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The Book ofMormon and
the Apocalypse of Paul

by Steven W. Booras

When Joseph Smith proclaimed that he had seen God and
Jesus Christ in the Sacred Grove in answer to his prayers, he
was immediately subjected to ridicule and persecution from
neighbors, strangers, and even ministers (see JS—H 1:21).
Later an angel revealed to him the hiding place of an ancient
scripture written on gold plates that were buried in a stone
box. This was so bizarre to current beliefs of the day that the
persecution increased,! since such a declaration was considered
blasphemous.] However, an ancient Christian account of the
discovery of the Apocalypse of Paul is similar to that of the
coming forth ofthe Book of Mormon, both involving the ap-
pearance of an angel to reveal the hiding-place of an ancient
scripture buried in a stone box. The two accounts of the ap-
pearance of an angel are as follows.

This appendix is based on a brown-bag lecture sponsored by the
Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies (FARMS),
where the author is employed at the Center for the Preservation of
Ancient Religious Texts (CPART).
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Joseph Smith’s Account (in Joseph Smith—History)

After retiring for the evening on 21 September 1823, young
Joseph began to pray for forgiveness and to know ofhis standing
before God. He noticed that the whole room began to increase
in light until it was “lighter than at noonday” (JS—H 1:30).
Then a heavenly messenger appeared at his bedside, introduc-
ing himself as Moroni, an ancient prophet who lived on the
American continent some fourteen centuries earlier. “He said
there was a book deposited, written upon gold plates, giving an
account of the former inhabitants of this continent, and the
source from whence they sprang. He also said that the fulness
of the everlasting Gospel was contained in it, as delivered by
the Savior to the ancient inhabitants” (JS—H 1:34).

Moroni informed Joseph of the location of a buried stone
box containing an ancient record with accompanying relics.
He gave Joseph specific instructions on what he was to do with
the record and told him of the urim and thummim, that “God
had prepared them for the purpose of translating the book,”
and that they consisted of two stones in silver bows, fastened
to a breastplate. They had been deposited with the plates “and
the possession and use of these stones were what constituted
‘seers’ in ancient or former times” (JS—H 1:35). Moroni ap-
peared three times that evening.}

Later, Moroni instructed young Joseph to go to the spot
where Moroni had deposited the record centuries earlier (see
JS—H 1:51).4 So intense was the persecution that followed that
Joseph had to be constantly on guard as enemies attempted to
harm him and steal the plates (see JS—H 1:60).

Paul’s Vision

The Apocalypse of Pauli claims to be Paul’s more detailed
account of the vision mentioned in his second letter to the
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Corinthians. Paul was taken away in vision up to the “third
heaven,” but was told not to reveal the experience to others.

It is not expedient for me doubtless to glory. I will come
to visions and revelations of the Lord. I knew a man in
Christ above fourteen years ago, (whether in the body, I can-
not tell; or whether out of the body, I cannot tell: God
knoweth;) such an one caught up to the third heaven. And I
knew such a man, (whether in the body, or out of the body,
[ cannot tell: God knoweth;) How that he was caught up
into paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is not
lawful for a man to utter. (2 Corinthians 12:1-4)

According to an ancient Christian tradition Paul did
record this vision and then hid it for a later generation.f
Apparently a young man living in Tarsus discovered the ac-
count years after Paul recorded his vision. This account, the
so-called Tarsus account preface or Tarsus Introduction now
comprises the first two verses in the translation of the
Apocalypse of Paul by Hugo Duensing and Aurelio de Santos
Otero:

In the consulate of Theodosius Augustus the Younger
and of Cynegius] a certain respected man§ was living in
Tarsus in the house which had once belonged to St. Paul; an
angel,) appearing to him by night, gave him a revelation
telling him to break up the foundations of the house and to
make public what he found. But he thought this was a delu-
sion. However, the angel came the third timell and
scourgedll him and compelled him to break up the founda-
tions. And when he had dug he discovered a marble box!!
which was inscribed on the sides; in it was the revelation of
St. Paul and the shoesl} in which he used to walk when he
was teaching the word of God. But he was afraid to open the
box and brought it to a judge;lt the judge accepted it and
sent it as it was, sealed with lead, to the emperor
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Theodosius; for he was afraid it might be something else.
And when the emperor received it he opened it and found
the revelation of Saint Paul. After a copy had been made he
sent the original manuscript to Jerusalem.”lf

The Tarsus preface has been dated by Tischendorfto a.d.
380." Though others have dated it as early as a .d. 240-250,1§ it
is not later than a .d. 380.” Constantin von Tischendorfis at-
tributed with the modern rediscovery of Paul’s vision in 1843.
He published the Greek text along with a partial English trans-
lation in 1866.F The Apocalypse of Paul became very popular
and “the importance of (the Apocalypse of) Paul... increased
from the eighth century, so that it became one of the chief
formative elements in the development of the later legends of
Heaven.”]l It was circulated from Armenia in the East to
England in the West and translated into the major European
languages. “There are versions approximating to the original in
Greek, Latin, Syriac, Coptic, Arabic, Armenian, and Slavic, in
manuscripts ranging between the eighth and the seventeenth
century.”]]

The similarity between the Joseph Smith narrative and the
Tarsus account has now been recognized by at least one
non-Latter-day Saint scholar, Willis Barnstone: “The details of
the discovered scriptures [the Apocalypse of Paul] calls to mind
the detailed evidence associated with the discovery of Mormon
scriptures in New York state.”)} Several details in the Tarsus ac-
count parallel the record of Moroni'’s visits:

+ Both heavenly messengers visited three times in a single

evening.

* The purpose of both heavenly visitations was to reveal the

location ofburied records.

* Both records were buried in sealed stone boxes.

+ Both records were accompanied by other relics.
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* Both Joseph and the young nobleman were told to make
the records public.

There are also some obvious differences between the two
accounts:

+ We do not know ifthe young nobleman was a prophet.

+ We are unaware why Pauls record came forth at that time
in history or if this angelic visitation was under any direct
authority from God.}

+ Although relics were found in both boxes, they were con-
siderably different.

+ It is not clear on what medium the Apocalypse of Paul was
written.

There is one clue to the medium on which Paul’s record
was written. In a footnote to Tischendorf’s translated edition
we read that when King Theodosius | opened the stone box
and read Paul’s account, “he saw thus inscribed.. .”§ According
to Webster, the word inscribed was used to describe the record
and not the box, although the box was also “inscribed.” Inscribe
means to write, engrave, “or print as a lasting record,” “engrav-
ing on, for perpetuity or duration; as to inscribe a line or verse
on a monument, on a column or pillar.” This statement and
the fact that the record was buried in a stone box sealed with
lead, which was also inscribed on the sides, provide possible
clues for a record written on something other than papyrus.
Based on research by William J. Hamblin and H. Curtis
Wright,)lh it would seem that there is a distinct possibility that
the description of this buried record in a stone box could pro-
vide evidence that Paul’s vision was inscribed on metal plates.
Also, as noted in Tischendorf’s translation, it was thought that
the box contained “something of gold.” Why, we do not know.
The weight of the box or the fact that the box was stone and
sealed may have indicated that it contained something of
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value. In any event, none of the accounts delineate on what
medium Paul’s revelation was written.

In addition to the story of Paul’s apocalypse, there is an-
other account of an ancient apostle’s record that was hidden
up and buried for later generations, the Apocalypse of Stephen.ll
The apostle Peter had a similar vision of the heavens and hell,
as found in the Ethiopic text of the Apocalypse of Peter. Peter
was also instructed to hide it up once he had recorded it.}

Whether the legend of the Tarsus account is factual or
merely fabricated is not the issue.) What is important is that
this ancient story provides many parallels to the Moroni ac-
count. Joseph Smith’s story of the visit of an angel who dis-
closed the location of an ancient buried record is neither
unique nor strange. Joseph's accounts of heavenly visitations,
ancient records, gold plates, and accompanying relics corre-
spond with accounts in certain ancient records. Many texts’
apocryphal apocalypses deal with the same form of secrecy to
protect both the sacred record and the uninitiated reader, and
contain one or more elements that allow the record to come
forth by divine control.

Tischendorf did not discover the record of Paul until 1843
in Germany and did not publish it until 1866, some twenty-
two years after Joseph Smith’s death. Perhaps the reason that
Paul recorded his vision and the unique process by which it
was later discovered and distributed was for the purpose of tes-
tifying to the modern enlightened world in some small way
that God works the same way in all ages in establishing dispen-
sations, including bringing forth the Book of Mormon. The
Prophet Moroni testified:

Behold, I make an end of speaking concerning this
people. I am the son of Mormon, and my father was a de-
scendant of Nephi. And I am the same who hideth up this
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record unto the Lord; the plates thereof are of no worth, be-
cause of the commandment of the Lord. For he truly saith
that no one shall have them to get gain; but the record
thereof is of great worth; and whoso shall bring it to light,
him will the Lord bless. For none can have power to bring it
to light save it be given him of God; for God wills that it
shall be done with an eye single to his glory, or the welfare
of the ancient and long dispersed covenant people of the
Lord. (Mormon 8:13-15)

The original title page ofthe Book of Mormon, taken from
the gold plates, further asserts:

Wherefore, it is an abridgment of the record of the people
of Nephi, and also of the Lamanites—Written to the
Lamanites, who are a remnant of the house of Israel; and
also to Jew and Gentile—Written by way of commandment,
and also by the spirit of prophecy and of revelation—
Written and sealed up, and hid up unto the Lord, that they
might not be destroyed—To come forth by the gift and
power of God unto the interpretation thereof—Sealed by
the hand of Moroni, and hid up unto the Lord, to come
forth in due time by way of the Gentile—The interpretation
thereof by the gift of God.

In 1823 Moroni appeared to Joseph Smith and, under
God’s direction, instructed him to take the plates, translate
them, and make the record available to the world. The Book of
Mormon is another testament of Jesus Christ. It is indeed a sa-
cred record for our time for our enlightenment. As the ancient
record of the Book of Mormon is a witness to the fact that God
deals with his children consistently, so also perhaps is the
process in which God brought forth this ancient record. This
Book of Mormon has come to us through preparation and
planning under divine direction and is of great importance
to us.
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Notes

[ would like to thank John A. Tvedtnes for his helpful sugges-
tions and Wendy H. Christian and Alison Coutts for their assistance
in preparing this paper for publication.
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