1 Nephi 1

Nephi Begins His Account
1 Nephi 1:1

11, Nephi, having been born of goodly parents, therefore I was taught somewhat in all the learning of
my father; and having seen many afflictions in the course of my days, nevertheless, having been highly
favored of the Lord in all my days; yea, having had a great knowledge of the goodness and the myster-

ies of God, therefore I make a record of my proceedings in my days.

Comments

One suggestion has been that when Nephi says that he had “goodly parents,” that the intended mean-
ing was that they were wealthy—that they had many “goods.” That is not the meaning that appears in
Webster’s 1828 dictionary. It is best to consider that they were simply good. They were wealthy, and that
is made clear later, but Nephi is referring to their quality of goodness, not the quantity of their goods.
Nevertheless, it has also been suggested that a possible meaning for Nephi’s name suggested good, or
goodness. Thus, this introduction may have been a play on words.

The goodness of his parents allowed Nephi to be “taught somewhat in all the learning of my father.” It would
be an unusual child who did not learn from his or her parents, and Nephi’s mention of learning will be reiterated
in the second verse. This suggests that Nephi was educated, meaning more than simple parental instruction.

It is clear that Nephi learned something of metalworking from his father, but there are also clues that
he was trained to be a scribe. As a fourth son, he was not going to inherit his father’s business. The family
economic position was sufficient to send him to scribal school. Beyond the clear ability to read and write,
Nephi’s experience with literary forms and expectations of certain types of literature will inform what we

read from him in both 1 and 2 Nephi.

1 Nephi 1:2

2 Yea, I make a record in the language of my father, which consists of the learning of the Jews and the

language of the Egyptians.
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Comments

This verse is both extremely important and extremely difficult to completely understand. Nephi says that
he is making a record “in the language of my father.” That is a strange statement. Most of us speak “the
language or our father.” We learn to speak in the home and learn to speak the language we hear. It is the lan-
guage of our fathers and is so unremarkable that we need not mention it. Yet Nephi does. When he clarifies

» «

that his father’s “language” “consists of the learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians” we
don’t find that clarifying statement as illuminating as he possibly thought it was.

One suggestion is that he is speaking of using the Hebrew language but writing in Egyptian characters.
This is a possibility, as documents from antiquity exist that demonstrate that very merger of two different
cultures. Also, both Hebrew literature and the Egyptian language were taught in Hebrew scribal schools.
It has also been suggested that the whole of the small plates may have been written in Egyptian.

In any case, there is something about Egyptian that continues throughout Nephite written history. Late
in the text, Moroni says that their characters are “reformed Egyptian.” That strongly suggests that some
form of Egyptian writing came to the New World with Nephi. That writing system need not have been
hieroglyphs. Hieratic script had been in use long before Nephi’s day, and the Demotic script was invented
close to Nephi’s time. Given the timeframes, Hieratic would be the better guess for the script Nephi learned.

Egyptian writing systems were syllabic. That is, a character represented a syllable, not a single sound
as in our writing system. Thus, three different characters would represent ba, bo, and bu. Our writing
system uses six characters. It may or may not be connected, but the only known writing systems in the
New World are also syllabic. That isn’t to say that they were created because of the Nephite importation
of Egyptian, but that there was a conceptual similarity that might explain the way in which the original

Egyptian might have been reformed using more culturally relevant representations for sounds.

1 Nephi 1:3

3 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.

Comments
Nephi makes an important statement. He gives his personal relationship to the text. He has written it
himself, and he declares that it is a true record, according to his knowledge. This statement is a typical
addition to an ancient document, and is called a colophon.

A colophon served to identify the important information about the author. It could be found at the
end of documents, or, as in this case, at the beginning. In a world before publishing, a document might

be hand-copied multiple times. The person who wrote the copy would not necessarily be the person who
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composed the document. If the colophon was copied, then the reader was to understand that even the
copies reflected the original writer rather than the copyist.
High Nibley noted that a typical colophon would contain the writer’s name, the writer’s lineage, and some-
times an affirmation of the written text’s trustworthiness. These are the very things we see in Nephi’s colophon.
When Nephi tells us that he made the text with his own hand, we have a double meaning. We will learn
in 1 Nephi 1:17 that Nephi also physically created the plates. It will be on the very plates that Nephi made
that his brother, Jacob, will write his own addition to Nephite history.

Lehi Is Called as a Prophet
1 Nephi 1:4

4 For it came to pass in the commencement of the first year of the reign of Zedekiah, king of Judah, (my
father, Lehi, having dwelt at Jerusalem in all his days); and in that same year there came many prophets,

prophesying unto the people that they must repent, or the great city Jerusalem must be destroyed.

Comments

The prophets were prophesying that Babylon would destroy Jerusalem, but they were probably not be-
lieved because Babylon had already dominated Judah and Jerusalem. Zedekiah was king only because
the Babylonians installed him. Thus, the prophets were not saying that Babylon would come, because it
had already come. They were prophesying an escalation of contention that perhaps was more difficult to
see in the year they installed Zedekiah as king.

The first year of the reign of Zedekiah gives us a starting year for the Book of Mormon. It was 597 BC.
Jerusalem was destroyed about 10 years later, and Lehi and his family left prior to the destruction, but perhaps
not too long before the destruction.

Perhaps ironically, perhaps symbolically, it was about one hundred years earlier that Assyria had in-
vaded Judah and threatened Jerusalem. Prior to both invasions, a king in Judah had attempted to reform
Israelite religion, with only temporary success. The people began returning to their previous ideas as
soon as the next king was anointed.

These parallel invasions undoubtedly helped convince Nephi to see his family, and later his people, in
the context of a scattered people who were to be gathered to Israel. Isaiah was the prophet of the Assyrian
invasion, and the scattering and gathering of the ten tribes were important to Isaiah. Nephi certainly lik-
ened his own people to Isaiah’s times and saw Isaiah as particularly poignant for his New World people.

More immediately, however, the fact that both the Assyrians and Babylonians had invaded Judah, but
Jerusalem yet stood—must have informed the popular opinion, and provided what must have been seen

as the logical argument against the doomsaying prophets, among whom was Lehi.
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1 Nephi 1:5—6

5 Wherefore it came to pass that my father, Lehi, as he went forth prayed unto the Lord, yea, even with
all his heart, in behalf of his people.

6 And it came to pass as he prayed unto the Lord, there came a pillar of fire and dwelt upon a rock
before him; and he saw and heard much; and because of the things which he saw and heard he did

quake and tremble exceedingly.

Comments

Nephi began his record by noting that he had goodly parents. He will eventually speak of his own expe-
riences as enabled by those goodly parents, but at this point he is interested in his father. The previous
verses noted that there had been prophets in Jerusalem, and now his father will become one of them.

Without expressly saying so, Nephi suggests that the message of those prophets had touched his fa-
ther, and led to his father praying on behalf of his people. As a response to that prayer, Lehi receives a
vision. Nephi says that “he saw and heard much,” but tells us nothing of what he saw or heard. What is
important in this part of the story is that a pillar of fire descended and “dwelt upon a rock.” This image
intentionally invokes two aspects of Moses’ life.

The first is the burning bush. While no bush burned for Lehi, there was burning on a rock, a similarly
miraculous event. Where Moses’ bush was not consumed, Lehi’s pillar of fire burned without terrestrial
source. In both events, Yahweh was in the fire.

The second element of the pillar of fire is the image of that pillar of fire guiding the children of Israel
as they journeyed in the wilderness. Lehi probably didn’t understand that image at the time, but Nephi—
writing long after the fact—certainly saw in the pillar of fire the image of his father leading his family from

their old home to a new one across the wilderness.

1 Nephi 1:7-8

7 And it came to pass that he returned to his own house at Jerusalem; and he cast himself upon his
bed, being overcome with the Spirit and the things which he had seen.

8 And being thus overcome with the Spirit, he was carried away in a vision, even that he saw the
heavens open, and he thought he saw God sitting upon his throne, surrounded with numberless con-

courses of angels in the attitude of singing and praising their God.

Comments
Lehi had seen and heard much in his vision of the pillar of fire that dwelt on the rock. The power manifest
in such a personal revelation left Lehi physically drained. Joseph Smith had a similar experience of feeling

drained after his vision following his fervent prayer in the grove.
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In the case of Lehi, he was already in a receptive state, and that openness to the Spirit unfolded a
second vision. The language in our translation of what Nephi wrote is reminiscent of Luke 2:13: “And
suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God.” Although the words are
similar, the setting is different.

In Lehi’s call to become a prophet, his vision begins with a vision of God upon his throne. The location
is therefore in the heavens, not an earthly presence of the angels announcing Jesus’s birth. Lehi sees
God’s heavenly council.

His vision opens with this scene because that is the expected literary form for the call of a prophet.
Lehi’s call parallels Ezekiel’s call as a prophet: “I saw the Lord sitting on his throne, and all the host of
heaven standing by him on his right hand and on his left (1 Kings 22:19).”

When Nephi describes his father’s vision in this way, it is designed to tell his informed readers that this
is Lehi’s divine commission to be a prophet. Because we do not know what Lehi learned in his first vision,
we must assume that it was part of a preparation for this divine calling. Contrary to Nephi’s simple state-
ment that his father had received that first vision, he will provide details of what followed this opening

scene of the heavenly council.

1 Nephi 1:9—12

9 And it came to pass that he saw One descending out of the midst of heaven, and he beheld that his
luster was above that of the sun at noon-day.

10 And he also saw twelve others following him, and their brightness did exceed that of the stars in
the firmament.

11 And they came down and went forth upon the face of the earth; and the first came and stood before
my father, and gave unto him a book, and bade him that he should read.

12 And it came to pass that as he read, he was filled with the Spirit of the Lord.

Comments
Living, as we do, in a world familiar with Jesus’s earthly mission, we can easily miss the way Lehi would
have understood this vision. To us, it is clearly Christ and the apostles. To Lehi, it was Yahweh and rep-
resentatives of the twelve tribes. Of course, the reason that there were twelve apostles was to represent
the whole of the twelve tribes—the whole of the covenant people. For Lehi, Yahweh was the very God who
would come down among the children of men. Thus, while Lehi’s labels for what he saw had to be slightly
different, it was the same scene with the same meaning—but differently perceived.

The heavenly delegation comes to earth. Lehi is not ascended to heaven to meet them. It is possible
that this is a reinforcement of the Nephite teaching that God himself would come down to the earth. Re-

membering that Yahweh is the premortal name for Jesus, their understanding was literally correct. This
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part of the vision reinforces that understanding. Next, we have the heavenly book. The book is a divine
record that could surely reveal the past, but also shows the divinely directed future. Lehi reads from this

divine book just as John will in the book of Revelation much later in history.

1 Nephi 1:13—-15

13 And he read, saying: Wo, wo, unto Jerusalem, for I have seen thine abominations! Yea, and
many things did my father read concerning Jerusalem—that it should be destroyed, and the in-
habitants thereof; many should perish by the sword, and many should be carried away captive
into Babylon.

14 And it came to pass that when my father had read and seen many great and marvelous things, he
did exclaim many things unto the Lord; such as: Great and marvelous are thy works, O Lord God Al-
mighty! Thy throne is high in the heavens, and thy power, and goodness, and mercy are over all the
inhabitants of the earth; and, because thou art merciful, thou wilt not suffer those who come unto thee
that they shall perish!

15 And after this manner was the language of my father in the praising of his God; for his soul did
rejoice, and his whole heart was filled, because of the things which he had seen, yea, which the Lord

had shown unto him.

Comments

Lehi receives his important commission for that time. While his ultimate role would be to lead his family
to a New World, the prophet of the New World would be Nephi, not Lehi. Lehi’s specific call was to Je-
rusalem, and to echo the same admonitions that the other prophets had delivered to it. Jerusalem had to
repent or be destroyed. Lehi would flee Jerusalem before he witnessed the fulfillment of that prophecy.

What Nephi gives us after the commission, is his father’s reaction. It is one of praise for God. How
could it not be, after two such spiritual witnesses? In this case, it is important to note that the language of
praise reflects the vision he received. The vision begins in the council of the Gods, with God on his throne.
In his praise, Lehi exclaims “thy throne is high in the heavens.” He had just seen that in a vision, and he
reprises that experience in his praise.

Given the commission to preach repentance to an unrepentant Jerusalem, the final words that Nephi
records are poignant. Lehi saw that Jerusalem would be destroyed and the inhabitants either perish by
then sword or be carried away captive into Babylon. After that terrible image, Lehi declares: “because
thou art merciful, thou wilt not suffer those who come unto thee that they shall perish!” Jerusalem might

not repent, but those individuals who do repent. will not perish.
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1 Nephi 1:16—17

16 And now I, Nephi, do not make a full account of the things which my father hath written, for he
hath written many things which he saw in visions and in dreams; and he also hath written many things
which he prophesied and spake unto his children, of which I shall not make a full account.

17 But I shall make an account of my proceedings in my days. Behold, I make an abridgment of the
record of my father, upon plates which I have made with mine own hands; wherefore, after I have

abridged the record of my father then will I make an account of mine own life.

Comments

These two verses have created an issue for understanding how Nephi wrote. Verse 17 declares that Nephi
is abridging his father’s record, and that makes it seem as though he is changing his source. He abridged
his father’s record, and now makes an account of his proceedings in his day.

The problem is that in the very next verse, Nephi will again pick up with his father’s story. Clearly, Ne-
phi does not separate his and his father’s accounts at this point, nor anywhere in all of 1 Nephi. There will
be a gradual shift in emphasis from his father’s story to his own, but not one marked by a specific change.

What we are seeing is an aside that Nephi inserted into his planned narrative. He had been speaking
of his father’s visions and prophetic calling. As he wrote, that triggered a reference to his writing task. In
these verses, he is speaking of his process of writing, not the historical narrative. Nephi is telling his own
story, a story that he is in the process of writing on plates he made with his own hands. Yet, he knows he
cannot tell his story without speaking of his father. He therefore notes that he will give a short account of his
father’s call, and then will tell his story.

We can recognize these verses as an interruption because they follow a pattern that has been called
repetitive resumption. In other literature, it might mark an inserted text or story, but in the Book of Mor-
mon it typically represents an author’s insertion into his planned narrative.

The technique gets its name from the way the author returns to the planned narrative. Some essential
part of the text from the departure is repeated, notifying the reader that the narrative had returned to the
planned text. See commentary following 1 Nephi 6:1—6 for a more detailed explanation as well as examples

of repetitive resumption.

The Jews Reject Lehi
1 Nephi 1:18—20

18 Therefore, I would that ye should know, that after the Lord had shown so many marvelous

things unto my father, Lehi, yea, concerning the destruction of Jerusalem, behold he went forth
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among the people, and began to prophesy and to declare unto them concerning the things which
he had both seen and heard.

19 And it came to pass that the Jews did mock him because of the things which he testified of them;
for he truly testified of their wickedness and their abominations; and he testified that the things which
he saw and heard, and also the things which he read in the book, manifested plainly of the coming of a
Messiah, and also the redemption of the world.

20 And when the Jews heard these things they were angry with him; yea, even as with the prophets of
old, whom they had cast out, and stoned, and slain; and they also sought his life, that they might take
it away. But behold, I, Nephi, will show unto you that the tender mercies of the Lord are over all those

whom he hath chosen, because of their faith, to make them mighty even unto the power of deliverance.

Comments

After Nephi’s aside in verses 16 and 17, he returns to the important part of his father’s story. It was cer-
tainly important to record Lehi’s divine commission as a prophet, and equally important to place that
commission in the context of the times and the message. His calling was to cry repentance to Jerusalem.
Doubtless, he understood—if he had not seen it in vision—that no repentance would be forthcoming.

When Lehi testifies to those in Jerusalem, they reject him and threaten his life. This leads directly to
his departure with his family. In Nephi’s writing, the chapter does not end at this point. Our chapters 1—5
were all included in Nephi’s original chapter. Thus, Nephi intended this story to continue immediately
after this verse.

It is important to notice, while we are examining the historical context that led to the departure of
Lehi’s family from Jerusalem, that there was another message that he preached. Presumably, it was not
received any more favorably than the call to repentance. Lehi taught “plainly of the coming of Messiah.”
Specifically, this is a Messiah in connection to the redemption of the world. That contrast to the more

expected military and royal Messiah will become the quintessential Nephite teaching.
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