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ANCIENT TEXTS IN SUPPORT
OF THE BOOK OF MORMON

John A. Tvedtnes

In recent years it has become more and more clear that
elements of the Book of Mormon account have ancient
precedents. Some of these elements are attested in ancient
texts that were unknown in Joseph Smith’s day and could
therefore not have been known to him. Typically, these
texts are traditional tales passed down from one genera-
tion to another until they were written down or are based
on now-lost earlier writings. Critics might argue that these
are not historical records and therefore cannot be used in
support of the Book of Mormon. But this fails to answer
how the Book of Mormon came to include so many of the
elements known in these texts.

This essay examines some of these elements, describing
their sources and how they can help us appreciate the an-
tiquity and historicity of the Book of Mormon account.
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Hidden Texts

Joseph Smith said he found the plates from which he
translated the Book of Mormon hidden in a stone box
buried in the ground and covered by another large stone
(see Joseph Smith—History 1:51-52). Though the claim
seemed incredible to critics of the day, such discoveries
are now considered almost commonplace. In 1945 sev-
eral leather-bound volumes of gnostic Christian writings
from the fifth century a .d. were found at Chenoboskion,
Egypt, also known as Nag Hammadi. Their contents in-
cluded books purportedly composed by some of the early
apostles. Like the Book of Mormon, these books had been
hidden away in the ground (though they were buried in a
large pottery jar instead of a stone box).

Two years later a larger set of documents was found
concealed in caves near the Dead Sea. Some ofthem had
been placed inside fired clay pots. In all, fragments of ap-
proximately eight hundred separate scrolls were found.
These Dead Sea Scrolls included multiple copies of all of
the books ofthe Old Testament except Esther, along with
many other ancient religious texts. The scrolls had been
written two thousand years ago. The text of one scroll,
inscribed on a long copper plate that had been rolled up,
described where other books and various treasuries had
been hidden.

Over the last few years, I have found dozens of stories
of ancient records hidden away for future discovery and
have recently published a book on the subject.] H. Curtis
Wright has noted that the burial of metallic records in
stone boxes was common in ancient times, particularly
in the ancient Near East, where Lehi lived.] In addition,

hundreds of other metallic records have been found in



other circumstances.3 Moreover, a number of ancient texts
speak about records kept on metallic plates. These sources
include | Maccabees 8:22, the Cologne Mani Codex,4 the
Apocalypse of Enosh (cited in the Cologne Mani Codex),’
and the accounts of the eleventh-century Arab historian
al-Thaclabi6 and the thirteenth-century Arab historian
Idrisi.7 With hundreds of examples of ancient texts hid-
den away for future discovery and hundreds more written
on metallic plates, many of them buried in stone boxes,
it seems clear that the story of the Book of Mormon has

abundant precedent in documents of’its time and earlier.

Semitic Texts Written in Egyptian Script

Moroni noted that, while his people still used the He-
brew language, Mormon'’s abridgment of'their records had
been written in “reformed Egyptian” (see Mormon 9:32-33).
Nephi, whose writings became the pattern for the records
constituting the Book of Mormon, wrote: “Yea, | make a
record in the language of my father, which consists ofthe
learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians.
And I know that the record which I make is true; and I
make it with mine own hand; and I make it according to
my knowledge” (I Nephi 1:2-3).

It was not until the twentieth century that ancient
Hebrew texts written in Egyptian script became known
to scholars. We now have a number of Northwest Semitic
texts (Hebrew or related to Hebrew) in Egyptian magical
papyri. These are mostly incantations that, instead ofbeing
translated, were merely transcribed in hieratic, a cursive or
reformed version ofthe hieroglyphic characters most people
think of as Egyptian writing. The underlying language,

however, is an early form of Hebrew/Canaanite.§ The texts
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are found on the London Magical Papyrus (fourteenth cen-
tury B.c.),” the Harris Magical Papyrus (thirteenth century
B.C.),'" Papyrus Anastasi I (thirteenth century B.c.),'" and
Ostracon 25759 recto (eleventh century B.c.).'? The latter
is interesting because the text on one side is purely Egyp-
tian hieratic, while the text on the other is an early form of
Hebrew written in hieratic characters. All of these docu-
ments were discovered and translated long after the Book
of Mormon was published.

Of particular interest is Amherst Papyrus 63, a docu-
ment of the fourth century B.c. written in a cursive (re-
formed) Egyptian script called demotic but whose under-
lying language is Aramaic, a sister language to Hebrew."
Among the writings included in the religious text is a ver-
sion of Psalm 20:2-6.*

An ostracon uncovered at the ancient Judean site of
Arad in 1967 and dating to the time of Lehi has a text that,
although written in a combination of ten Egyptian hier-
atic and seven Hebrew characters, can be read entirely as
Egyptian."” Other texts of the same time period that com-
mingle Hebrew and Egyptian scripts were discovered dur-
ing archaeological excavations at Tel Ein-Qudeirah (bibli-
cal Kadesh-Barnea), in the Sinai Peninsula near the border
of ancient Judah, during the latter half of the 1970s.*

To most of Joseph Smith’s contemporaries, the term
reformed Egyptian seemed to be so much nonsense. Alexan-
der Campbell, who wrote the first book critical of the Book
of Mormon, scoffed at the fact that it had been translated
“from the reformed Egyptian!!!”'” Many critics still suggest,
despite long-standing evidence to the contrary, that there
is no such thing as “reformed Egyptian” and insist that no



ancient Israelite would have written sacred scripture using

Egyptian. We now know the opposite to be true.

The Oldest Bible Texts Fit
the Book of Mormon Pattern

It is interesting that the earliest extant manuscripts
containing biblical text fit the same pattern as the Book of
Mormon. One ofthese manuscripts was written on small
metal scrolls, another was written in a reformed Egyptian
script, and a set of biblical manuscripts was concealed for
future recovery.lI8

The earliest known manuscripts containing biblical
text were found in 1980 in a tomb in Jerusalem. Dating
from the end ofthe seventh century b.c. (the time ofLehi),
they consisted oftwo rolled-up silver leaves inscribed with
the priestly blessing found in Numbers 6:24-26.19

The second oldest known manuscript citing a Bible text
is the fourth-century b.c. Amherst Papyrus 63, discussed
earlier, which includes a quote of Psalm 20:2-6. Though the
language of'the text is Aramaic (a close relative of Hebrew
that the Jews had adopted after the fall of Jerusalem in 587
b.c.), it is not written in the Aramaic alphabet but in Egyp-
tian demotic script, a type of cursive or reformed Egyptian.

Third in age among known Bible manuscripts are the
Dead Sea Scrolls, discovered between the years 1947 and
1956. The oldest ofthese, a copy ofthe book of Exodus (de-
nominated 4Q17) discovered in 1948, was written in the
middle ofthe third century b.c. Like the Book of Mormon,
the Dead Sea Scrolls were concealed in the earth to come
forth at a later time.

The fact that the three earliest known manuscripts

with Bible text are, respectively, written on metallic plates,

Old Bibl e
Tex ts
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written in a reformed Egyptian script reflecting an un-
derlying Semitic language, and hidden away for future
discovery demonstrates that the Book of Mormon fits an

ancient pattern.

Joseph’s Garment

In Alma 46 we read that the Nephite chiefcaptain Mo-
roni tore out a piece of his garment, wrote a motto on it,
and mounted it as a standard to rally his troops. Soldiers
dressed in their armor ran to him, “rending their gar-
ments ... as a covenant” that if they should forsake God,
“the Lord should rend them even as they had rent their
garments” (Alma 46:21). They then “cast their [rent] gar-
ments at the feet of Moroni” as a sign that ifthey should
“fall into transgression,” God might “cast us at the feet of
our enemies, even as we have cast our garments at thy feet
to be trodden under foot” (Alma 46:22).

Taking his cue from this act, Moroni then exhorted his
people, referring to them as “a remnant ofthe seed ofJoseph,
whose coat was rent by his brethren into many pieces” and
citing the words of Joseph'’s father, Jacob, who, “before his
death... saw that a part ofthe remnant ofthe coat ofJoseph
was preserved and had not decayed. And he said—Even as
this remnant of garment of my son hath been preserved, so
shall a remnant ofthe seed of my son be preserved by the
hand of God, and be taken unto himself” (Alma 46:23, 24).

The biblical account in Genesis 37 indicates that
Joseph’s brothers stripped him of his garment and later
dipped it in goat’s blood to make it appear that he had been
slain by a wild beast (see Genesis 37:23, 31). It does not say
that they tore the garment, though Jacob, upon seeing it,
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said that Joseph had been “rent in pieces” by some wild
beast (Genesis 37:33).

Aside from Alma 46:23, the only document I know of
that clearly indicates that the brothers tore Joseph’s gar-
ment is the thirteenth-century collection of earlier Jewish
stories known as the Book of Jasher: “And they hastened
and took Joseph’s coat and tore it, and they killed a kid of
the goats and dipped the coat into the blood of the kid, and
then trampled it in the dust, and they sent the coat to their
father Jacob” (Jasher 43:13). One cannot fail to note the
parallel with Moroni’s soldiers, who cast their garments
down “to be trodden under foot” (Alma 46:22). Since the
Book of Jasher did not come to Joseph Smith’s attention
until it was published in English in 1840, it seems that this
medieval Jewish document shares an ancient tradition
also found in the Book of Mormon.

The preservation of Joseph’s garment is noted in the
Zéndhu La-Yoséf, an Ethiopic manuscript from the Dabra
Bizon monastery, in which Benjamin, eating with the
Egyptian official he did not yet know to be his brother Jo-
seph, told him of his lost brother and of his father Jacob’s
mourning: “He looks at his [Joseph’s] garment stained in
his blood. He puts it in front of him, and soaks it every
day with the tears of his eyes.””® According to a Muslim
tradition reported by al-Kisa’i, Jacob, before sending his
sons to Egypt for the second time, gave “Joseph’s shirt to
Benjamin to wear, the one that had been brought to him
spattered with blood.”*!

According to Alma 46:24, it was the preservation of a
remnant of Joseph’s garment that led Jacob to exclaim,
“...soshall a remnant of the seed of my son be preserved
by the hand of God.” A similar story is found in early
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Jewish and Muslim traditions, which vary in that it was a
second garment, brought to Joseph by the angel Gabriel,
that gave Jacob to know that Joseph had been preserved.22
According to al-Kisa’i, after revealing his identity to his
brethren, Joseph “took offthe shirt that God had given him
in the well and gave it to Judah, saying, ‘Depart ye with this
my inner garment, and throw it on my father’s face; and he
shall recover his sight.””23 When Judah was yet ten days’
distance from his father’s camp, Jacob declared, “I perceive
the smell of Joseph” and knew that his son was yet alive.24
(Al -Tabari’s account also includes the tale of Joseph’s send-
ing his garment to heal his father's blindness and of Jacob’s
smelling “the scent of Joseph” before Judah arrived.25

With so many details of the story told in Alma 46 re-
flected in early Jewish and Muslim texts, the suggestion
that the Book of Mormon account reflects an ancient tra-

dition seems inescapable.

Joseph’s Prophecy

According to 2 Nephi 3:5-15, the Old Testament patri-
arch Joseph foresaw that the Lord would raise up a man
named Moses to deliver the Israelites from Egyptian
bondage. This great prophecy is also found in the Joseph
Smith Translation of Genesis 50:24-38, which contains
the words uttered by Joseph on his deathbed. This transla-
tion adds, in Genesis 50:35, that Joseph also prophesied of
Aaron as Moses' companion, saying, “And [ will make a
spokesman for him, and his name shall be called Aaron.”

The antiquity of'the story is confirmed in Jewish tradi-
tion, notably in one ofthe second-century a .d. targumim,
or translations of the Bible into Aramaic.26 In a lengthy

addition to Genesis 40:12, Targum Neofiti has Joseph
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interpreting the three branches of the butler’s dream as
follows: “The three branches are the three fathers of the
world: namely; Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the sons of
whose sons are to be enslaved in the slavery of the land of
Egypt and are to be delivered by the hands of three faith-
ful leaders: Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, who are to be lik-
ened to the clusters of grapes.”?” Similarly, the Talmud has
Rabbi Eleazar explaining that “the ‘vine’ is the world, the
‘three branches’ are [the patriarchs] Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob,” with Rabbi Joshua correcting him by saying, “The
‘vine’ is the Torah, the ‘three branches’ are Moses, Aaron
and Miriam” (TB Hillun 92a).

From the standard account in Genesis 50:24-25, it
is clear that Joseph was aware that the Israelites would
someday leave Egypt, though he says nothing about the
bondage they would endure in the meanwhile. But Pirge
de Rabbi Eliezer 48 (attributed to Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyr-
ganos, who lived in the latter half of the first century a.p.
through the first decades of the second century), citing the
Genesis passage, has Joseph prophesying the bondage of
the Israelites and their deliverance by God. The second-
century A.D. Targum Pseudo-Jonathan on Genesis 50:24
has Joseph telling his family, “Behold you will be enslaved
in Egypt, but do not make plans to go up out of Egypt un-
til the time that two deliverers come and say to you, “The
Lord surely remembers you.””?® This suggests that he knew
about the coming of Moses and Aaron to liberate Israel
and confirms the accuracy of Joseph Smith’s addition to
that verse and the one that follows.

In this case, we have confirmation from early Jewish
texts not only for the Book of Mormon account of Joseph’s



Abin ad i

on Isai ah

52-53

prophecy but also for the account of that prophecy found

in Joseph Smith’s revision of Genesis 50.

Abinadi’s Interpretation of Isaiah 52-53

A century before Lehi left Jerusalem, the prophet Isa-
iah prophesied, “How beautiful upon the mountains are
the feet of him that bringeth good tidings, that publisheth
peace; that bringeth good tidings of good, that publisheth
salvation; that saith unto Zion, Thy God reigneth!” (Isaiah
52:7). The Book of Mormon prophet Abinadi explained
that the passage referred to “all the holy prophets ... who
have published peace, who have brought good tidings of
good, who have published salvation; and said unto Zion:
Thy God reigneth! And O how beautiful upon the moun-
tains were their feet!” (Mosiah 15:13-15). He added, “O
how beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him that
bringeth good tidings, that is the founder of peace, yea,
even the Lord, who has redeemed his people; yea, him who
has granted salvation unto his people” (v. 18).

Abinadi saw in Isaiah’s prophecy reference to both
the Lord, who redeems his people, and the prophets he
sends to preach salvation and peace. This interpretation
is strikingly similar to the one found in one of the Dead
Sea Scrolls, 11QMelchizedek (also known as 11Q13), which
cites the Isaiah passage, then explains that “the mountains
are the pro[phets ... | And the messenger is [the ano]inted
ofthe spirit about whom Dan[iel] spoke [... and the mes-
senger of] good who announces salvfation is the one about
whom it is written that] he will send him ‘to comfo[rt the
afflicted, to watch over the afflicted ones of Zion’].””29 The
Hebrew term rendered “anointed” here is masiah, Mes-

siah. The interpretation of the Isaiah passage in the scroll
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agrees with Abinadi’s teachings in mentioning both the
Messiah and the prophets. But while both documents
compare the messenger to the Messiah, the Jewish text
differs by associating the prophets with the mountains.
Similarly, a number of other early Jewish texts compare
the patriarchs and their wives to mountains.>® One text,
Midrash Tanhuma, suggests that the mountain mentioned
in Zechariah 4:7 is the Messiah.

Abinadi further explained that the “generation” and
“seed” of the Messiah mentioned in Isaiah 53:8, 10 con-
sisted of the prophets who had foreseen the advent of
Christ to the earth (see Mosiah 15:10-13). This interpre-
tation is also found in a thirteenth-century Ethiopian
Christian document unavailable in English until 1935,
more than a century after the Book of Mormon was first
published. Commenting on the placing of vegetation on
the earth as described in Genesis 1:11-12, the Book of the
Mysteries of the Heavens and the Earth says that “the trees
are symbols of the Apostles, and must be so interpreted.
And the green herbs are the symbols of the children of the
Apostles, and the children of the Apostles are those who
have believed through their hands. And the seed are those
servants who have sown seed on the face of the earth. The
words ‘each kind of seed’ refer to their various companies,
and to their various preachings.” The apostles, like the
prophets before them, taught of Christ, and those who ac-
cepted their testimony are here called their “seed.”*

That the first-century B.c. Nephite prophet Abinadi
should interpret these Isaiah passages in the same way as
early Jewish and Christian texts that were unknown when
the Book of Mormon was published suggests that the story
is authentic and draws on early traditions.
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Foreknowledge of Christ’s Advent

Book of Mormon prophets often spoke of Jesus Christ
long before his birth and referred to him as “that which is to
come.”32 Lehi and his sons Nephi and Jacob knew of Christ’s
name and title, his baptism by John, his teachings, his selec-
tion oftwelve apostles, his miraculous healings and casting
out of devils, and his death on the cross (see | Nephi 10:7-
10; 11:27-33; 2 Nephi 10:3; 25:19). Alma knew the name of
Christ’'s mother, Mary, and of Christ’s sufferings and death
(see Alma 7:10-12). King Benjamin also knew the name of
Christ's mother, along with other details ofthe Savior’s life,
such as the kinds ofmiracles he would perform, his tempta-
tion and suffering, his crucifixion, and his resurrection after
three days (see Mosiah 3:5-10). Samuel the Lamanite spoke
of'the heavenly signs that would accompany the birth and
death ofthe Savior (see Helaman 14:3-6,20-27).

Equally significant is that the Book of Mormon sug-
gests that various Old World prophets also knew details
of Christ’s life long before he was born. Nephi noted that
Zenock and Neum had written ofthe Messiah’s crucifixion,
while Zenos wrote of his burial and the three days of dark-
ness that would be a sign ofhis death (see | Nephi 19:10). A
later Nephi, son of Helaman, declared that “many prophets”
of old had testified of Christ, including Moses, Abraham,
Zenock, Ezias, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and “all the holy prophets”
between the time of Abraham and the time of Moses (see
Helaman 8:13-20).

Critics ofthe Book of Mormon claim that such details of
Christ’s life could not have been known before he was born.
But early Christians readily accepted the idea. Ignatius,
bishop of Antioch (died a .d. 107), wrote to the Magnesians:
“The divinest prophets lived according to Christ Jesus. On
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this account also they were persecuted, being inspired by
His grace to fully convince the unbelieving that there is
one God, who has manifested Himself by Jesus Christ His
Son.”*? The Epistle of Barnabas, which was widely read in
Christian congregations of the second century A.p., indi-
cates in its twelfth chapter that Moses knew that the Mes-
siah would be called Jesus.

Chapter 32 of the Book of the Bee, a thirteenth-century
text first published fifty-six years after the Book of Mormon,
preserves a number of early Christian traditions about
prophecies of Christ uttered by various Old Testament
prophets. According to the account, the prophet Hosea
“prophesied mystically about our Lord Jesus Christ who
was to come; saying that when He should be born, the oak
in Shiloh should be divided into twelve parts; and that He
should take twelve disciples of Israel.”** The prophet Na-
hum “prophesied that when the Messiah should be slain,
the vail of the temple should be rent in twain, and that the
Holy Spirit should depart from it.”** The prophet Habak-
kuk “prophesied concerning the Messiah, that He should
come, and abrogate the laws of the Jews.”*® The prophet
Zephaniah “prophesied concerning the Messiah, that He
should suffer, and that the sun should become dark, and
the moon be hidden.”®” The prophecy in this document
attributed to Nahum was attributed by the fourth-century
Christian Father Epiphanius to Habakkuk. The fact that
Epiphanius predated the writing of the Book of the Bee by
nine centuries demonstrates the antiquity of the stories
recounted in it.**

Nephi, the son of Helaman, specifically noted that the
Old Testament prophet Jeremiah had foretold the com-
ing of Christ (see Helaman 8:20).>> Two second-century
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church fathers, Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, writing of
Christ’s preaching to the dead while his body lay in the
tomb, attributed to Jeremiah a prophecy (one not found
in the biblical account) in which the prophet wrote that
the Lord would descend to preach salvation to the dead. In
Dialogue with Trypho 72, Justin Martyr wrote, “And again,
from the sayings of the same Jeremiah these have been cut
out [by the Jews]: “The Lord God remembered His dead
people of Israel who lay in the graves; and He descended
to preach to them His own salvation.”*® Irenaeus cited the
same passage in Against Heresies 4.22.*'

The Book of the Bee also preserves an earlier tradition
of another nonbiblical prophecy of Jeremiah, declaring that
“this (prophet) during his life said to the Egyptians, ‘a child
shall be born—that is the Messiah—of a virgin, and He shall
be laid in a crib, and He will shake and cast down the idols.’
From that time and until Christ was born, the Egyptians
used to set a virgin and a baby in a crib, and to worship him,
because of what Jeremiah said to them, that He should be
born in a crib.”*? The story is drawn from The Lives of the
Prophets 2:8-10, a text that a number of scholars have sug-
gested was originally written in Hebrew by Egyptian Jews
during the lifetime of Jesus himself.** The text was not pub-
lished in any Western languages until nearly eighty years
after the Book of Mormon first appeared.

Another Christian document known from medieval
manuscripts in various languages is 4 Baruch, which is
subtitled “The Things Omitted from Jeremiah the Prophet.”
The Ethiopic version attributes the book to Jeremiah’s scribe
Baruch, but the Greek says it was written by Jeremiah.
Chapter 9 has Jeremiah prophesying of the coming of Jesus
Christ, the Son of God; of his selection of twelve apostles; of
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his death and resurrection after three days; and of his return
in glory to the Mount of Olives. According to the account,
Jeremiah was stoned for this declaration.**

The New Testament suggests in passing that Abraham
knew of Christ’s coming (see John 8:56; Galatians 3:8),
though the Old Testament story of Abraham itself does
not demonstrate this. The Book of Mormon prophet Jacob
noted that Abraham’s offering of Isaac was “a similitude of
God and his Only Begotten Son” (Jacob 4:5)—something
that is confirmed in several early Christian sources, such
as Epistle of Barnabas 7:3; Irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.4, 5;
and Augustine, City of God 16.32.

But foreshadowing is not the same as outright proph-
ecy or revelation. From the Book of Abraham that Joseph
Smith restored, we learn that the ancient patriarch actually
saw Christ in the premortal council (see Abraham 3:22-28).
This kind of intimate knowledge of the Savior on the part
of Abraham is suggested in a centuries-old Ethiopic text
that derives from a Coptic text dated by the translator to
the sixth century but not published until 1922. In Kebra
Nagast 14, we read: “And God held converse with Abram,
and He said unto him, ‘Fear thou not. From this day thou
art My servant, and I will establish My Covenant with
thee and with thy seed after thee . . . and afterwards I will
send My Word for the salvation of Adam and his sons for
ever.”*> Chapter 104 of the same work says, “And thou dost
not understand that they were justified by faith—Abraham,
and David and all the Prophets, one after the other, who
prophesied concerning the coming of the Son of God. And
Abraham said, “Wilt Thou in my days, O Lord, cast Thy
word upon the ground?” And God said unto him, ‘By no
means. His time hath not yet come, but I will shew thee a
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similitude of His coming.” God then has Abraham meet
with Melchizedek, who “gave him the mystery of the bread
and wine, that same which is celebrated in our Passover for
our salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.”46

From these early accounts, we see that the idea that
details of the life of Christ were known by a number of
prophets prior to his birth was common in early Christi-

anity, as it is in the Book of Mormon.

The Jaredite Barges

Ether 6:7 says that the Jaredite barges “were tight like
unto the ark of Noah.” This comparison with the vessel
constructed by Noah enables us to draw several parallels
between the two vessels, each of which had been con-
structed according to the Lord’s instructions. In order to
provide light inside the vessels during the ocean crossing,
the brother of Jared prepared sixteen crystalline stones
that the Lord touched, making them glow (see Ether 3:1-6;
6:2-3).47 Similar stories are told ofthe ark of Noah.48

A number of early Jewish sources say that God had
Noah suspend precious stones or pearls inside the ark to
lighten it. The gems would glow during the night and dim
during the day so Noah could tell the time ofday and how
many days had passed.49 This was the explanation the rab-
bis gave for the sohar that the Lord told Noah to construct
in the ark. Though called a “window” in the King James
version of Genesis 6:16, the sohar is rendered “light” in
some Bible translations.”50 In a medieval Arabic text we
read that it was the pegs that Noah used to construct the
ark that shone.’l

The Book of Mormon speaks of “the mountain waves”

and the “furious wind” that the Jaredites encountered



during their ocean voyage to the New World, stressing that
“the wind did never cease to blow towards the promised
land while they were upon the waters” (see Ether 6:5-8;
see also 2:24-25), reminding us of the experience of Noah
during the great flood.52

An Ethiopic Christian text, Conflict ofAdam and Eve
III, 9:6-7, describes the flood of Noah in terms similar to
those used to describe the great storm that blew the Jar-
edite barges to the New World, including the description of
“waves ... high like mountains,” as in Ether 2:24 and 6:6.53
The Book of Mormon indicates that the high waves re-
sulted from intense winds from the Lord. Early Jewish and
Christian traditions indicate that God sent strong winds to
destroy the Tower of Babel, from which the Jaredites fled
(see Ether 1:33). The story is found in the Chronography

. of Bar Hebraeus 1, Jubilees 10:26, and Sibylline Oracles

3:101-107. Other texts (Conflict ofAdam and Eve 111, 24:8,;
Book ofthe Rolls, folio 120a; Book ofthe Cave of Treasures,
folios 23b.2-24a.l; and Book ofthe Bee 23) have the wind,
sometimes called a “wind-flood,” destroying the idols
erected by Nimrod, to whom both Jewish and Christian
traditions attribute the building of'the tower.

The existence of details such as the glowing stones and
furious winds in both the Book of Mormon story ofthe Jar-
edites and other ancient traditions about Noah's flood and

the great “wind-storm” suggests more than coincidence.

The Translation of Moses and John

The Book of Mormon indicates that the prophet Moses
and the apostle John were both translated. Again, there is
ancient textual support for these declarations that are not

mentioned in the Bible.

Mos es’
an d John s

Tran sla ti on
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Alma 45:18-19 says that after the disappearance of
Alma, some Nephites came to believe that he might have
been taken in the same way “the Lord took Moses unto
himself.” That Moses was translated may be suggested in
Doctrine and Covenants 84:25, where we read that the Lord
“took Moses out of their midst.” Only one text known in
Joseph Smith’s day suggested that Moses had not died. The
first-century A.D. Jewish historian Flavius Josephus wrote
that when Moses went atop a high mountain with “Eleazar
and Joshua, and was still discoursing with them, a cloud
stood over him on the sudden, and he disappeared in a cer-
tain valley, although he wrote in the holy books that he died,
which was done out of fear, lest they should venture to say
that, because of his extraordinary virtue, he went to God”
(Antiquities of the Jews 4.8.48).>* The story is confirmed in a
fourth-century A.p. Samaritan document, Tibat Marqa (also
called Memar Marga) 269a, which says that “when he got to
the top of the mountain, a cloud came down and lifted him
up from the sight of all the congregation of Israel.”*

A number of early Jewish texts unavailable to Joseph
Smith confirm that Moses never died but was alive and
serving God in heaven. Among these are the Talmud (TB
Sotah 13b); Midrash ha-Gadol, Zot habberakhah 4:5; Sifre
to Deuteronomy 357;°° and Midrash Leqah Tob.”” The me-
dieval Zohar reflects the same tradition (Zohar Genesis
37b; Exodus 88b-89a, 174a; Leviticus 59a).

Some of the early Christian fathers also held that Moses
had not died but had been taken by God. Among these are
St. Ambrose (died A.D. 397) in his On Cain and Abel 1.2.8
and Cassiodorus (ca. A.D. 468-560) in his Latin translation
of Clement of Alexandria, commenting on Jude 1:9.



We learn of the apostle John's translation in 3 Nephi
28:6-9, where Christ promises three of the Nephite dis-
ciples that they will not die and compares their situation
to that of John. That John may have been spared death is
merely hinted at in John 21:20-23, which cautions that
while “this saying [went] abroad among the brethren, that
that disciple should not die: yet Jesus said not unto him,
He shall not die; but, If I will that he tarry till I come,
what is that to thee?” A revelation given to Joseph Smith
in April 1829 confirmed that John had, indeed, been trans-
lated (Doctrine and Covenants 7).58

A fourth-century Christian document, the Discourse
on Abbaton, first published in 1914, confirms that John had
been translated. The preface speaks of “the Holy Apostle
Saint John, theologian and virgin, who is not to taste death
until the thrones are set in the Valley ofJehoasaphat.”59 The
text itself has the resurrected Jesus saying, “And as for thee,
O My beloved John, thou shalt not die until the thrones
have been prepared on the Day of the Resurrection. ... I
will command Abbaton, the Angel of Death, to come unto
thee on that day.... Thou shalt be dead for three and a half
hours, lying upon thy throne, and all creation shall see thee.
I will make thy soul to return to thy body, and thou shalt
rise up and array thyselfin apparel of glory.”60

The Executions of Laban and Zemnarihah

John W. Welch and some of his students have dis-
cussed the executions of Laban and Zemnarihah in terms
of Jewish law. In the case of Laban, they have noted the
concepts of Justifiable homicide and the slaying of one
for the good of the many.6l Welch has briefly compared
Nephi’s killing of Laban (see | Nephi 4:10-23) with Moses'

Laban s and

Zemna riha h’

Exe cut ions
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slaying of the Egyptian who had stricken a Hebrew slave.
The following adds to that discussion a few further points
found in ancient Jewish texts.®?

Nephi wrote, “I was constrained by the Spirit that I
should kill Laban” and then noted his hesitation and the in-
sistence of the Spirit that he perform the deed (see 1 Nephi 4:
10-12). Interestingly, Moses is also said to have hesitated to
kill the Egyptian overseer until he received a divine revela-
tion on the matter. According to ’Abot de Rabbi Nathan 20,
thought to have been written in the second century A.p. but
not available in English until the twentieth century, Moses
summoned a court of ministering angels and asked them if
he should kill the Egyptian, to which the angels responded,
“Kill him.” The same story is told in Midrash Rabbah Exo-
dus 1:29, which adds that, before calling on the angels for
counsel, Moses perceived that no righteous persons would
descend from the Egyptian man.®> A similar story is found
in an early Jewish text, Tosephta-Targum (V. 1) 2 on 1 Sam-
uel 17:43, which says that just before he slew Goliath, David
“lifted up his eyes to heaven and saw angels deliberating on
Goliath the Philistine.”**

Regarding the execution of Zemnarihah, leader of
the band of Gadianton (see 3 Nephi 4:28-29), Welch has
discussed the concept of hanging in early Judaism and
the symbolism of felling the tree as a warning to other
potential wrongdoers.®® My attention has been particu-
larly drawn to the reasons Zemnarihah was hanged rather
than, say, stoned—the more usual method of execution
under the law of Moses.*

One of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Temple Scroll (also
called 11Q19), calls for execution of a spy—one who de-
fects to another nation and curses his own people, or one
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who “betrays his people to a foreign nation or causes evil
against his people”—by hanging.®” The Israelites who joined
themselves to their enemies, the Midianites, in the worship
of the false god Baal-Peor and were hanged by Moses fit this
description of a traitor (see Numbers 25:1-9).

The Gadianton band led by Zemnarihah consisted of
dissenters who had turned against the Nephites (see Hela-
man 11:24-26; 3 Nephi 1:27-28). In Gadianton’s day they
had fled the land to avoid being apprehended for their
treasonous acts in killing the chief judge Pahoran and
attempting to slay his successor, Helaman (see Helaman
2:11). Because of this flight, they fit the description found
in the Temple Scroll of the man who “escapes amongst the
nations.” Giddianhi, Zemnarihah’s predecessor as leader
of the band, admitted that his people had dissented from
the Nephites (see 3 Nephi 3:9-11). It is also of interest that
Giddianhi swore “with an oath” to destroy the Nephites
(3 Nephi 3:8), clearly plotting evil against the people as
also mentioned in the Temple Scroll. His successor’s execu-
tion by hanging is entirely in line with early Jewish law.

From this information we can see that even the minut-
est details of the executions of Laban and Zemnarihah are
in conformity with ancient Jewish traditions unavailable
to Joseph Smith.

Conclusion

This is but a sampling of ancient texts that lend sup-
port to the Book of Mormon. I have discussed others else-
where®® and plan to publish many more in the near future.
Such texts are, of course, only a small portion of the vast
array of evidences for the antiquity and authenticity of the
Book of Mormon.
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