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chapter 4

The Egyptian View  
of Abraham

When Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem in 587 BC, 
many Jews fled into Egypt (Jeremiah 43). Other Jews settled in Egypt 
in the following years. Some assimilated into the surrounding culture, 
but not all did; a sufficient number retained their faith and established 
Jewish temples in Elephantine during the Persian Period (525–332 
BC) and in Leontopolis during the Ptolemaic Period (332–32 BC). 
Jewish settlements existed in Elephantine, Edfu, Thebes, Hermop-
olis Magna, Oxyrhynchos, Arsinoe (Krokodilopolis), Syron Kome, 
Alexandrou Nesos, Samaria (Kome), Chanaanain, Trikoma, Teb-
tynis, Herakleopolis, Tebetnoi, Memphis, Demerdash, Leontopolis, 
Shedia, Xenephyris, Nitriai, Tanis, Pelusium, Athribis, and Alexan-
dria. The Jews brought some of their texts with them; for example, 
the earliest manuscript of any of the Psalms is a fifth-century BC text 
written in demotic script and found at Elephantine. 

The biblical story of Abraham appears in Egypt by at least the 
third century BC, when the Hebrew Bible was translated into Greek 
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during the reign of Ptolemy II. This translation is known as the Sep-
tuagint. Egyptian manuscripts of the Septuagint telling the biblical 
story of Abraham date as early as the first century BC. 

Nonbiblical stories about Abraham circulated in Egypt even ear-
lier. During the reign of Ptolemy I, Hecateus of Abdera traveled to 
Thebes and learned stories about Abraham from Egyptian priests; he 
wrote these stories in a book called On Abraham and the Egyptians. 
This work is now unfortunately lost, but Clement of Alexandria, a 
second-century AD Egyptian Christian, quoted a short passage from 
it in which the worship of idols is condemned. 

The writer Eupolemus, who lived under Egyptian rule in Pal-
estine in the second century BC, recounts how Abraham lived in 
Heliopolis (On) and taught astronomy and other sciences to the 
Egyptian priests. In connection with Abraham, Eupolemus seems to 
think that the Egyptians descended from Canaan.

In the first century BC, the Egyptian Jew Artapanus wrote an 
account of Abraham teaching astronomy to the Egyptian Pharaoh.

Philo, a first-century AD Egyptian Jew, claimed that Abraham 
studied astronomy, the motion of the stars, meteorology, and mathe-
matics, and used his reasoning on these subjects to understand God.

The Testament of Abraham describes Abraham’s tour of the 
next life before he dies. Scholars think that this work was written 
by an Egyptian Jew around the first century AD. It is notable for its 
reinterpretation of the Egyptian judgment scene in a Jewish fashion. 
This text was read liturgically the Sunday before Christmas during 
the Egyptian month of Khoiak.

A fragmentary and only partially understood text from an Egyp-
tian temple library connects Abraham with an illustration of a body 
lying on a lion-shaped bed with a jackal-headed figure standing over 
it. The text has been dated to the third century AD but might be from 
the second century. 

Known Jewish Settlements in Egypt during the Ptolemaic Period.
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