
87

chapter 8

Historical Authenticity

Interest in the translation of the Book of Abraham or the 
relationship of the Joseph Smith Papyri to the Book of Abraham 
are attempts to deal with a more basic question about the Book of 
Abraham: Is the Book of Abraham authentic? Did the events that 
are told in the text really occur? Did Abraham write it? Is it what it 
purports to be? These are different ways that the basic question can 
be asked. Most people would like a simple answer to this question: 
yes or no. Others would like to find some middle ground between 
these simple answers. For purposes of clarification, we can split the 
basic question into three specific questions:

1. Is the Book of Abraham inspired?
2. Is the Book of Abraham ancient?
3. Is the Book of Abraham authentic; i.e., was it actually written 

by Abraham?
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other hand, those who view 
the Book of Abraham as 
a translation of papyri in 
Joseph Smith’s possession 
(whether or not we still have 
them) and those who view 
the Book of Abraham as an 
inspired restoration of writ-
ings of Abraham that were 
lost or destroyed after he 
wrote them might both agree 
that the Book of Abraham 
is an authentic ancient auto-
biography written by Abra-
ham. 

While each of the four 
positions on the historical 
authenticity of the Book of 
Abraham is logically coher-
ent, not all of them are intel-
lectually stable. Historically, 

the middle ground positions—that is, inspired fiction and pseude-
pigrapha—have not been stable. That is, sometimes individuals 
have held particular intellectual positions about the Book of Abra-
ham, but over the course of time their own intellectual position has 
drifted, or they have been unable to pass their intellectual position 
on to their students or children. They have tended to move toward 
seeing the Book of Abraham as modern fiction. Because all the 
positions are internally logically coherent, it may seem odd that 
the middle- ground positions have been incapable of being passed 
down to succeeding generations. Those intermediate positions may 

Joseph Smith translated the 

Book of Abraham from an 

unspecified papyrus. Painting by 

an unknown painter, circa 1842. 

The original is owned by the 

Community of Christ archives. 

Wikimedia Commons.

Theoretically, one could take each of these questions as indepen-
dent and assign a different yes or no answer to each question. There 
would then be eight different possible combinations of answers to 
the three questions. But the questions are not independent and thus 
some of the possible combinations are not logically coherent: for 
example, if the text were actually written by Abraham, it cannot be 
modern. So there are only four logically coherent positions:

1. The Book of Abraham is modern fiction and a fraud. It is not 
inspired, not ancient, and not authentic. Joseph Smith made it up. 
This is largely the position taken by those who are not members of 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

2. The Book of Abraham is inspired fiction. It is inspired, but 
neither ancient nor authentic. Joseph Smith was somehow inspired 
to write it (whatever that may mean to the individual), or there 
might be inspiring parts of it, but it is not historical.

3. The Book of Abraham is ancient pseudepigrapha. It is inspired 
and ancient but does not relate actual historical events. This theory 
presupposes that some ancient author later than Abraham wrote a 
story about Abraham (the Testament of Abraham is an example of 
such a work). This was then translated by Joseph Smith, who would 
have had to be inspired since he at least started the translation of 
the Book of Abraham before he had studied any ancient languages.

4. The Book of Abraham is ancient autobiography. It is inspired, 
ancient, and authentic.

Positions about the historical authenticity of the Book of Abra-
ham are somewhat independent of the theories about how the Book 
of Abraham relates to the Joseph Smith Papyri (discussed in the 
previous chapter). For example, those who think that the Book of 
Abraham is derived from the papyri that we currently have might 
disagree on whether the Book of Abraham is modern fiction, or 
an ancient pseudepigraphon or an ancient autobiography. On the 
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without ever having to deal with the actual text. To those interested 
in discussion or dialogue with nonbelievers, discussions of histor-
ical authenticity of the ancient scriptures revealed through Joseph 
Smith are obstacles that get in the way of the common ground that 
they wish to cultivate. Some might prefer to bracket those issues 
(that is agree not to discuss them or otherwise exclude them from 
discussion), others wish to adopt or be seen as adopting a neutral 
stance, others might be uninterested in them, and still others might 
have already tacitly surrendered on the issue. Whichever the posi-
tion those who wish for dialogue with nonbelievers take, the effec-
tive result is that discussion of the historical authenticity of ancient 
scriptures is out of the question. Whether intentionally done or not, 
the historical authenticity of ancient scriptures is surrendered in the 
interest of dialogue. Because questions of historical authenticity 
interfere with finding common ground, those who prioritize engag-
ing in dialogue sometimes manifest hostility toward those who wish 
to support the historical authenticity of ancient scriptures.

The Book of Abraham provides an example of this tendency. 
Abraham refers to “the records of the fathers, even the patriarchs, 
concerning the right of Priesthood” (Abraham 1:31) which had 
“come into my hands, which I hold unto this present time” (Abra-
ham 1:28). These records contained “a knowledge of the beginning 
of the creation, and also of the planets, and of the stars, as they were 
made known unto the fathers” (Abraham 1:31), from which Abra-
ham could “delineate the chronology running back from myself 
to the beginning of the creation” (Abraham 1:28). So Abraham 
took these records to be historical, reliable, and true. Because of 
these records, Abraham both “sought for mine appointment unto 
the Priesthood according to the appointment of God unto the 
fathers concerning the seed” (Abraham 1:4), and recognized that 
his fathers had “turned from their righteousness, and from the holy  

depend on too fine a distinction or too subtle a nuance than the sim-
ple yes or no answers to the question of historical authenticity of 
the Book of Abraham. Or it may be that once one has surrendered 
the idea that Joseph Smith received revelation of actual authentic 
ancient content that there is no longer an anchor for one’s faith to 
keep it from drifting. Be that as it may, in the past only the positions 
of ancient autobiography or modern fiction have proven intellectu-
ally stable and transmissible to the next generation. 

The lack of a coherent or stable middle ground on this issue, 
like that of the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon, has 
proven difficult for those who would like some sort of rapproche-
ment or a dialogue between the two poles. A dialogue requires some 
common ground, something that can be agreed upon, and on the 
basic issues of historical authenticity there is no agreement what-
soever between believers and nonbelievers. For those who view 
the Book of Abraham as modern fiction, the notion of discussing 
archaeological or ancient evidence for the Book of Abraham makes 
as much sense as discussing the archaeology of J. R. R. Tolkien’s 
Gondor or the location of Jane Austin’s Pemberley; they are fic-
tional and never existed, so it makes no sense to treat them as real. 
Nonbelievers might be willing to debate whether or not the works 
are inspired because the term is malleable and can mean different 
things to different people—they might see the source of the inspira-
tion as God, the devil, Joseph Smith’s imagination, his environment, 
or something else—but the idea that the work might be ancient and 
that Joseph Smith’s inspiration could have some actual authentic 
content is usually something that nonbelievers are unwilling to con-
sider or discuss. Consequently, debate on the Book of Abraham has 
always centered on the process of translation rather than on the text 
itself; in this area there is a common set of facts and some feel that 
they can settle the question of historical authenticity in the negative 
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Thus, discussion of the ancient background of the Book of 
Abraham or other ancient scriptures requires a knowledge of the 
ancient world, something that not everyone possesses. People can 
compare the scriptures only against a background that they know, 
which for a modern person is, first and foremost, a modern perspec-
tive. If one is versed in nineteenth century history, then one will see 
nineteenth century parallels. To recognize nineteenth-century BC 
parallels, one would have to know something about the world in the 
nineteenth century BC, which is very different than that of the nine-
teenth century AD, a period much closer to the world in which we 
live. Those who look at the text only through a nineteenth-century 
AD background will thus see only nineteenth-century parallels and 
will tend to conclude that the text is from the nineteenth century, 
and thus modern by default.

Some argue that the historical details are irrelevant and that the 
only important thing is the doctrine or teachings of a book of scrip-
ture. While the doctrine or teachings may be the most important 
thing, they are not the only important thing. The scriptures are a 
record of the dealings of God with certain men and women who 
kept records. They contain some general statements or statements 
that can be made general about ways for us to become closer to God 
and to know what his will is that we can then apply to our own lives. 
But these statements are embedded in an historical context of how 
other individuals applied them to their lives. The story is part of the 
message and the details are part of the story. Part of the value of 
seeing general rules in the scriptures is seeing the actual application 
of those rules. The rules lose their validity if the stories in which they 
are said to apply did not occur. For example, the Book of Mormon 
is another witness of Jesus Christ. It tells how Jesus Christ adminis-
tered to people in ancient America. If the Book of Mormon is merely 
fictional, then its witness of Jesus Christ is a false witness. One  

commandments which the Lord their God had given unto them, 
unto the worshiping of the gods of the heathen” (Abraham 1:5). 
This worship was mandated both by “custom” (Abraham 1:8) and 
by “the court of Pharaoh” (Abraham 1:20). Abraham sought to per-
suade his fathers of their error (Abraham 1:5, 7). He found, how-
ever, that “their hearts were set to do evil, and were wholly turned 
to” the fashionable gods of the day (Abraham 1:6), whom Abraham 
characterized as “these dumb idols” (Abraham 1:7). He also found 
that his fathers “utterly refused to hearken to my voice” (Abraham 
1:5). Instead they “endeavored to take away my life by the hand of 
the priest of Elkenah” who also represented the civil power and the 
civic religion as “priest of Pharaoh” (Abraham 1:7). In Abraham’s 
case, those who were more interested in getting along with the cus-
toms of those in power at the time rather than following the histori-
cal records that testified otherwise, sought to kill Abraham.

Some claim that those interested in historical authenticity are 
trying to prove that the scriptures are true beyond any doubt. This is 
not usually the case. No scholarly test can prove a suspect document 
authentic. Scholarly tests can show a document to be a fake or can 
be inconclusive but cannot show that it is authentic. The best that 
can be done is to show that a document is plausible in the setting 
which it claims for itself; this is called historical plausibility. This is 
done by comparing the document with other textual and archaeo-
logical evidence from the correct time and place, to see if it fits within 
the setting that it claims for itself. To test the claims of the Book of 
Abraham, one needs to compare what it says with other evidence 
from Abraham’s time and place. In this matter, small details such 
as the form of names and the location of places become extremely 
important. Historical plausibility is established by showing that the 
details are correct. Historical plausibility does not preclude the exis-
tence of alternative hypotheses or explanations.
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It also points out that virtually no scholarship is neutral; almost all 
scholarship is defending a particular point of view and thus consti-
tutes apologetics of one sort or other. The question then becomes 
what point of view is being defended.

Maxwell, Neal A. “All Hell Is Moved.” In 1977 Devotional 
Speeches of the Year, 179–81. Provo, UT: BYU Press, 1977. This 
article was originally a talk given to BYU faculty and students when 
the author was the Commissioner of Church Education. Elder 
Maxwell warned that “the Saints—meaning you and I—must not 
make the mistake of assuming the existence of any truce between 
the forces of Satan and God.” To believe so, he maintains, is “a very 
great delusion, and a very common one.” He outlines what to expect 
of coming intellectual challenges and gives prescriptions for what to 
do about them.

Midgley, Louis C. “No Middle Ground: The Debate over 
the Authenticity of the Book of Mormon.” In Historicity and the 
Latter-day Saint Scriptures, edited by Paul Y. Hoskisson, 149–70. 
Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, 2001. This article points out 
that the search for a middle ground between viewing the Book of 
Mormon as an ancient text or a modern fraud is ultimately impossi-
ble and therefore futile. Issues with the Book of Abraham are simi-
lar to the Book of Mormon.

———. “The Utility of Faith Reconsidered.” In Revelation, 
Reason, and Faith: Essays in Honor of Truman G. Madsen, edited by 
Donald W. Parry, Daniel C. Peterson, and Stephen D. Ricks, 140–
46. Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002. This article discusses what happens 
when Latter-day Saints adopt intellectual positions that oppose the 
notion that the gospel is simply true and how the argument that it 
does not matter if what is taught is actually true as long as it is useful 
undermines itself.

cannot trust or have faith in stories of God’s deliverance if those sto-
ries are not in fact true. Thus, while the teachings of the scriptures 
may be the most important thing, those teachings lose their force if 
they are not historical, if they are not true.

Historical authenticity is thus not a minor issue or one that can 
be neglected. This is also true in the case of the Book of Abraham. 
The Book of Abraham and its teachings are inextricably woven into 
the fabric of Latter-day Saint thought. Its veracity and historical 
authenticity cannot be rejected without major consequences. (These 
will be explored further in chapters 12 and 16.) Surrendering the 
historical authenticity of the Book of Abraham undermines teach-
ings of vital importance to Latter-day Saints that help them navigate 
their way in the modern world.

While we live in a modern world, Abraham did not. Those who 
wish to understand the Abraham who wrote the Book of Abraham 
need to learn about the world in which he lived.
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