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literal, historical meaning of scripture. Instead, they were more interested ip
producing creative reinterpretation that explained contemporary religious
views. Developing out of this same religious environment, early Christian
authors adopted and recontextualized prophetic material as messianic proph-
ecies pointing to Jesus.

Another parallel to this process appears in the writings of the first cen-
tury Jewish historian Josephus. In his twenty volumes of history titled Jewish
Antiquities, Josephus created a new rewritten Bible of sorts by quoting por-
tions of the Septuagint verbatim and then adding both new material and his
own commentary directly to the account. This same time period saw Philo
of Alexandria, a Hellenistic Jewish philosopher, combine Jewish texts with
Platonic philosophy. Through this effort, Philo created new religious material
based on biblical sources.

This method of using biblical literature (including the prophets) can be seen
as similar to the work Joseph Smith performed in creating a new expanded
canon based upon the Bible—texts such as the Book of Moses and the Book
of Abraham. As theological expansions upon biblical material, Joseph Smith’s
scriptural works parallel an ancient literary pattern for revelatory text. This
same type of genre is seen in later Jewish pseudepigrapha and Rabbinic mid-
rash, as well as within the Bible itself. The term midrash refers to a method
of interpreting biblical material that fills in literary and legal gaps featured
in the biblical sources. Joseph Smith’s work fits in well with the way earlier

authors used prophetic texts as a springboard to create new religious litera-
ture, independent of original authorial intent and historical setting. For Lat-
ter-day Saints, a text such as the Book of Abraham, therefore, can be defined
as inspired prophetic midrash.

ISAIAH AND THE BOOK OF MORMON

One of the most significant challenges for traditional LDS readings of pro-
phetic material is the fact that this literature grew over time and was most
likely not produced by the men whose names are connected with the biblical
books. This is especially true for the composition of Isaiah, Since the twen-
tieth century, virtually all mainstream scholars have held the position that
Isaiah chapters 40-66 were written after the Jewish exile into Babylon (c. 586
sce). This means that the historical Isaiah, a prophet who livedq in Jerusalem
during the eighth century BCE, did not write .the second half of the book of
Isaiah. For Latter-day Saints, this presents a direct challenge for traditionally
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tion of scriptural sources seen in earlier biblical and post biblical traditions.
Mormon scholars argue that Latter-day Saints should expect that the book

would contain inspired prophetic, midrashic use of material known to Smith,

including the material in Isaiah 40-66.”

392 Latter-day Saints hold in high regard the prophetic tradition in the Bible—

indeed, it is written into the foundations of the tradition. They believe that
Joseph Smith and the church leaders who followed after him continue that
same institution. There are certainly some general correspondences between
these two traditions. These would include a belief in an ability for a human
messenger to ascertain the will of deity, and then to offer an inspired oracle to
help guide their respective communities. But unlike the LDS tradition, biblical
prophets did not “hold priesthood” (to use LDS parlance) as a rule. They were
not exclusively male, and typically speaking, biblical prophets were critics of
those in authority, rather than individuals who held that authority themselves.

These differences illustrate the importance of reading both biblical and LDS
prophetic literature in its historical and social context.
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