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A Semitic View of the Facsimiles

Latter- day Saint scholars and interested laypersons have offered a 
number of different approaches to interpreting the facsimiles and 

the validity of Joseph Smith’s interpretations.1 One such scholar, Kevin L. 
Barney, has articulated an insightful theory for interpreting the facsimi-
les that is worth careful consideration.2

Responding to the legitimate questions that have been raised by 
Egyptologists concerning Joseph Smith’s interpretations of the fac-
similes, Barney proposed in a 2005 article “that the facsimiles may not 
have been drawn by Abraham’s hand,” as has sometimes been assumed 
by Latter- day Saints, “but may have been Egyptian religious vignettes 
that were adopted or adapted by an Egyptian- Jewish redactor as illustra-
tions of the Book of Abraham.” Barney further “illustrate[d the] general 
processes of Jewish adaptation of Egyptian sources” by offering “three 
specific examples from the Greco- Roman period (the same period when 
the Joseph Smith Papyri were produced) that each relates in some way 
to Abraham.” Using these examples, Barney concluded “that such Jewish 
adaptation of Egyptian sources was common during this time period 
and would explain the adaptation of the facsimiles to illustrate the Book 
of Abraham, which may have come under this redactor’s care as part of 
the ancient transmission of the text.”3 The first example cited by Barney 

1. John Gee, “A Method for Studying the Facsimiles,” FARMS Review 19, no. 1 (2007): 
347–53.

2. Kevin L. Barney, “The Facsimiles and Semitic Adaptation of Existing Sources,” in 
Astronomy, Papyrus, and Covenant, ed. John Gee and Brian M. Hauglid (Provo, Utah: 
Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, 2005), 107–30. For an earlier 
treatment that converges with Barney’s thinking on many points, see Blake T. Ostler, 

“Abraham: An Egyptian Connection,” FARMS Report (1981).
3. Barney, “Facsimiles and Semitic Adaptation,” 108.



216  BYU Studies Quarterly

is the apocryphal Testament of Abraham (probably composed in Greek 
in the first century AD in Egypt).

The Testament of Abraham tells the story of how when Abraham had 
lived the full measure of his mortal existence, God sent the archangel 
Michael—his “commander in chief ”—to inform Abraham so that he 
might arrange his affairs prior to his death. Abraham refuses to fol-
low Michael, however, and desires a tour of the whole inhabited world 
before he dies. Michael and Abraham survey the world in a divine char-
iot, and whenever Abraham sees someone sinning he asks for the sinner 
to be struck down. God then puts an end to the tour, since his own prac-
tice is to be patient with sinners in order to give them an opportunity to 
repent. Abraham is then shown the judgment, which is the scene we will 
examine in some detail below. Abraham repents of his harshness, and 
the sinners who had been struck down at his request are restored to life. 
Abraham, however, still refuses to follow Michael. So God sends Death, 
who, by a deception, gets Abraham’s soul to accompany him, whence he 
returns to the presence of God.4

The judgment scene in the Testament of Abraham, in particular, is 
striking. As summarized by Barney,

Abraham sees two fiery- looking angels driving myriad souls to judgment. 
The judgment hall is situated between a narrow gate for the use of the 
righteous and a broad gate for the wicked. In the judgment hall there is a 
terrifying throne, and seated on the throne is a wondrous man, with an 
appearance like unto a son of God. In front of this figure is a crystal- like 
table, covered with gold and fine linen. Resting on the table is a book. On 
either side of the table are angels holding papyrus and ink. In front of the 
table is a light- bearing angel holding a balance, and on his left is a fiery 
angel holding a trumpet full of fire. The man on the throne judges the 
souls. The two angels with papyrus record; the one on the right records 
the deceased’s righteous deeds, and the one on the left records sins. The 
angel with the balance weighs the souls, and the fiery angel tries them 
with fire. Michael informs Abraham that this scene represents judgment 
and recompense. 
 Abraham asks Michael specifically who all of these figures are and 
is informed that the judge seated upon the throne is Abel, who judges 
men until the Parousia (second coming). At the Parousia, everyone 
is to be judged by the twelve tribes of Israel, and, finally, God himself 
shall judge all men, so that the judgment may be established by three 
witnesses. Michael tells Abraham that the angels on the right and left 
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record righteous deeds and sins. The sunlike . . . angel holding the bal-
ance is the archangel Dokiel, the righteous balance- bearer, who weighs 
the righteous deeds and sins. The fiery angel who tests the works of men 
with fire is the archangel Purouel. Everything is tested both by fire and 
by balance.5

This, Barney rightly notes, is significant because the Testament of 
Abraham appears to be drawing directly from the judgment imagery in 
chapter 125 from the Egyptian Book of the Dead.6 As another scholar 
has more recently argued, “There are many obvious parallels between 
the Testament of Abraham and the traditional Egyptian judgment scene, 
especially regarding the judgment by scales,” and it appears that the 
author of the Testament of Abraham was “very familiar with Egyptian 
judgment scenes” and perhaps even “playing with them as he had with 
biblical figures to weave a memorable tale” and develop his understand-
ing of the final judgment.7

The second example used by Barney is the attested syncretization of 
the Egyptian god Osiris with the biblical figure of Abraham.8 As Barney 
notes, some scholars have posited the dependence of Jesus’s parable of 
Lazarus and the rich man in Luke 16:19–31 on an older Egyptian ver-
sion of the story.9 In the Egyptian text known as the tale of Setne, a boy 
named Si- Osiris (“son of Osiris”) and his father witness “two funerals: 
first, that of a rich man, shrouded in fine linen, loudly lamented and 
abundantly honored; then, that of a poor man, wrapped in a straw mat, 
unaccompanied and unmourned. The father says that he would rather 
have the lot of the rich man than that of the pauper.”10 To show his father 
the folly of this way of thinking, Si- Osiris takes him to the underworld, 
where the rich man who had an elaborate funeral is punished while the 
pauper who had no dignified burial is glorified and exalted in the pres-
ence of the god Osiris himself. “The reason for this disparate treatment 
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is that, at the judgment, the good deeds of the pauper outweighed the 
bad, but with the rich man the opposite was true.”11 As explained by 
Barney, “Once again we are able to see how the Egyptian story has been 
transformed in Semitic dress. . . . The ‘bosom of Abraham’ [from the 
Lucan parable] represents . . . the Egyptian abode of the dead. And, most 
remarkably, Abraham is a Jewish substitute for the pagan god Osiris—
just as is the case in Facsimiles 1 and 3.”12

Finally, Barney draws attention to another apocryphal text, the 
Apocalypse of Abraham, “a kind of companion text to the Testament of 
Abraham.” The Apocalypse of Abraham “tells the story of how Abraham 
in his youth perceived that idols were simply creations of men and not 
really gods. After leaving his father’s house, Abraham is commanded to 
offer a sacrifice so that God will reveal great things to him. God sends 
his angel Iaoel to take Abraham on a tour of heaven, during which he 
sees seven visions.”13 Citing earlier work by Latter- day Saint Egyptol-
ogist Michael Rhodes,14 Barney points to “what appear to be possible 
allusions to a hypocephalus [the kind of circular object that Facsimile 2 
is] in the Apocalypse of Abraham.”

During his vision Abraham is shown “the fulness of the whole world 
and its circle,” which appears to be a description of a hypocephalus. This 
vision includes the plan of the universe, “what is in the heavens, on the 
earth, in the sea, and in the abyss,” which are very close to the words 
used in the left middle portion of the Joseph Smith hypocephalus. The 
Apocalypse also includes a description of four fiery living creatures, each 
with four faces: that of a lion, a man, an ox, and an eagle. This is almost 
certainly a Semitic transformation of the Sons of Horus (via Ezekiel 1–2), 
which are represented as figure 6 of Facsimile 2.15

Based on these examples, Barney argues that “studying only the 
Egyptian context of the facsimiles will never yield a complete explana-
tion of the significance of Joseph’s interpretations. We need to be able 
to look at them the way [a hypothetical ancient Jewish redactor] did, 
as Semitized illustrations of the Book of Abraham. When we see them 
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from this perspective, our vision gains clarity, and the facsimiles and 
Joseph’s interpretations come into focus.”16

While this theory is compelling, it does require Latter- day Saints to 
reject some traditional assumptions about the facsimiles, such as the 
belief that, as preserved in the Joseph Smith Papyri, they were person-
ally drawn by Abraham himself.17 This theory likewise presupposes a 
more complex transmission of the Book of Abraham text than perhaps 
traditionally recognized.18 However, acceptance of these two points to 
accommodate Barney’s theory is by no means fatal to the inspiration 
of the Book of Abraham and in fact may even help clear up some of the 
objections Egyptologists have made against Joseph Smith’s interpreta-
tion of the facsimiles.19 

Ultimately, there is still much to discuss and consider when it comes 
to the interpretation of the facsimiles of the Book of Abraham. Barney’s 
theory, while perhaps not definitive, is “valuable and attractive” and 
offers important “new avenues for further research.”20 It also provides 
one way to understand Joseph Smith’s interpretations of the facsimiles in 
a plausible ancient light.21
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