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The Egyptians believed in many gods, which we call “polytheism” today.  All of Egypt definitely shared common beliefs like Ra, the sun god, passing through the heavens in his barge or Osiris judging the dead.   But when an Egyptian really needed supernatural help in their everyday lives, they turned to the local god of their own town.  The god Aton was the “town god” of Helipolis; in Chnum we find Thoth, in Abydos Osiris, in Thebes Amon, in Hermonthis Mont, and so on.  Some of these local gods were also recognized throughout the country, but many were only local.   And many times the town god would manifest himself in the form of an animal.  Ptah manifested himself in the Apis bull, Amon in the ram, Sobok in a crocodile, and so on.  The belief in totem symbols was a major part of the Egyptian belief system.

The god of mummification, Anubis, weighs a human heart against the feather of ma’at
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One of the most important Egyptian beliefs was the belief in the afterlife.   In fact the mummies, pyramids, tomb paintings, and papyrus texts that make Egypt so famous were all products of their belief in the afterlife.  In tombs, archeologists have found many papyrus texts (like the two above) that show the beliefs.  The Egyptians believed that when a person died the ka (spiritual essence or life spark that makes a person alive) would leave the ba (body).  Egyptians would open the mouth of the dead person to allow the ka to escape.  They would also make the ba into a mummy to make sure it was preserved for life in the duat (underworld).  The god Osiris, the judge of the dead, is clearly pictured in the image on the above papyrus seated on his throne holding the crook and flail.  On the left in the image on the papyrus is the jackal-headed god Anubis weighing the ib (non-physical heart or emotional center; like the way we use “heart” today when we say “to have heart”) of Hunefer, who was the person that died and in whose tomb the “Hunefer papyrus” was found.  In the image, the ib is on the left side of the “balance of truth” and the feather of ma’at is on the right.  The feather of ma’at represents truth, order, law, morality and justice in the Egyptian ethical system.  If the person’s ib is lighter than the feather, then the person will be welcomed into the afterlife by Osiris.  Hunifer, the dead person in the above papyrus, is being welcomed in the afterlife in the image.  In the afterlife, the ka reunites with the mummified ba. The Egyptians also believed that the person in the duat would have basically the same needs and do basically the same activities as they did when they were alive – therefore they filled tombs and pyramids with food, weapons, toys, etc. that they believed the person would need in the afterlife.    If Anubis measured the ib and it was too heavy then the person would not be welcomed into the afterlife, but the Egyptians did not believe in a “hell” or “damnation.”  Instead, the lion goddess Ammit, pictured in the middle of the above image, would devour the heart of the unworthy person and they would cease to exist (the Egyptians thought of this as a second death).  

The roots of Egyptian religion go far back into Stone Age times, before there was a pharaoh.  Prehistoric Egyptians, like most early peoples, were reverential toward the wonders of nature and the fearsome or admirable traits of animals – the ferocity of the lion, the strength of the crocodile, the tender care of a cow for her young.  The first gods to arise were frequently represented in animal form.  For example, Thoth, the god of learning and wisdom, the inventor of writing, the vizier and official scribe of the afterworld, is shown in the first papyrus above in the form of a baboon sitting on top of the balance of life.  During much of Egyptian history, live animals associated with gods were maintained in the temples, where they dwelt in pampered luxury.  For example, a crocodile representing a god of sun, earth and water lolled in the temple pool at Crocodilopolis, and a cat representing a goddess of joy and love lazed in a temple at Bast.  
Apis, a bull, was the most important of the sacred animals of Egypt.  Priests from the temple of Apis in Saqqarra would choose one animal to live in temple and be treated like a god on earth; it was chosen from a herd because of a special pattern of markings.  Priests looked for a calf with a black body, a white triangle on its forehead, a white vulture wing outline on its back, a scarab mark under its tongue, a white crescent moon shape on its right flank, and double hairs on its tail.  The bull which matched these markings was selected from the herd, brought to the temple, given a harem of cows, and worshipped as an aspect of god Ptah.  Ptah was the chief god of the ancient city of Memphis.  He was creator god who brought all things to being by thinking of them with his mind and saying their names with his tongue.  According to the priests of Memphis, everything is the work of Ptah’s heart and tongue:  gods are born, towns are founded, and order is maintained.  Ptah was also the god of skilled craftsmen and architects.  Ptah is a good example of how Egyptian beliefs were sometimes localized to one specific location, like the city of Memphis.  The Apis bull’s mother was believed to have been conceived by a flash of lightning from the heavens, or from moonbeams, and so was also treated specially.  At the temple, the Apis bull was used as an oracle, his movements being interpreted by priests as prophecies of the future. His breath was believed to cure disease, and his presence to bless those around with virility. He was given a window in the temple through which he could be seen, and on certain holidays was led through the streets of the city, bedecked with jewelry and flowers.  The Apis bull was also considered to be a manifestation of the pharaoh, as bulls were symbols of strength and fertility, qualities which are closely linked with kingship – a single bull was chosen because it symbolized the king’s courageous heart, great strength, virility, and fighting spirit. When the Apis bull died (they usually lived around twenty years) it was given elaborate funeral ceremonies, including the mummification ritual, and buried in a huge stone sarcophagus next to the Apis bulls of the past.  Archaeologists have found the chambers where the bulls where preserved and the mummified bodies.   After the death of an Apis bull, priests would begin to look for the signs and markings that a new Apis calf had been had been born somewhere in the lands of Egypt.  The cult of the Apis bull started at the very beginning of Egyptian history, probably as a fertility god connected to grain and the herds, but it became more and more important through time.  There are many primary sources written on papyrus by Egyptians, Romans, and Greeks describing the elaborate beliefs and rituals associated with the Egyptian belief of Apis.  
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