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CHAPTER 9

The Book of Abraham
in the Ancient World

THE Book oF ABRAHAM WAS PRODUCED by Abraham, an ancient,
historical person who lived in a particular time and in particular
places. The events it narrates took place in a particular historical con-
text. While it teaches eternal truths, it also mentions things that were
particular to Abraham’s day, since he was, after all, a prophet for his
own day.

The Book of Abraham begins much like other autobiographies
from Abraham’s time and place. It begins with a statement indicat-
ing that the author wrote it, who he wrote it for, where he lived, that
he was a member of his father’s household, and what prompted him
to leave his residence for another place. Additional details similar to
those found in other autobiographies of Abraham’s time and place
include the emphasis on divine inspiration prompting the departure
for a new residence, the promises made to ancestors known from

records available to the ancient authors, the practice of worshipping
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the way their ancestors did, and the practice of making covenants.
One difference is that autobiographies of Abraham’s contemporaries
discuss worshipping the way their parents did, but Abraham specifies
that his father did not worship correctly. As a result, he explains that
he worshipped the way that his more distant ancestors did.

Biblical scholars have not agreed on the time and place that
Abraham lived, but the Book of Abraham provides additional infor-
mation that specifies both. In the Bible, Abraham must flee his home-
land (mélada) in Ur of the Chaldees (Genesis 12:1). Later he sends
his servant back to his homeland (méladd) to find a wife for his son

(Genesis 24:4, 7). The servant is sent to Aram-Naharaim in mod-
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ABraHAM’S EARLY TRAVELS.
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ern-day northern Syria or southern Turkey (Genesis 24:10) and not
Mesopotamia as the King James translators rendered it. This location
of Aram-Naharaim must have been the location of Abraham’s home-
land. The Book of Abraham also indicates that Abraham’s homeland
was in that area. Olishem (Abraham 1:10), one of the places men-
tioned near Ur, appears in Mesopotamian and Egyptian inscriptions
in association with Ebla, which is in northern Syria.

Abraham’s homeland was incorporated as part of the Egyptian
empire under the Twelfth Dynasty pharaohs Sesostris III and his
son, Amenembhet III, but it was then lost to the subsequent pharaohs.
This provides an historical date for the events of the first chapter of
the Book of Abraham.

At that time Egypt practiced human sacrifice, as historical and
archaeological evidence both attest. It was a ritual (Abraham 1:7-11,
15) directed against religious offenders (Abraham 1:5-6) that could
take place either in Egypt or in areas Egypt influenced (Abraham 1:1,
10, 20). Three of the four deities mentioned, Elkenah, Libnah, and
Korash, are attested for the approximate time and place of Abraham.

Because Abraham'’s life was in danger, he left his homeland,
which was controlled by Egypt, and crossed the Euphrates to Haran,
which was outside of Egyptian control (Abraham 1:1, 2:3-4). After
the reign of Amenemhet III, he left Haran and went to Canaan,
which was then no longer under Egypt’s control (Abraham 2:6-18).

When famine set in, the closest steady supply of grain was the
land of Egypt, the northern part of which was now under the man-
agement of the Fourteenth Dynasty. These pharaohs were “partak-
er[s] of the blood of the Canaanites by birth” (Abraham 1:21) and
bore Canaanite names. Abraham seems to classify all pharaohs as
Canaanite, though the Twelfth Dynasty pharaohs whose servants

tried to kill him were not. Since Abraham never met the Twelfth
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Dynasty pharaohs, he may have assumed that all pharaohs were like
the Fourteenth Dynasty ones he did meet.

Although the dynasties in northern Egypt might have changed,
pharaonic power and prerogatives had not changed. Abraham was
instructed by God to refer to his wife, Sarah, as his sister (Abraham
2:22-25). This takes advantage of an ambiguity in the Egyptian lan-
guage: the Egyptian word for wife (hime) means only wife, but the
Egyptian word for sister (sone) means both sister and wife. Thus, the
term that Abraham used was not false, but ambiguous. It was also
necessary: since numerous Egyptian texts discuss how pharaohs
could take any woman that they fancied and would put the husband
to death if the woman was married, this advice saved Abraham’s life.

God was willing to save Abraham’s life on more than one occasion.

Doing so fulfilled part of the covenant that God had made with him.
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