
271.1: Pre-Existence and Book of Abraham (OT Gospel Doctrine Lesson 2, Updated) 

“Thou Wast Chosen Before Thou Wast Born” 
 

Productive Sunday School  

1. What is the Book of Abraham and why does it matter?  

2. The Pre-existence  

3. Foreordination vs. Predestination  

4. “Noble and great ones”  

5. Agency across the Plan of Salvation 

6. War in heaven (comment on Lucifer removing accountability and consequence… we naturally 

want rewards without paying the price, or to act without needing to be accountable, “picking up 

the whole stick”  

7. Living chosen 

 

What is the Book of Abraham and why does it matter?  

Book of Abraham and the cycle of scriptural disappointment  

1) Scripture comes together in complex ways 

2) A community adopts scripture as sacred and authoritative texts 

3) The community develops a simpler conception of scripture (because it is sacred and 

authoritative, thus comes from God directly)  

4) Believers are disappointed when they learn about stages 1 and 2.  

The goal: Help believers appreciate and gain value from scripture in a way that allows for both 

sacredness and complexity.  

 

Church essay on the topic: https://www.lds.org/topics/translation-and-
historicity-of-the-book-of-abraham?lang=eng 

The book of Abraham was first published in 1842 and was canonized as part 
of the Pearl of Great Price in 1880. The book originated with Egyptian papyri 
that Joseph Smith translated beginning in 1835. Many people saw the papyri, 
but no eyewitness account of the translation survives, making it impossible to 
reconstruct the process. Only small fragments of the long papyrus scrolls 
once in Joseph Smith’s possession exist today. The relationship between 
those fragments and the text we have today is largely a matter of conjecture. 

We do know some things about the translation process. The 
word translation typically assumes an expert knowledge of multiple 
languages. Joseph Smith claimed no expertise in any language. He readily 

https://www.lds.org/manual/old-testament-gospel-doctrine-teachers-manual/lesson-2-thou-wast-chosen-before-thou-wast-born?lang=eng


acknowledged that he was one of the “weak things of the world,” called to 
speak words sent “from heaven.”1 Speaking of the translation of the Book of 
Mormon, the Lord said, “You cannot write that which is sacred save it be given 
you from me.”2 The same principle can be applied to the book of Abraham. 
The Lord did not require Joseph Smith to have knowledge of Egyptian. By the 
gift and power of God, Joseph received knowledge about the life and 
teachings of Abraham. 

The Church essay is very carefully worded, but doesn’t grapple with the issues head on. We defend ideas 

not because they are true or even effective, but because they are familiar. The new and different is 

scary (and sometimes thrilling, but all of us seek security and stability to differing degrees). Egyptologists 

have confirmed that the papyri we have access to come from the Book of Breathings. The facsimiles 

describe Egyptian religion rather than the interpretations that Joseph gave. So what do we make of the 

Book of Abraham? My interpretation of the Book of Abraham is that it is inspired revision of the Genesis 

narratives catalyzed by the Egyptian papyri and informed by Joseph’s study of Hebrew.  

 

The Pre-existence Has been one of my favorite principles of the gospel. Growing up I loved to imagine 

who may have been my friends among the figures in the scriptures. I felt even homesick sometimes. I 

loved thinking of being close to our Heavenly Parents. It is a wonderful thing to imagine. It is powerful to 

reflect on the history of our souls… the long history of events that led to us being the people that we are 

in this moment.  

Forordination vs. Predestination  

I am quite comfortable with this. This is one of the radical messages of the gospel—ALL of us have a 

dizzying range of potential for good, evil, or just plain disappointing behavior. It is up to us how we 

respond and allow life to shape and transform us. Interestingly, even Calvinist Predestination worked on 

our psychology in a motivating way! You’d think people would give up, but they actually felt motivated 

to prove they were among the saved ones) Thus my conclusion… Life Chosen, choose life.  

“Noble and great ones” I love the mention of “Mother Eve” and her “faithful daughters”  

Agency across the Plan of Salvation 

http://eom.byu.edu/index.php/Premortal_LifeElder Joseph Fielding Smith explained, "God gave his 

children their free agency even in the spirit world, by which the individual spirits had the privilege, 

just as men have here, of choosing the good and rejecting the evil, or partaking of the evil to suffer 

the consequences of their sins" (p. 318-19).  

“When you climb up a ladder, you must begin at the bottom, and ascend step by step, 

until you arrive at the top; and so it is with the principles of the gospel—you must 

begin with the first, and go on until you learn all the principles of exaltation. But it 

will be a great while after you have passed through the veil before you will have 

learned them.” (TPJS) 

 

https://www.lds.org/topics/translation-and-historicity-of-the-book-of-abraham?lang=eng#1
https://www.lds.org/topics/translation-and-historicity-of-the-book-of-abraham?lang=eng#2
http://eom.byu.edu/index.php/Premortal_Life


War in heaven. Speaks to the preciousness and primacy of agency, and all the fact that we always need 

to be mindful or we can slip into damning choices and habits.  (comment on Lucifer removing 

accountability and consequence… we naturally want rewards without paying the price, or to act without 

needing to be accountable, “picking up the whole stick”  

Living chosen 

 

 

271.2: Pre-Existence and Book of Abraham (OT Gospel Doctrine Lesson 2, Sunday School) 

“Thou Wast Chosen Before Thou Wast Born” 

 

The value of the Book of Abraham 

Review the assigned reading  

Comments on foreordination vs. predestination (recommend the links I will post to the website)  

What does the Book of Abraham say it is?  

How did we get it? (Read Kevin Barney’s two pieces)  

What is scripture? What does it do? Why do we need it? (dig into scripture vs. legitimizing narratives  

 And other fun topics in the discussion, such as polytheism in the Book of Abraham (I’m a fan of 

the plural gods)  

 

271.3: Pre-Existence and Book of Abraham (OT Gospel Doctrine Lesson 2, Study Notes) 

“Thou Wast Chosen Before Thou Wast Born” 

 

 

24:00         Book of Abraham: Intro 

26:00         Book of Abraham: BCC Blog Reading 

50:30         Purpose of Scripture 

https://www.lds.org/manual/old-testament-gospel-doctrine-teachers-manual/lesson-2-thou-wast-chosen-before-thou-wast-born?lang=eng
https://www.lds.org/manual/old-testament-gospel-doctrine-teachers-manual/lesson-2-thou-wast-chosen-before-thou-wast-born?lang=eng


Discussion Part 3 

2:12:32      Book of Abraham: Apostasy Catalyst 

2:24:36      Historicity of Abraham 

2:33:00      Scripture Does Not Equal History 

2:48:58      Joseph Smith: Inspired Translator 

3:03:18      Pondering on Priesthood Doctrine 

 

An Egyptologist’s take on the Book of Abraham 

https://oi.uchicago.edu/sites/oi.uchicago.edu/files/uploads/shared/docs/Researc

h_Archives/Translation%20and%20Historicity%20of%20the%20Book%20of%20Ab

raham%20final-2.pdf 

The published text of the Book of Abraham is accompanied by three woodcut “Facsimiles” with 

explanations authored by Joseph Smith himself. The facsimiles are all based on ancient Egyptian 

documents, and the Egyptian texts of all three can now be deciphered. In addition, the representations 

on all three conform to well-known Egyptian models. Facsimiles 1 and 3 represent sections of one 

papyrus: the “Breathing Permit of Hôr” (P. JS 1), part of the group of Egyptian texts purchased by Smith 

in 1835 and long thought lost in the Chicago fire of 1871. These papyri were rediscovered in the 

collections of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 1967 and quickly transferred to the LDS 

church, which published the first photographs of the texts the next year in the church magazine The 

Improvement Era. Comparison of the surviving initial vignette of the Hôr papyrus with Facsimile 1 proves 

beyond doubt, as the LDS web post agrees, that it was “the vignette that became facsimile 1.” However, 

neither Facsimile 1 nor 2 is a true copy, and both contain added forgeries, including the human-head 

and knife of the supposed “idolatrous priest of Elkenah” (Fig. 3 on Facsimile 1) as can be seen in the 

crude pencil additions to the original papyrus sheet as mounted and “improved” for publication by the 

LDS church in 1842.2 Facsimile 2 derives from a separate burial, for an individual named Sheshonq. 

Large portions of this published “facsimile” were improperly inserted from unrelated papyri. All of 

Smith’s published “explanations” are incorrect, including the lone example defended by the new web 

posting: the water in which a crocodile is swimming (Fig. 12 of Fascimile 1), supposedly a representation 

of “the firmament over our heads … but in this case, in relation to this subject, the Egyptians meant it to 

be to signify Shaumau, to be high, or the heavens.” Although Egyptians might place heavenly boats in 

the sky, that is not relevant “in this case” where the water is placed below the figures and represents 

the Nile, not the sky. The selective defense of these explanations by the church is telling, and all other 

explanations are simply indefensible except by distorting Egyptian evidence. In Facsimile 3, Smith 

confuses human and animal heads and males with females. No amount of special pleading can change 

the female “Isis the great, the god’s mother” (Facsimile 3, Fig. 2) into the male “King Pharaoh, whose 

name is given in the characters above his hand,” as even the LDS author Michael D. Rhodes accepts.3 

https://oi.uchicago.edu/sites/oi.uchicago.edu/files/uploads/shared/docs/Research_Archives/Translation%20and%20Historicity%20of%20the%20Book%20of%20Abraham%20final-2.pdf
https://oi.uchicago.edu/sites/oi.uchicago.edu/files/uploads/shared/docs/Research_Archives/Translation%20and%20Historicity%20of%20the%20Book%20of%20Abraham%20final-2.pdf
https://oi.uchicago.edu/sites/oi.uchicago.edu/files/uploads/shared/docs/Research_Archives/Translation%20and%20Historicity%20of%20the%20Book%20of%20Abraham%20final-2.pdf


Here Smith also misunderstands “Pharaoh” as a personal name rather than a title meaning “king,” so he 

reads “king king” for a goddess’s name that he claims to have understood on the papyrus! 


