a dynasty of Greek rulers who 
reigned from circa 300 to 30 BC.1 A question that readers of the Book of 
Abraham might have is how a late copy of Abraham’s record originally 
written sometime around 2,000–1,800 BC could have ended up in the 
possession of an ancient Egyptian living many centuries later.

One plausible scenario is that Abraham’s descendants (ancient Isra-
elites) transmitted the text over the centuries by copying it through suc-
ceeding generations in the same way that the books of the Bible were 
written and copied over many centuries. But the Book of Abraham as 
translated by Joseph Smith is said to have been preserved on Egyptian 
papyri recovered “from the catacombs of Egypt” (Book of Abraham 
heading). If Abraham’s descendants transmitted his record, how did it 
end up in Egypt?

In fact, there is ample evidence that groups of ancient Israelites and 
other Semitic peoples migrated into Egypt over the course of many cen-
turies, taking with them their culture, religious practices, and sacred 
texts.2 “Abraham himself was in Egypt, as was his great- grandson Joseph 

1. Marc Coenen, “The Dating of the Papyri Joseph Smith I, X and XI and Min Who 
Massacres His Enemies,” in Egyptian Religion: The Last Thousand Years, Part I: Studies 
Dedicated to the Memory or Jan Quaegebeur, ed. Willy Clarysse, Antoon Schoors, and 
Harco Willems (Leuven, Belg.: Peeters, 1998), 1103–15; Michael D. Rhodes, The Hor Book 
of Breathings: A Translation and Commentary (Provo, Utah: Foundation for Ancient 
Research and Mormon Studies, 2002), 3.

2. Joseph M. Modrzejewski, The Jews of Egypt: From Rameses II to Emperor Hadrian 
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1995); Alison Salvesen, Sarah Pearce, and 



190  BYU Studies Quarterly

and all of his Israelite descendants for hundreds of years thereafter. After 
the Exodus, Israelites continued to travel to and live in Egypt. After the 
Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem, large groups of Jews settled in 
Egypt and created longstanding and thriving communities.”3

One of these migrations occurred during the time of the prophet Jer-
emiah. The Bible records “Judeans living in the land of Egypt, at Migdol, 
at Tahpanhes, at Memphis, and in the land of Pathros” during this time 
(Jer. 44:1, NRSV). These Jews had evidently fled into Egypt at the time of 
the Babylonian conquest of the kingdom of Judah.4

Around this time a group of Jewish mercenaries traveled as far south 
as the island of Elephantine on the Nile and not only established a thriv-
ing community but also built a temple to Yahweh (or Jehovah), the God 
of Israel.5 They made copies of biblical texts that have survived today, 
attesting to the existence of a thriving literary and religious culture in 
their community.6

During the Greco- Roman period of Egyptian history (ca. 330 BC–
AD 400), ancient Jews built communities in many parts of Egypt. The 
city of Alexandria on the coast of the Mediterranean was home to a 
sizable Jewish community. Other Egyptian sites such as Leontopolis, 
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Oxyrynchus, Thebes, and locations in the Fayum likewise had a Jewish 
presence. In fact, ancient sources indicate that another temple to Yah-
weh was built at Leontopolis.7 Synagogues were likewise built at Alexan-
dria and at sites in the Fayum.8

Evidence from surviving textual sources confirms that Jewish names 
(including names such as Solomon, Aaron, Abraham, and Samuel) pro-
liferated throughout Egypt. Summarizing this evidence, one scholar 
wrote how “besides the Greeks, Jews were the most numerous group of 
foreigners living in Egypt” during this time.9

There is also clear evidence that these Egyptian Jews copied their 
sacred texts and even composed new texts while they lived in Egypt. 
The Old Testament was translated into Greek in Alexandria during this 
time, and stories about Abraham and other biblical figures circulated 
among Jews living both inside and outside of Egypt.10 As has been 
noted, “the Jews who had been coming into Egypt brought with them 
their oral and written stories. Esteem for Abraham and stories about 
him were part of Jewish identity and culture, regardless of where they 
lived, but it was perhaps especially prominent in Egypt, where Abra-
ham himself had spent some time.”11

So even though Abraham would have written his record many cen-
turies earlier, there is plenty of historical evidence to suggest a plausible 
way in which those writings could have been transmitted into Egypt at 
any point over the course of many centuries.
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