
“The Work of Translating”
The Book of Abraham’s Translation Chronology1

One of Joseph Smith’s great gifts was translation. While millions have 
bene fitted from his translation efforts, we understand very little of the 
process. This is particularly true of the Book of Abraham. Here we will 
investigate how much of the Book of Abraham was translated in Kirtland 
and how much in Nauvoo. Understanding this chronology will allow us 
to better perceive doctrinal developments within the Church and to more 
fully understand Joseph Smith’s revelatory process.

We wish to note at the outset that we have not been able to reach a 
firm conclusion about this chronology. There are scholars who feel strongly 
about various possible timelines, and initially we were among these. We 
expected that the evidence would allow us to make a firm conclusion. Yet, 
as we followed the evidence, it became clear that the evidence is ambig-
uous. It may be stronger for one theory than others, but not enough to 
end debate. Therefore, we do not take a stand that is stronger than the 
evidence allows, but rather acknowledge that sometimes historical infor-
mation forces us to live with a degree of ambiguity.

Kerry Muhlestein and Megan Hansen
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Early Translation Efforts
On July 3, 1835, Michael Chandler arrived in Kirtland with four mummies 
and several pieces of papyrus, including two scrolls. Chandler invited Joseph 
Smith to examine the artifacts, which Joseph did the next morning; Chan-
dler then allowed him to take the papyri home for a more thorough exam-
ination.2 Joseph apparently completed some translation by Sunday, July 5, 
because on that day Oliver Cowdery read to Chandler from some leaves the 
Prophet had translated.3 Joseph Smith felt they needed to acquire the papyri, 
so he raised $2,400 for the purchase.4 He immediately began translation. 
About this time they learned the papyri contained records of Abraham and 
Joseph of Egypt.5 If it was not until after they acquired the papyri that they 
made this discovery, it is not clear what Joseph translated on July 4 or 5 that 
convinced him to purchase the papyri. It seems more likely that they dis-
covered this before purchasing the papyri and that the date for discovering 
it was misremembered when making later historical notes.

Assisted by his companions, the Prophet spent the rest of July “translat-
ing an alphabet of the Book of Abraham and arranging a grammar of the 
Egyptian language.”6 It is difficult to tell how much of the Book of Abraham 
itself was translated during that month. We have no record of translation 
in August or September. Moreover, Joseph spent much of August traveling 
to Michigan, and he spent a week in September at a Church conference in 
Portage, Ohio. William W. Phelps also noted in mid-September that they 
had not translated recently.7 All of this suggests that the papyri lay virtually 
untouched during August and September.

That changed on October 1, when Smith, Phelps, and Cowdery were 
working on an Egyptian alphabet, and “the system of astronomy was 
unfolded” to them.8 On October 7, Joseph “recommenced translating the 
ancient records.”9 The most intense period of translation, however, appar-
ently occurred in November. On both November 19 and 20, Joseph “spent 
the day in translating the Egyptian records,”10 making “rapid progress.”11 
On November 24, Joseph translated in the afternoon,12 and the following 
day he spent the whole day translating.13 On November 26, Joseph’s journal 
included this entry: “We spent the day in transcribing Egyptian characters 
from the papyrus.”14 In December, the study of Hebrew suddenly eclipsed 



KERRy MUHLESTEIn AnD MEGAn HAnSEn

141

any efforts to translate from the papyri or work on an Egyptian grammar. 
Thereafter, we have no record of translating from the papyri until 1842.

Later Translation Efforts
The Prophet retained an interest in the translation between 1835 and 1842, 
despite apparently not actively translating. In December of 1835, he noted 
that he was preparing a room for translation near the place he intended 
to store and display the papyri.15 Nearly two years later the Kirtland high 
council received a request to appoint Willard Richards and Reuben Hedlock 
to assist in translating and printing the papyri.16 While the motion was 
approved, the result was not realized for several years. Soon after this vote 
the antiquities were hidden and then secreted away to Far West, Missouri, 
because someone attempted to steal the mummies. Joseph Smith’s incar-
ceration in Missouri—from late 1838 to early 1839—forestalled contin-
ued translation. Only after he was freed, helped establish a new city in 
Illinois, and obtained a measure of peace would he again take up the Book 
of Abraham translation.

In mid-1840, Joseph again brought up translation with a high council, 
this time in Nauvoo, asking to be relieved from meeting his temporal needs 
so he could “commence the work of translating the Ejyptian records.”17 
Just over a year later, Joseph instructed the Quorum of the Twelve to take 
over more of the affairs of the kingdom so he could attend to the “business 
of translating.”18

It was not until early 1842 that efforts to publish the Book of Abraham 
began to bear fruit. Under the direction of Brigham Young, a call was 
issued to Church members asking them to pay their tithes so Joseph might 
have time to publish his translation of the Bible and the “record of Father 
Abraham.”19

About this same time Joseph Smith took over editorship of the Times 
and Seasons. He intended to use this venue to publish the Book of Abraham 
in the March 1, 1842, edition, the first over which he would have full 
editorial control.20 Thus, on February 23 and March 1, he worked with 
Reuben Hedlock to create the carving for Facsimile 1.21 The March 1 
edition of Times and Seasons contained Facsimile 1 and Abraham 1:1–2:18.
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Joseph and his coeditors immediately began to prepare a second install-
ment of the Book of Abraham. On March 4, the Prophet collaborated 
with Hedlock on the carving for Facsimile 2.22 On March 8, the Prophet 

“Commenced Translating from the Book of Abraham, for the 10 No of the 
Times and seasons.”23 On the next day Joseph continued translating.24

On March 15, Facsimile 2 and additional text from the Book of 
Abraham were printed in Times and Seasons. On May 1, Facsimile 3 
was printed. Although there were plans to publish more of the Book of 
Abraham,25 that never happened.

What Was Translated When?
The question remains open as to how much of the Book of Abraham 
Joseph translated by the end of 1835 and whether he translated a signifi-
cant amount in 1842 while preparing the manuscripts. The earliest attested 
manuscripts of the Book of Abraham, however, make this question quite 
difficult to answer. Three manuscripts created in 1835 still survive, along 
with one that was begun in 1835 but finished in 1842.26 None are the 
original translation manuscript, none are the same, and none of the 1835 
documents go past Abraham 2:18.27 Because the first Times and Seasons 
installment only published through Abraham 2:18, and because the Proph-
et’s journal says he engaged in translation on two days between that install-
ment and the second, it can be argued that Joseph Smith only translated up 
through Abraham 2:18 by the first publication and spent two days franti-
cally translating in order to publish Abraham 2:19–5:21 in the next edition 
of the newspaper. This hypothesis explains why the ending points in one of 
the 1835 manuscripts and the 1842 first installment of publication match. 
This is fairly convincing, yet poses a few problems.

First, this hypothesis is based on an argument of silence. It is not 
clear what the 1835 manuscripts represent. That none are identical sug-
gests that none of them represent a complete copy of what Joseph trans-
lated to that point. One contains a translation up to verse 18 of chapter 
2, but the others do not make it that far. If we had not found the former 
manuscript, would we be justified in suggesting that Joseph translated 
only through Abraham 2:6 (the furthest verse present in the other 1835 
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manuscripts) and quickly translated verses 7–18 just before publishing the 
March 1 edition of the Times and Seasons? Clearly that suggestion would 
be incorrect, but we know that only because we found another manuscript 
showing otherwise.

A second problem with this argument lies in the amount of material 
translated. The latter part of 1835 was clearly the most intense time for 
translating the Book of Abraham, both in terms of time spent translating 
and in terms of how much the antiquities seemed to occupy the Prophet’s 
thoughts and journal entries. While we cannot tell how much time was 
spent translating in July, we know of at least three days wherein he did 
some translating (it was likely more), and if we count the day that the 

“principles of astronomy were unfolded,” as well as the other days we know 
he spent on translating, Joseph spent at least eight and a half days translat-
ing in the latter half of 1835. If we were to suppose that he translated from 
Abraham 1:1 through Abraham 2:18 during that time, that would mean 
that he translated 49 verses, or 2,149 words, averaging almost 6 verses or 
253 words a day.28

In contrast, with much fuller journal coverage for the first part of 1842, 
there are only one and a half days where Joseph Smith noted that he was 
translating. Because of the fairly robust journals from those months and 
since the March 8 entry notes that he “commenced” translating,29 we can 
be reasonably sure he did not do any translating before this; moreover, 
given the journal notations afterwards, we can also be fairly sure he did 
not translate anything afterwards. If we were to suppose that on these 
days he translated Abraham 2:19–5:21, then during that day and a half 
he translated 88 verses, or 3,340 words, averaging just over 58 verses or 
2,226 words a day. This would suggest he translated about 9 times faster 
in 1842 than 1835. This seems unlikely. Yet, because all things are possible 
with God and because it is worthwhile to more fully develop a picture of 
Joseph’s translation efforts, we will examine other kinds of evidence.

Sometime before September 29, 1835, Oliver Cowdery recorded, “We 
diligently sought for the right of the fathers, and the authority of the holy 
priesthood, and the power to administer the same; for we desired to be 
followers of righteousness, and in the possession of greater knowledge, even 
the knowledge of the mysteries of the kingdom of God.”30 The language 
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clearly draws from the first few verses of the Book of Abraham. Because no 
translation was performed in August and September, this indicates that at 
least some was performed in July.

Similarly, between 1835 and 1842, a number of writings mention 
topics that seem to arise from the text of Abraham 3–5. Because no trans-
lation activity seems to have taken place between December 1835 and 
March 1842, any evidence of material from Abraham 3–5 between those 
dates suggests that Joseph translated those chapters in 1835.

For example, in the “Grammar and Alphabet of the Egyptian Lan-
guage” (GAEL), which seems to have been created during the latter half of 
1835, appears the line “The first Being—supreme intelligence.”31 This is 
evocative of the language in Abraham 3:19. This does not necessitate that 
Abraham 3:19 had been translated by the time GAEL 3 was created,32 but 
it strongly suggests it. Likewise, a few pages later in the grammar a discus-
sion of Abraham being foreordained and chosen to go to Egypt to preach 
the gospel appears.33 These are concepts found only in Abraham 3, again 
strongly suggesting the translation had proceeded at least that far before 
the end of 1835. These last two attestations are important because, unlike 
many other references to astronomy that could come from either Facsim-
ile 2 or Abraham 3, these two phrases appear only in Abraham 3. This 
strengthens the likelihood that other astronomical references were linked 
to Abraham 3, again indicating that the translation had reached that stage 
by the end of 1835.

Similarly, the word “Shinehah” is attested in Abraham 3:13, where it 
is part of the astronomical explanation given there.34 However, in section 
86 of the 1835 edition of Doctrine and Covenants,35 the word “Shinehah” 
is used as a code for “Kirtland.”36 This happens again in the heading of 
section 96,37 as well as three times in section 98.38 While it is possible that 
this was a code word that Joseph randomly created and then later inserted 
into Abraham 3, it seems more likely that he translated through Abraham 3 
and then borrowed a word from that text. If this assumption is correct, 
then, again, Joseph had translated Abraham 3 before the end of 1835.

As mentioned above, in early October the principles of astronomy 
were unfolded to Smith and others while working on a grammar.39 We 
cannot be certain this is tied directly to any text from the Book of Abraham, 
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but it seems most likely that either an understanding of Facsimile 2 or a 
translation of Abraham 3 was provided at this time. Given the references to 
chapter 3 in the Grammar, that text is the likely referent. Further evidence 
strengthens this supposition, as is evident when we examine the principles 
of astronomy outlined in Abraham 3 and alluded to in Facsimile 2, which 
were frequently employed by Joseph in following years.

As a case in point, when Wilford Woodruff was set apart as a member of 
the First Quorum of the Seventy, he was told “that [he] should visit COLUB.”40 
Later, in December of 1838, Woodruff again spoke of “COLOB.”41 Both 
of these journal entries make it clear that Joseph’s colleagues were familiar 
with Kolob. Given the paucity of other or earlier references to Kolob in 
the documentary record, these mentions in Woodruff’s journal likely serve 
as evidence of familiarity with Facsimile 2 or Abraham 3, indicating that 
knowledge of Kolob arose in 1835.

A similar example comes from a May 6, 1838, record of a Joseph Smith 
sermon: “This day, President Smith. delivered a discourse. to the people. . . . 
He also instructed the Church, in the mistories of the Kingdom of God; 
giving them a history of the Plannets &c. and of Abrahams writings upon 
the Plannettary system &c.”42 The specific phrase “writings upon the Plan-
nettary system” strongly suggests that the Prophet was preaching about 
Abraham 3; nothing else in his revelations match that description. Despite 
this language, the entry could be referring to Joseph’s understanding of 
Facsimile 2. It may also be that while looking at the papyri the Prophet 
received clear enough impressions about what the Book of Abraham con-
tained that he could preach about text he had not yet actually translated. 
Still, the most straightforward reading of this journal entry is that Joseph 
Smith had read Abraham’s writings about astronomy. Only Abraham 3 fits 
this description. Because this is the most straightforward reading, it should 
be assumed that Joseph translated Abraham 3 during 1835.

During the Prophet’s 1839 imprisonment in Liberty Jail, he wrote an 
“Epistle to the Church” wherein he employed language found in the Book 
of Abraham. Part of his letter describes:

a time to come, in the which nothing shall be withheld whether 
there be one God or many Gods they shall be manifest all thrones 
and dominions, principalities and powers, shall be revealed and set 
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forth upon all who have endured valiantly for the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ, and also if there be bounds set to the Heavens, or to the Seas, 
or to the Dry Land, or to the Sun Moon or Stars, all the times of 
their revolutions, all the appointed days, months and years, and all 
the days of their days, months and years, and all their glories, laws, 
and set times shall be revealed in the days of the dispensation of the 
fulness of times according to that which was ordained in the midst 
of the Council of the Eternal God of all other Gods, before this 
world was.43

The above references to multiple Gods could reflect the use of the 
term “gods” in Abraham 4, a concept that will be discussed further 
below. The word “revolutions” used in reference to astronomical bodies 
occurs in the scriptures only in Abraham 3:4 and in D&C 121. While 
not unique to the Book of Abraham, the use of the word “appointed” 
when referring to time occurs in Abraham 3:4.44 The phrase “set times” 
(or slight variations of it) occurs in Abraham 3:6, 7, and 10.45 The final 
reference in this paragraph of the letter that seems to refer to the Book of 
Abraham is the mention of “the Council of the Eternal God of all other 
Gods, before this world was.” Abraham 3:22–28 describes the council 
held in the premortal existence. Abraham 4 and 5 further discuss a mul-
tiplicity of gods being part of creation. Although many of these phrases 
are found throughout the scriptures, the use of all of them together in 
one paragraph seems to link this excerpt with the last three chapters of 
the Book of Abraham.

A similar possibility is attested in Joseph Smith’s teachings from January 
of 1841, when he taught that the phrase “‘without form and void’ was better 
translated ‘empty and desolate.’ The word ‘created’ should be ‘formed and 
organized’.  .  .  . Spirits are eternal.”46 While this language evokes that of 
Abraham 4:1–2, it may be that the Prophet’s study of Hebrew evoked both 
(as further discussed below). This same sermon continues to discuss ele-
ments of a premortal council that are similar to Abraham 3:27–28, which 
is not associated with the Prophet’s Hebrew studies. The idea of a premor-
tal council is present in earlier revelations, such as the Book of Moses, but 
the language in the sermon is more similar to Abraham 3, again suggesting 
an 1835 translation of Abraham 3.47



KERRy MUHLESTEIn AnD MEGAn HAnSEn

147

Had They Translated  
Beyond What We Now Have?
While our examination thus far suggests that by the end of 1835 Joseph 
translated through Abraham 5—everything we have in the current text 
of the Book of Abraham—there is some evidence suggesting he trans-
lated even further. For example, Anson Call saw the Book of Abraham 
manuscript arrive in Far West in 1838 and helped take it to the Proph-
et’s office, where the Prophet said, “‘Sit down and we will read to you 
from the translations of the Book of Abraham’ Oliver Cowdery then 
read until he was tired when Thomas Marsh read making altogether 
about two hours.”48 The current text of the Book of Abraham can be 
easily read aloud in under half an hour. Even if half of the “reading” was 
really discussion, it would still imply that by 1838 they already had twice 
as much of the Book of Abraham as we now have. Yet Call’s wording 
indicates they did not discuss but actually read from the text the entire 
time—connoting that they had already translated four times as much as 
we now have.

Of course, we must be careful in using sources created some time after 
the event, and we cannot be certain Call was fully accurate in knowing how 
long the reading lasted. His writing seems to have taken place sometime 
afterwards, yet his ability to give a precise date suggests he was consulting 
a diary. The accuracy of the account is questioned by the claim that Oliver 
Cowdery was part of the group present. Cowdery had been excommuni-
cated some months earlier and was not in Far West at this date. Yet, while 
Call may have misremembered who did the reading, it is still likely that he 
accurately recalled that the reading took more than an hour. This source 
strongly suggests that the Book of Abraham had been translated beyond 
Abraham 5 before the end of 1835. It would take fairly strong evidence to 
discard this historical source, as problematic as it is.

Before the end of 1835, Oliver Cowdery wrote a description of the 
papyri, mentioning that it seemed to contain information about the Cre-
ation and the Fall.49 The current Book of Abraham does not contain material 
about the Fall. While it could be assumed this means they had already trans-
lated up to Abraham 5 and beyond, it is also quite possible that Cowdery was 
either recording their impressions of what they would eventually translate or 
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his impressions of the meaning of the drawings on the papyri. Because he 
also wrote that some of those drawings were about the Fall, the latter seems 
quite likely.

Within the next few years, William West visited Kirtland, saw the 
mummies and papyri, and wrote of the experience in an anti-Mormon 
pamphlet, which he published in 1837. He wrote, “The records are those 
of Abraham and Joseph, and contain important information respecting the 
creation, the fall of man, the deluge, the Patriarchs, the book of Mormon, 
the lost tribes, the gathering, the end of the world, the judgment, &c. 
&c. This is as near as I can recollect; if there is an error I hope some of 
the Mormons will point it out, and I will recall it.”50 West is explicit that 
he was not absolutely sure if he remembered the topics covered in the 
papyri correctly. Yet, if he was correct, he was at least told the papyri con-
tained a creation account, such as is found in Abraham 4 and 5, as well as 
information about things not mentioned in the current Book of Abraham, 
such as the deluge and lost tribes. Even if West recalled correctly and if he 
had been told accurately what Joseph Smith had said were in the papyri, 
this could merely represent the impressions of the Prophet regarding what 
was in the papyri as opposed to his having specifically translated passages 
about those topics. The same is true of other accounts that mention the 
papyri containing accounts of topics not in the published version of the 
Book of Abraham, such as Albert Brown’s recollection that the writings 
of Jacob were on the papyri,51 William Appleby’s account of the Fall and 
Creation,52 or Josiah Quincy’s recollection of the writings of Moses and 
Aaron being on the papyri.53 Even if we should accept the accuracy of all 
of these accounts without question, which does not seem reasonable, they 
do not demonstrate anything beyond an impression of what could be on 
the papyri.

The evidence considered thus far is mixed. Most of it could be taken 
to mean that all of the current Book of Abraham, and perhaps more, was 
translated before 1835. Some of the evidence examined makes this same 
suggestion somewhat strongly and requires intentionally understanding 
the evidence differently than its most obvious reading in order to avoid 
such a conclusion. Now let us look at information that may give cause to 
read these documents differently.
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Evidence for an 1842  
Translation of Abraham 3–5
Besides the weak evidence that the 1835 Book of Abraham manuscripts 
contain material only up through Abraham 2:18, there is some additional 
evidence that may indicate Abraham 3–5 was not yet translated in 1835. 
We must also examine the recorded events during the 1842 publication 
of the Book of Abraham and analyze the influence Joseph Smith’s study of 
Hebrew had on that publication.

As was noted above, the first Times and Seasons installment of the Book 
of Abraham published the same material present in one of the four ear-
liest manuscripts. The precision of that break, at Abraham 2:18, seems 
to go beyond coincidence. Furthermore, the Prophet’s journal does not 
record him “translating” in preparation for that first publication, but it 
does record him doing so for a day and a half before the next installment. 
No further mention of translation occurs, and even though another facsim-
ile was later published, no further publication of the text took place either. 
One would think that if more of the text had been translated it would have 
been published alongside Facsimile 3. Clearly there was a desire to publish 
more, and obviously the paper had the time and capacity to do so. The 
story that most easily explains those historical facts could be hypothesized 
thus: as Joseph was eager to publish from the Book of Abraham in his first 
full edition as editor of the Times and Seasons, he quickly published up 
through Abraham 2:18, which was all that he had translated up to that 
point. Still eager to publish more of the ancient record, he spent more time 
frantically translating, and in the next edition of the paper he published 
the new material he had translated during those few days. While wanting 
to translate more, he did not, and thus he half-heartedly kept up with his 
desire by publishing another facsimile and its explanation. A year later the 
paper promised that he intended to publish more, but because he never 
translated more, further publications didn’t occur.

While we have no way of verifying that narrative, it does fit many of 
the facts well. On the other hand, it is reasonable to suppose that when 
Joseph said he was “translating” between the first and second installments 
of publication, he was actually revising. We know that the Prophet did 
make inspired revisions in most, if not all, of his other revelations. Calling 
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these changes “translation” is perfectly in keeping with his broader trans-
lation and publication patterns. Yet such a scenario fails to explain why 
the break after the first installment matches so well the break in one of the 
1835 manuscripts or why no more of the Book of Abraham was published, 
either along with Facsimile 3 or at any point thereafter.

Further evidence comes from examining Hebrew aspects of the Book 
of Abraham. Chapter 3 is full of Hebrew transliterations that match per-
fectly with the Hebrew grammar, lexicon, and lessons that Joseph began 
after he stopped translating Egyptian at the end of 1835. For example, 
transliterations such as “Kokob” and “Kokaubeam” are clearly influenced 
by the Hebrew grammars Smith was studying.54 On the surface, this sug-
gests Joseph translated these phrases after he began his study of Hebrew 
and that his transliterations were influenced by his grammar book. Yet 
it seems equally as likely that these are glosses, the “translation” efforts 
of 1842 were actually Joseph editing translated text and that this editing 
included inserting newly acquired Hebrew phrases.55

The influence of Joseph’s grammar, authored by Rabbi Seixas, is also 
evident in the creation account portrayed in Abraham 4 and 5. Phrases 
like “organized and formed” (Abraham 4:1) instead of “created,”56 

“expanse,” instead of “firmament,”57 “heavens” (Abraham 4:1) instead 
of “heaven,”58 and “empty and desolate” (Abraham 4:2) as opposed to 

“without form and void”59 are all phrases Joseph likely picked up from 
his Hebrew study and some of which he referenced elsewhere. Even 
an apparent use of the Hebrew hiphil verb form is present in Abraham 
4:4. Various words and phrases which were clearly influenced by Joseph 
Smith’s Hebrew studies are used throughout the entire narrative of chap-
ters 4 and 5.60 The same is true of representing creation being brought 
about by “gods” instead of “God,” something that Joseph Smith argued 
could be demonstrated in the Hebrew name for God.61 These elements 
are so thoroughly interwoven in the text of Abraham 4 and 5 that it is 
difficult to imagine them as glosses. Rather, they seem to represent inte-
gral features of the text. This is fairly convincing evidence that at least 
Abraham 4 and 5 were translated after 1835.

There is another issue to consider here. While phrases such as “organize” 
and “desolate” seem to argue for the influence of the Prophet’s study of 



KERRy MUHLESTEIn AnD MEGAn HAnSEn

151

Hebrew, his use of “gods” throughout chapters 4 and 5 may actually argue 
against it. This bears further examination.

While it is true that Elohim is a plural form of the word for “god” in 
Hebrew, it is not the standard plural form, which would be elim. It is 
almost certainly during his study of Hebrew at the end of 1835 and the 
beginning of 1836 that Joseph first saw any linguistic evidence in Hebrew 
that supported the notion of a plurality of gods. Yet the way he would 
have encountered this does not seem like it would have propelled him 
towards that interpretation. The word Elohim first appears in the Seixas 
grammar on page 34, but there it is only mentioned; it is not explained at 
all. On page 85 the explanation for this word is “God; a sing. noun with a 
plur. form.”62 It then refers the reader to Elo’ah in the lexicon. The lexicon 
referred to is the Gibbs lexicon, which contains a definition for Elo’ah on 
page 12. Under that entry is a subentry on Elohim: “A god, by way of 
eminence, the true God, Jehovah. (1) as the ordinary plural, gods; also 
spoken of kings, princes, magistrates, or judges, and perhaps angels.” The 
definition speaks of the word being applied to gods, but “preeminently 
to the true God, Jehovah, also a godlike form or apparition. This pluralis 
excellentiae is generally construed with singular adjectives and verbs, but 
there are many exceptions.”63 Both of these definitions certainly leave open 
the possibility of a plural interpretation of the word, but they are both 
clear that it is not normally to be interpreted that way, and grammatically 
it does not normally function that way. In other words, they teach that, 
unless there is a reason to do so, the word should be construed as singular. 
Similarly, the other grammar Joseph had access to defined the word thus: 

“For the sake of emphasis, the Hebrews commonly employed most of the 
words which signify Lord, God, etc. in the plur. form, but with the sense 
of the singular. This is called pluralis excellentiae.”64

While we cannot read Joseph’s mind, he likely would have taken these 
entries at face value without an a priori reason to do otherwise, meaning 
that unless something he already encountered caused him to disagree, 
Joseph would probably rely on what these three publications said, and take 
Elohim as used in Genesis 1, which is paired with a singular verb, suggesting 
a singular noun in a majestic form. Yet he did not do so and in fact argued 
with his Jewish Hebrew teacher, whom he greatly respected, about this very 
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point. Years later he would say, “I once asked a learned Jew, ‘If the Hebrew 
language compels us to render all words ending in heim in the plural, why 
not render the first Eloheim plural?’ He replied, ‘That is the rule with few 
exceptions; but in this case it would ruin the Bible.’ He acknowledged I 
was right.”65 The Prophet is probably referring to Rabbi Seixas, with whom 
he was studying Hebrew, who, it seems, when pressed by Joseph, acknowl-
edged that the noun was plural, but did not agree with translating it that 
way. The Prophet would probably not have disagreed with his respected 
teacher, his teacher’s grammar book, and the other Hebrew books he was 
using, if he had not already come to believe that there was more than one 
god at work in the creation story.

Clearly Joseph Smith already knew that God the Father and his Son, 
Jesus Christ, were two separate beings. Visions had made that clear to him, 
and he had spoken of it before. Yet nothing he saw, revealed, or taught 
before 1835 would have pushed him so forcefully towards the idea that 
there was a plurality of gods acting in the creation. By far the most likely 
explanation for his determination to use his nascent Hebrew skills to say 
there were multiple gods at work, and to continue to use those skills to 
verify and justify such teachings, is that he had already translated Abraham 
4 and 5. Surely other revelations and teachings that we may not know of 
could have brought him to this point, but the most forthright explanation 
is that Joseph learned of a multiple-god creation when translating Abraham 
4 and 5 and then saw a confirmation of this in a less-likely but possible use 
of Hebrew. It is difficult to construe this particular use of Hebrew elsewise.

If this is true, then Joseph’s other uses of seemingly Hebraic-influenced 
phrases had also been translated before his study of Hebrew. In this case 
his Hebrew study must have also heavily influenced the way he reworded 
his translation of the Book of Abraham as he prepared it for publica-
tion. This would also explain why he spent time “translating” before 
the second installment of the Book of Abraham and not the first. It is 
in that second installment he would need to so thoroughly rework the 
text in order to incorporate the Hebrew-influenced phrases that said so 
well what he already learned when he first translated the text. We have 
tried writing the text of Abraham 4 and 5 using conventional language 
and then reworking it using new phrases that could arise from studying 
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Hebrew. We found that while it is extensive, it is not overly so; nor does 
it require more than a very heavy job of editing, the kind of editing that 
might take a day and a half. There are about 150 words that would be 
changed due to Joseph’s understanding of Hebrew. These changes are 
repetitive, coming from less than a dozen words, phrases, or ideas. By far 
the most common change would have been changing nouns, pronouns, 
and verbs incumbent with representing a plurality of gods, since these 
changes represent almost half of the possibly Hebrew-influenced phrase-
ology. If the plurality of gods was already present in the Abraham 4–5 
text, as it seems, then there are around 80 other phrases the Prophet may 
have edited in order to better reflect his Hebrew-enhanced understand-
ing of the creation. This certainly would require a somewhat extensive 
rewriting, but not an unusual amount, and it is not difficult to work in 
such changes to an already existing text. Because the Prophet would have 
been consulting his Hebrew grammars and lexicon during this process, 
he would be all the more likely to use the phrase “translate.” In summary, 
this hypothesis purports that Joseph translated at least through Abraham 
5 by the end of 1835 and then heavily edited the last three chapters in 
1842 to reflect more fully both his Hebrew learning and any fuller under-
standing of the gospel he had developed since his 1835 translation.

Conclusion
This last theory can account for almost all of the evidence (summarized 
in the chart below). Subscribing to this theory means there is no blaring 
discrepancy between the translation speed of 1835 and 1842. It incorpo-
rates all evidence from writings and sermons that suggest Joseph translated 
through Abraham 4 and 5 by the end of 1835. It explains the two hours 
it took to read the translation in 1838. It also accounts for the varying 
ways Hebrew was incorporated into the text. Yet it does not account for 
the twice-repeated break at Abraham 2:18, which is a weak but important 
piece of evidence. Nor does it account for the fact that the Prophet seems 
to have wanted to publish more of the Book of Abraham but did not. This 
last fact remains best explained by the notion that he wanted to publish 
more but had not yet translated more.
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Evidence Suggests

Strength of  
suggestion based 
on this evidence

The earliest Book of 

Abraham manuscripts end 

at either Abraham 1:3, 2:2, 

2:6, or 2:18.

Only up through Abraham 

2:18 was translated in 

Kirtland.

Weak

The one and a half days of 

translation in 1842 do not 

allow much time to trans-

late Abraham 2:19–5:21.

More than Abraham 2:18 

had been translated in 

Kirtland.

Fairly strong

GAEL 3 uses language very 

similar to Abraham 3:19.

Abraham 3 was translated 

in Kirtland.

Strong

GAEL 6 uses language 

similar to Abraham 3:22.

Abraham 3 was translated 

in Kirtland.

Strong

Principles of astronomy 

were unfolded in  

October 1835.

Either Abraham 3 or an 

understanding of Facsimile 

2 was revealed in Kirtland, 

perhaps just a revelatory 

impression.

Fairly strong

“Shinehah” is used as a 

code word in the 1835 

D&C.

Abraham 3 had been trans-

lated by then.

Fairly strong

Wilford Woodruff  

mentions Kolob in 1837 

and 1838.

Either Abraham 3 or an 

understanding of Facsimile 

2 was revealed in Kirtland.

Strong

“Shinehah” is used in  

D&C 117:8.

Abraham 3 was translated 

in 1835.

Weak
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Evidence Suggests

Strength of  
suggestion based 
on this evidence

In 1839 Joseph Smith 

talks about astronomy and 

where God resides.

Either Abraham 3 or an 

understanding of Facsimile 

2 was revealed in Kirtland.

Fairly strong

In 1838 Joseph Smith 

speaks on Abraham’s astro-

nomical writings.

Abraham 3 was translated 

in 1835.

Strong

In 1839 Joseph Smith 

teaches about premortal 

council and organization 

of man.

Abraham 3 was translated 

in 1835.

Fairly strong

In 1839 Joseph Smith 

writes about plurality  

of gods and revolutions of 

planets and a council  

of the gods.

Abraham 3 and 4 were 

translated in 1835.

Moderate

In 1841 Joseph Smith 

speaks of Adam’s death 

taking place in a 1,000-

year “day.”

Abraham 5 was translated 

in 1835.

Moderate

In 1828 Anson Call 

remembers reading out 

loud from the Book of 

Abraham for two hours.

More of the Book of 

Abraham was translated 

than we now have.

Strong

In 1835 Oliver Cowdery 

says the papyri contains 

information about the Fall.

More of the Book of 

Abraham was translated 

than we now have.

Weak
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Evidence Suggests

Strength of  
suggestion based 
on this evidence

William West says he 

heard that the papyri con-

tained information about 

the Fall, Flood, Patriarchs, 

and lost tribes in 1836 

or 1837

More of the Book of 

Abraham was translated 

than we now have.

Weak

Albert Brown speaks of the 

papyri containing infor-

mation about Jacob.

More of the Book of 

Abraham was translated 

than we now have.

Weak

William I. Appleby speaks 

of the papyri containing 

information about the Fall.

More of the Book of 

Abraham was translated 

than we now have.

Weak

Josiah Quincy speaks of 

the papyri containing 

information about Moses 

and Aaron.

More of the Book of 

Abraham was translated 

than we now have.

Weak

Joseph Smith says he was 

translating in between the 

first and second publica-

tions installments of the 

Book of Abraham.

The material after 

Abraham 2:18 had not yet 

been translated.

Moderate

Though Joseph Smith 

clearly intended to publish 

more of the Book of 

Abraham, he never did.

All that had been trans-

lated was published in 

1842.

Fairly strong
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Evidence Suggests

Strength of  
suggestion based 
on this evidence

Abraham 3 contains 

Hebrew phrases influenced 

by the 1836 study of 

Hebrew.

Abraham 3 was translated 

after 1835, which means it 

was translated in 1842.

Weak

Phrases influenced by the 

Prophet’s study of Hebrew 

are thoroughly interwoven 

in Abraham 4 and 5.

Abraham 4 and 5 were 

translated in 1842.

Strong

The translation of “Elohim” 

as “gods” seems to rely on 

an already formed idea 

that there was a plurality 

of gods.

Joseph Smith had already 

translated Abraham 4 (and 

probably 5) by the end 

of 1835.

Fairly strong

At this point, there is no theory that accounts for all of the evidence. 
Clearly, either we need to find more evidence or create another model. 
Such is not surprising when dealing with a process so heavily influenced by 
the Divine and so scattered or absent in the historical record. For the time 
being, the most we can do is say that it seems likely Joseph Smith translated 
all of the text of the Book of Abraham we now have, and perhaps even 
more, by 1835. While such a theory is plausible, it remains problematic 
because it is simultaneously incomplete and the most probable of the the-
ories proposed thus far.

Notes
Editorial note from Kerry Muhlestein: Professor Robert Millet has had a 
profound impact on thousands, including me. He inspired me to work 
towards my current profession and has served as a model to which I aspire 
as a religious educator. His wisdom and foresight have helped chart the 
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course of Religious Education at BYU in the broadest sense. Brother Millet 
is a great teacher of the Pearl of Great Price and understands the teachings 
of Joseph Smith better than anyone else I know. Because he and I often 
spoke of Joseph Smith’s translation of the Book of Abraham, and because 
of his interests in that book and the teachings of the Prophet, an article that 
combines these subjects seems fitting for a volume honoring him.
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