What Similarities Are There Between Egyptian and Israelite Temples?

An Old Testament KnoWhy1 relating to the reading assignment for Gospel Doctrinesson 14: “Ye
Shall Be a Peculiar Treasure Unto Me” (Exodus 15-20; 32-34) (JBOTL14A)

Figure 1. Israel Camped Around the Wilderness Tabernacle2

Question: Hugh W. Nibley and other LDS scholars have written at length about Egyptian temple
rites. What similiarities are there between Egyptian and Israelite temples?

Summary: Temple rituals in the ancient Near East may seem in some respects far removed from
current LDS teachings and ritual practices. However, what resemblances exist may be of
significance to a people who claim that divine revelation about the ordinances go back to the
beginning of mankind. Predating, as they do, the Israelite Tabernacle by more than a
millennium, such resemblances may be “an embarrassment to exclusivistic readings of
religion.”3 However, to Mormons they represent “a kind of confirmation and vindication.”4
Thus, Egyptian and other ancient temples should be better understood by Latter-day Saints. For
although, as Hugh Nibley observed, “the Egyptian endowment was but an imitation, it was still a
good one, and we may be able to learn much from it.”5



The Know

Among other works of scripture, the book of Exodus is exceptionally rich — so rich that it can be
studied profitably from several different perspectives. For instance, in a previous article in this
series, I explored some of the issues and findings relating to the historical setting of Exodus.
Additional scholars have focused attention on different issues such as typology — how authors
and editors elsewhere in the Bible and the Book of Mormon later “liken[ed]”6 their own
situations to the story of captivity and deliverance in the book of Exodus.7 Yet others have
explored implications of the magnificent literary unity of Exodus (in its current form) from
diverse angles.8

However, it would be nothing short of irresponsible to discuss the book of Exodus without
commenting on its many temple themes. Several chapters of Exodus are taken up in describing
the architecture and furnishings of the Tabernacle. In addition, there is a lengthy account of
Israel at the foot of Mount Sinai, a “temple” of God’s own making.9

The Antiquity of Temple Ordinances

Joseph Smith taught that the origins of modern temple ordinances go back beyond the
foundation of the world. For example in 1835, as the Saints prepared to receive the ordinances
that would be available to them in the Kirtland Temple, the Prophet stated:10

The order of the house of God has been, and ever will be, the same, even after Christ comes;
and after the termination of the thousand years it will be the same; and we shall finally enter
into the celestial kingdom of God, and enjoy it forever.

While, as Joseph Smith taught, the “order of the house of God”11 must remain unchanged, the
Lord has permitted authorized Church leaders to make adaptations of the ordinances to meet
the needs of different times, cultures, and practical circumstances. Latter-day Saints understand
that the primary intent of temple ordinances is to teach and bless the participants, not to
provide precise matches to texts, symbols, and modes of presentation from other times. Because
this is so, we would expect to find Joseph Smith’s restored ritual deviating at times from the
wording and symbolism of ancient ordinances in the interest of clarity and relevance to modern
disciples. Similarly, we would expect various adaptations in the presentation of the ordinances
to mirror changes in culture and practical circumstances.

Other innovations and adaptations of temple ceremonies have been made under conditions of
lesser inspiration. For example, Hugh Nibley taught that the Egyptian rites “are a parody, an
imitation, but, as such, not to be despised”12 because they were “good imitations” and
undertaken in some cases with a degree of righteous intent. For example, we read in Abraham
1:26-27 that “Pharaoh, being a righteous man,” sought “earnestly to imitate that order
established by the fathers in the first generations, in the days of the first patriarchal reign,” for
he “would fain claim” the priesthood.

Of course, we cannot hope to do justice to the topic in the few pages of this article. The hope is to
introduce a small sampling of general affinities between Egyptian and Israelite temple
architecture and ritual — realizing of course that significant details varied over the centuries.



Figure 2. Ramesses II'’s war camp at the Battle of Kadesh as reconstructed from a relief on the
north wall of the Great Hall at the Abu Simbel Temple. The camp is surrounted by leather
shields and is oriented eastward. Note the throne Tent of Ramesses II at right. In the
sanctuary, winged Horus falcons flank the cartouche containing the pharaoh’s name, recalling
the cherubim atop the Ark of the Covenant.13

Figure 3. Ramesses II's war camp as depicted on a pylon at the Luxor Temple14
Egyptian Parallels to Tabernacle Layout, Architecture and Functions

Ramesses II’s war camp at the Battle of Kadesh. We begin with a close look at the
Egyptian war camp scenes at the Battle of Kadesh. Michael M. Homan describes the scenes
shown above as follows:

All four reliefs depict Ramesses’ camp as rectangular, its perimeter lined with large leather
shields standing side by side. At the center of the camp is a rectangular tent. In the courtyard
horses are being harnessed to chariots, soldiers are being fed, and the wounded are being
treated. In the lower-right-hand corner of the camp as it is depicted in the Abu Simbel relief,
a captive who falsified reports concerning the position of the Hittite forces is being beaten;
the Hittite chariotry is shown breaking into the camp immediately above.



An unprecedented effort at realism characterizes these pictorial records—perhaps owing to
the indelible impression left by such a narrowly averted military and political disaster. For
example, each relief depicts Ramesses’ pet lion relaxing outside the tent in the center of
camp. Even more striking, the images of the soldiers in the pharaoh’s army, in contrast to
typical Egyptian battle scenes, are no larger than the images of their enemies. Similarly,
while the pharaoh himself is not depicted, the pharaoh’s cartouche, displayed in the
pharaoh’s tent in the Abu Simbel relief, is no larger than the warriors. As the distinguished
Egyptologist Gaballa Ali Gaballa wrote, “The scenes of the battle of Qadesh constitute,
undoubtedly, the zenith of all ... attempts and ventures of the Egyptian artist [up to that
time] to give a specific rendition of a specific event.”

Figure 4. Interior Courtyard of the Temple of Horus at Edfu.
Photograph by Stephen T. Whitlock.

Resemblances to the camp and Tabernacle. Of significance for the topic of the present
article are the findings of scholars such as Homan15 and Myung Soo Suh,16 that the layout of
the camp and war tent of pharaoh closely resembled the camp and tabernacle of Israel. Similar
comparisons, of course, could be made with permanent Egyptian and Israelite temple
structures. For example, John Gee has written a study comparing the Tabernacle of Exodus with
the Egyptian temple of Edfu. He concluded that there must be “some connection between an
early form of the [Egyptian] Book of the Temple and the book of Exodus.”17



Figure 5. Comparison of the Layout and Proportions
of Ramesses II's Camp, the Tabernacle, and the Temple of Solomoni8

Although tents with similar purposes are not unknown elsewhere in the ancient Near East,19
Egyptian war tent resemblances to the Tabernacle are the most striking.20 Writes Homan:21

The parallels between Ramesses’ camp and the biblical Tabernacle, beginning with the
dimensions, are striking. In each of the reliefs, Ramesses’ camp forms a rectangular
courtyard twice as long as it is wide. The main entrance to the courtyard is located in the
middle of one of the short walls. A road leads from this entrance to the first of two adjacent
tents, the so-called reception tent, the entrance to which lies directly in the middle of the
courtyard. The length of the reception tent is twice its width (and, judging from the Abu
Simbel relief, its height). The reception tent leads into the pharaoh’s throne tent, which is
square, each side being equal to the width of the reception tent. The tent and the camp lie on
an east-west axis, with the entrance to the east. Although the orientation is not clear in the
reliefs, an inscription at the Ramesseum records that the Hittite chariots pursued the
Egyptian princes to the west end of the camp, that is, the camp’s back side.



How does this compare with the desert Tabernacle? The Tabernacle is encompassed by a
rectangular courtyard 100 cubits in length and 50 in width, mirroring the 2:1 ratio found at
Ramesses’ camp. Like the Egyptian camp, the Tabernacle is oriented east-west, with the
entrance to the courtyard in the middle of the eastern wall. The Tabernacle entrance lies
directly at the center of the courtyard. The first room consists of a forechamber, the length of
which is twice its height and width. The second room, the holy of holies, is a cube, the
measurement of each side equaling the width of the forechamber.

The similarities reach beyond the ground plan: At Abu Simbel Ramesses IT’s cartouche, in
the inner tent, is flanked on either side by a representation of the winged falcon god Horus;
the birds’ wings cover the pharaoh’s golden throne. In the innermost room of the Tabernacle,
the wings of two cherubim cover Yahweh’s golden throne.

The military function of the Tabernacle. The parallel between the Pharaoh’s war tent and
the Israelite Tabernacle may seem strange until one realizes that the Tabernacle “not only
functions as a cultic device but also as a military headquarters and the ark is both a palladium
for holy war and a cultic object.”22 In a book-length study, Myung Soo Suh gives many examples
of why this parallel makes sense, but here we will cite just one example, an example that may
clarify a difficult-to-understand detail of the Exodus story:23

The despoiling of the Egyptians during the exodus always seems to be a strange motif if one
stops reading after the great events of the exodus. Focusing on the Tabernacle, Suh
demonstrates that the metal spoils taken from the Egyptians provide the material basis for
constructing the Tabernacle. The golden calf, however, was the wrong way to use the jewelry
taken from the Egyptians;24 hence this important episode was placed between the
instructions to build the Tabernacle and the Ark in Exodus 25:31 and the execution of these
instructions in Exodus 35:40. Suh discovers an antitypal parallel between Exodus 25:31 and
Exodus 32.



Figure 6. Reproduction of the barque (boat) shrine in the innermost sanctum of the Temple of
Horus at Edfu, the Egyptian equivalent of the Israelite Holy of Holies. Behind the Barque is the
shrine where a golden statue of Horus was kept. Each year during the annual festival, the
statue of Horus would be placed in his Barque to join the Barque of Hathor in a celebration of
their sacred wedding. Photograph by Stephen T. Whitlock

Parallels between the barque and the Srk. Going one step further than Homan’s analysis
of the Tabernacle itself, Scott B. Noegel25 has shown:26

parallels between the Levite priests’ description of their Ark of the Covenant and Egyptian
barks. Though barks are boats, these barks were rarely set in water. They were rather carried
in processions. They were sacred ritual objects. Like the ark that the Levites carry in Israel,
the barks were sometimes gold-plated, many were decorated with winged cherubs or birds,
they were carried on poles by priests, and they served as a throne and footstool. Noegel
concluded that “the bark served as a model, which the Israelites adapted for their own
needs.”27



Figure 7. Protective cherubim decorate the barque shrine of the Temple of Horus at Edfu28

Of course, Noegel recognized that to the Israelites, the Ark of the Covenant was not, in fact, a
barque:29

The Israelites conceived of the Ark not as an Egyptian boat with a prow and stern and oars,
but as a rectangular object, more akin to the riverine boat that informs the shape of Noah’s
Ark.30 Nevertheless, some of the bark’s other aspects remained meaningful in Israelite
priestly culture. It still represented a throne and a footstool and so it still served as a symbol
of the divine presence. It continued to be a sacred object that one could consult for oracles,
and its maintenance continued to be the exclusive privilege of the priests.



Figure 8. Drawing of an Initiation Sequence from a temple at Karnak, ca. 320 BCE. “This
sequence ... shows how the royal initiation culminated in ritual embraces. In each scene the
words of instruction are written over the heads of the speakers.”31 Photograph by Stephen T.
Whitlock32

Egyptian Temple Ritual

A notable student ancient and modern temple ordinances in our day was Hugh W. Nibley, a
Brigham Young University professor and internationally respected scholar of ancient cultures.
Speaking of his own endowment in 1927, he remembered: “I was very serious about it ... And the
words of the initiatory [part of the endowment] — I thought those were the most magnificent
words I have ever heard spoken.”33 Admitting that his first visit to the temple had left him “in
something of a daze,” his return to the temple after his mission was an overwhelming
experience: “At that time I knew it was the real thing. Oh, boy, did I!”34

Nibley’s delight in knowing that the ordinances he received were the “real thing” was not only
because he felt and understood the power of the temple personally but also because he
recognized that many of the teachings and forms used in modern ordinances resonated with
what he already knew about ancient temple worship. Nibley remained a devoted participant and
student of the temple throughout his life. His writings drew on his extensive knowledge of the
ancient world and illuminated many aspects of restored temple ordinances. He was particularly
enthralled with tracing Egyptian rites backward to their earliest surviving traces:35

The exercise can be carried back to the Pyramid Texts, the oldest large body of religious
writings to survive. This large and disorganized collection does not allow for a neat overall
comparison, but all the main themes are there — and no others — indicating that the story
begins as it ends, with the same plot and characters. If we take all the topic headings
assigned to the various Pyramid Texts by Raymond Faulkner in 1969, we find that they fall
readily and completely into six main categories: namely, (1) the importance of a primordial
written document on which the rites are based; (2) purification (including anointing,
lustration, and clothing texts); (3) creation (the common resurrection and awakening texts);
(4) garden (including tree and ritual-meal motifs); (5) travel (protection, “ferryman,”
combat, and Osirian texts); and (6) what Faulkner calls “ascension” texts (including victory,
coronation, admission to the heavenly company, and Horus texts). These six themes are
basic to the mysteries everywhere.

Referring the readers curious for more detail to the extensive explanations of Nibley, here we
will give brief, published descriptions of the Karnak sequence without further comment.



Figures 9a, b. “First comes the washing or baptism, then (in another room) the bestowal of
crown and throne.” 36 Photograph by Stephen T. Whitlock

Figure 10. “The candidate is conducted by ministers of ‘life, health, strength, and joy’ to Thoth
the [Master of Ceremonies].”37 Photograph by Stephen T. Whitlock



Figure 12. “Thoth ... introduces him at the last shrine, the maternal embrace of Innt, who says,
T nurse thee with my milk.’ Thus the rites end in the intimate embrace of the primordial
family.”38 Photograph by Stephen T. Whitlock.

Figure 13. A similar relief at Karnak is described as follows: “The last king of the 25th Dynasty
receives the royal embrace from Amun-Re. ... The characters on the right [not shown here] are
various symbols of embracing.” 39 “The two arms [of the selkit ideogram here] are embracing,
and they are embracing the djed symbol, which represents the marrow in the bones.40 This is
called ‘health and strength.” He says here, ‘I give thee all life and power.’ This is a picture of the
symbol for life — actually the umbilical cord, the navel. The other is [the] was [scepter], which
is always rendered as ‘power in the priesthood, authority to speak for the priesthood, etc.” Also,
when he went forth, according to Moet, they embraced him on either side. The kings always
had those two fans called the shuit or the khaibit. This is the counterweight which hangs on the
breast to impart breath and life.” 41



Figure 14. Temple of Isis, Philae, Egypt, 380—362 BCE. Passage through an ascending
sequence of spaces of increasing holiness by means of a series of narrow doors or gateways is
a near-universal feature of ancient temples. The degree of sacredness and the difficulty of
access increases as one approaches either the innermost or topmost space. Photograph by
Stephen T. Whitlock

The Why

While affirming the value of learning what we can about the “Egyptian endowment,” Hugh
Nibley realized that it would not “make the Latter-day Saint temple endowment more
‘meaningful’ to the reader — nothing could do that. ... What these few bits of added information
do is to supply a new dimension to the experience, along with the assurance that a wealth of
newly found records confirms the fundamental thesis of its antiquity and genuineness.”42



If, then, the endowment is ancient and genuine, could Joseph Smith have derived it from
gathering together bits of lore from Egypt and elsewhere? Nibley gives his own answer, and
mine, to the question as follows:43

There are, in fact, countless tribes, sects, societies, and orders from which he might have
picked up this and that, had he known of their existence. The Near East in particular is
littered with the archaeological and living survivals of practices and teachings which an
observant Mormon may find suggestively familiar. The Druzes would have been a gold mine
for Smith. He has actually been charged with plundering some of the baggage brought to the
West by certain fraternal orders during the Middle Ages — as if the Prophet must rummage
in a magpie’s nest to stock a king’s treasury! Among the customs and religions of mankind
there are countless parallels, many of them very instructive, to what the Mormons do. But
there is a world of difference between Ginzberg’s Legends of the Jews and the book of Isaiah,
or between the Infancy Gospels and the real Gospels, no matter how many points of contact
one may detect between them. The Latter-day Saint endowment was not built up of elements
brought together by chance, custom, or long research; it is a single, perfectly consistent,
organic whole, conveying its message without the aid of rationalizing, spiritualizing,
allegorizing, or moralizing interpretations.

As always, I appreciate the love, support, and advice of Kathleen M. Bradshaw on this article.
Thanks to Stephen T. Whitlock for allowing me to include his beautiful photographs and for
other valuable suggestions.

Further Study

Michael M. Homan (M. M. Homan, Divine Warrior; M. M. Homan, To Your Tents; M. M.
Homan, Tabernacle) and Myung Soo Su (M. S. Suh, Tabernacle) have produced in-depth
studies of Egyptian precedents for the Tabernacle. See S. B. Noegel, Egyptian Origin for an in-
depth comparison between the Egyptian barque shrine and the Ark of the Covenant.

John Gee has written an instructive chapter on Edfu and Exodus (J. Gee, Edfu and Exodus). A
video of his presentation at the Interpreter Foundation 2012 Temple on Mount Zion Conference
is available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=21EIm30GPoY.

For Hugh Nibley’s book-length study of what he called the “Egyptian Endowment,” see H. W.
Nibley, Message (2005).

For studies of the origins of the modern LDS temple ordinances, see J. M. Bradshaw,
Freemasonry; J. M. Bradshaw, What Did Joseph Smith Know. For a video of “"What Did
Joseph Smith Know about Temple Ordinances by 1836?” from the Interpreter Foundation 2014
Temple on Mount Zion Conference, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UhQWrMXt2Mc.

An excellent short video discussing the Tabernacle and the Messiah is available from Daniel
Smith at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TygiChDYd4Y. See also his presentation on “The
Ancient Israelite Tabernacle, Its Accoutrements, and the Priestly Vestments,” given at the
Interpreter Foundation 2016 Temple on Mount Zion Conference, 5 November 2016, Provo, Utah
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rEb4uq40B-aU).



On 7 October 2015, Joshua Berman gave a talk for the Academy for Temple Studies on
“Differences between the Tabernacle and the Temple,”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LB6x1YpcO-w. He gave a similar talk on 8 October 2015 at
the BYU Kennedy Center, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=15ew7on3UL4 and
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3nw2C1J5Lg.

Berman published an article entitlded “The temple: A multi-faceted center and its problems” in
Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture (J. A. Berman, Temple: A Multi-Faceted Center,
adapted from J. A. Berman, Temple).

See this article for a related KnoWhy from Book of Mormon Central:
https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/content/why-did-moroni-use-temple-imagery-
while-telling-the-brother-of-jared-story.

For other scripture resources relating to this lesson, see The Interpreter Foundation Old
Testament Gospel Doctrine Index (http://interpreterfoundation.org/gospel-doctrine-resource-
index/ot-gospel-doctrine-resource-index/) and the Book of Mormon Central Old Testament
KnoWhy list (https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/tags/old-testament).
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Endnotes

1 Used with permission of Book of Mormon Central. See
https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/reference-knowhy.

2 Collectie Nederland, as published in M. M. Homan, Tabernacle.

3 T. G. Madsen, Essay, p. xvii.

4 Ibid., p. xvii.

5 H. W. Nibley, Message (2005). For a comparative study of Israelite and Old Babylonian rites of
kingship, see J. M. Bradshaw et al., Investiture Panel.

6 For examples of where the process of “likening” the scriptures to Book of Mormon peoples is
explicitly mentioned, see, e.g., 1 Nephi 19:23-24; 2 Nephi 11:2, 8; Jacob 5:3.
7 E.g., D. Daube, Exodus Pattern; S. K. Brown, Exodus Pattern.

8 See, e.g., J. Gee, Edfu and Exodus, pp. 72-75; G. A. Rendsburg, Literary Unity; G. A.
Rendsburg, Literary Approach, pp. 182-185; A. C. Leder, Coherence; R. Alter, Narrative, pp. 163-
192. Alter gives an update of his views that reflects an increased appreciation of the
Documentary Hypothesis in the 2011 edition of his work, p. xi.

9 The Prophet taught that Moses received priesthood keys “on the mountain top” (J. Smith, Jr.,
Words, 1 May 1842, p. 120). Read in context, his words implied that the same keys that Moses
received at that time are revealed today in the temple (ibid., 1 May 1842, p. 119). Since Moses
met with God in a mountain setting more than once (J. M. Bradshaw, God's Image 1, pp. 36-37,
43 n. 1¢), it is not certain to which occasion Joseph Smith is referring here.

10 J. Smith, Jr., Teachings, 12 November 1835, p. 91. Compare this statement from 1834: “We all
admit that the Gospel has ordinances, and if so, had it not always ordinances, and were not its
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