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CHURCH EDUCATION 

 

 

 
‘...and they shall become one in thine hand.’  Ezekiel 37.17 

 

 
The First Book of Nephi 

 
 
CHAPTER 1 
 
Statement of Authorship (1:1 – 1:3) 
 
Nephi began writing this record, known as the “Small Plates of Nephi”, about thir-
ty years after Lehi and his family left Jerusalem (see 2 Nephi 5:28-31).  He was 
commanded of the Lord to make these plates, "for the special purpose that there 
should be an account engraven of the ministry of my people" (1 Nephi 9:3).  The 
Small Plates, which will be discussed later, contained the material for the first six 
books of The Book of Mormon (1 Nephi through Omni). 
 
In the first three verses, Nephi says a few words about himself and the record he 
is about to write.  The advertising of one’s reliability is a correct and indeed a re-
quired fixture of any properly composed Egyptian autobiography of Nephi’s time.1  
Note the similar statements of authorship at the beginning of many of the writings 
of The Book of Mormon, such as Jacob 1:2, Enos verse 1, Jarom verses 1-2, 
Omni verse 1 and Mosiah 9:1. 
 
In verse 2, Nephi says, "I make a record in the language of my father, which con-
sists of the learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians."  Nephi's ref-
erence to "the learning of the Jews," makes it clear that the text was written in the 
Hebrew language.  For the sake of saving space Nephi used Egyptian characters 
or word symbols.  Mormon 9:32-34 tells us, "we have written this record...in the 
characters which are called...reformed Egyptian, being altered by us, according 
to our manner of speech...if our plates had been sufficiently large we should have 
written in Hebrew; but the Hebrew hath been altered by us also; and if we could 
have written in Hebrew, behold. ye would have had no imperfection in our record.  
But the Lord knoweth our language; and because that none other people kno-
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weth our language...he hath prepared means for the interpretation thereof."  For 
more information on the "prepared means for interpretation," read Ether 3:22- 24; 
Mosiah 8:13.   By using reformed Egyptian characters, Mormon was capable of 
conveying much more information in a few words.  Apostle V.J. Lovalvo, in It is 
Written Truth Shall Spring out of the Earth, (page 265) quotes from Sjodahl pp. 
42-43, "It has been demonstrated that the entire book, [of Mormon] including the 
lost pages, could have been written on forty-five pages..."   
 
Lehi Called to be a Prophet (1:4 – 1:15) 
 
Nephi begins his writings by telling us that it was during the first year of King Ze-
dekiah's reign (600 B.C.) that the Lord spoke to Lehi.  In that same year many 
prophets came prophesying unto the people that they must repent, or Jerusalem 
would be destroyed.  Along with Jeremiah there was Nahum, Habakkuk and Ze-
phaniah.   II Chronicles 36:15-16 tells us of the warnings of the prophets, and 
how the people mocked and, "misused His messengers." 
 
Because of these warnings, Lehi, prayed mightily to God on behalf of his people.  
As he prayed, there came a pillar of fire before him, and "he saw and heard 
much" (verse 6) which caused him to quake and tremble.  Lehi was troubled by 
this experience.  He cast himself upon his bed, was overcome with the Spirit and  
carried away in a vision. 
 
In Lehi’s vision, “he saw God sitting upon His throne, surrounded with number-
less concourses of angels” (verse 8).  He also saw Jesus Christ and His twelve 
Apostles.  In the vision, Lehi was given a book which “manifested plainly of the 
coming of a Messiah, and also the redemption of the world” (verse 19).  The 
same book also foretold the destruction of Jerusalem, and how, many inhabitants 
would perish, and others would be carried away captive into Babylon.  Read Je-
remiah 39:1-10 and II Kings 25 1:21. This vision comes to fruition in the eleventh 
year of Zedekiah's reign. 
 
Although all of the details of his visions are not supplied, it can be assumed that 
Lehi was at this time called to be a prophet, for soon afterward he began to 
preach and prophesy to the people of Jerusalem.2  Compare Lehi’s calling with 
the calling of the prophet Isaiah (Isaiah 6:1-10) and also the prophet Micaiah (I 
Kings 22:19-22). 
 
Difference Between Book of Lehi and Book of Nephi (1:16 – 1:17) 
 
Nephi began writing his book on the Small Plates shortly after the death of his 
father  As a result, he had all of Lehi’s writings (known as the Book of Lehi) at his 
disposal.  He explains in verses 16 and 17 that his book would consist of an ab-
ridged version of his father’s life followed by a more detailed account of his own 
life.  He probably felt to make that point at this time as he had just concluded de-
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scribing Lehi’s first visions in an abbreviated form.  It appears that the abridgment 
of Lehi’s record ends with 1 Nephi chapter 8.  After a few brief comments on the 
purpose of the two sets of plates in chapter 9, Nephi begins chapter 10 with the 
account of his own life.  This account consumed the rest of the First Book of Ne-
phi and all of the Second Book of Nephi. 
 
Lehi Prophesies Regarding Destruction of Jerusalem (1:18 – 1:20) 
 
Lehi's love for his people is displayed in verses 18-20.  Because of the devasta-
tion he saw in the vision, he went among the people and told them about the 
things he had seen and heard.  The people responded by mocking him.  When 
he further told them that his vision revealed the coming of a Messiah for the re-
demption of the world, they became angry and sought to kill him, "even as with 
the prophets of old, whom they had cast out and stoned" (verse 20). 
 
 
CHAPTER 2 
 
The Lord Commands Lehi and his Family to Leave Jerusalem (2:1 – 2:4) 
 
The Lord spoke to Lehi in a dream, commanding him to take his family and de-
part into the wilderness.  He left his house, gold, silver, and many precious 
things.  He took nothing, except his family, provisions, and tents.  The family 
consisted of his wife, Sariah, and their four sons, Laman, Lemuel, Sam and Ne-
phi. 
 
The term “Land of His/Our/Their Inheritance” appears frequently throughout The 
Book of Mormon.  It refers to land allotted to a particular family, either by being 
passed down from father to son or by a newly divided territory.   See Alma 43:12, 
Jacob 3:4 and many other references to lands of inheritance and how important 
they were to their respective owners.  At the time Lehi lived in Israel, nobody 
could belong to the “old aristocracy” if he did not still possess the land of his in-
heritance, regardless of wealth, influence or ability.3   Lehi was leaving everything 
behind and trusting completely in God when he departed into the wilderness. 
 
It was noted earlier that the text of The Book of Mormon was written in the He-
brew language.  It is interesting to note that Hebrew uses conjunctions much 
more frequently than English and also repeats related elements such as preposi-
tions, articles and possessive pronouns.  Hence, a proper English sentence 
would read, “Lehi left his house, land, gold, silver and precious things”; a Hebrew 
sentence translated into English reads as verse 4: 
 

“…And he left his house, and the land of his inheritance, and his gold, 
and his silver, and his precious things, and took nothing with him, save it 
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were his family, and provisions, and tents, and departed into the wilder-
ness.” 

 
Such repetition seems to be a waste of precious space on the plates, except for 
the fact that it is required by the Hebrew language.  This kind of repetition is so 
prominent in The Book of Mormon that a Hebrew professor, a specialist in the 
history of the Hebrew language, once used a passage in The Book of Mormon in 
a lecture to illustrate this principle.  He explained that it was a better illustration 
than passages from the English Bible.4 
 
Lehi and his Family Travel Near the Red Sea (2:5 – 2:7) 
 
Lehi and his family traveled for three days down to the borders near the Red 
Sea.  Today we know this area as the Gulf of Aqaba, about 150 miles from Jeru-
salem.  They pitched their tents by the side of a river.  Here "he built an altar of 
stones, made an offering unto the Lord, and gave thanks to God" (verse 7).  This 
Lehi did, even as had been commanded by God to the people of Israel.  See Jo-
shua 8:31 which states “they offered thereon burnt offerings unto the Lord, and 
sacrificed peace offerings”.  Lehi’s sacrifice was a “peace offering” (see Leviticus 
3) or “sacrifice of thanksgiving” (see Psalms 107:22) which was the accepted 
way of expressing thanks to God.  A “burnt offering” was used to make atone-
ment for sin (see Leviticus 1:2-4).  There are two recorded occasions when Lehi 
offered these (1 Nephi 5:9 and 7:22).5  They will be discussed later when those 
chapters are covered. 
 
Laman and Lemuel Murmur Against Lehi (2:8 – 2:14) 
 
While at the site of their first camp, Lehi followed a desert custom by assigning 
names to the stream and the valley where they were camped.6  He named the 
stream Laman and the valley Lemuel, after his two oldest sons.  Lehi then repri-
manded his two sons, telling them that they should take on the qualities of the 
stream and valley, respectively. 
 
This is the first indication that Laman and Lemuel will be the “troublemakers” of 
the family.  Verse 11 states that they murmured against their father because he 
“had led them out of the land of Jerusalem,…to perish in the wilderness”.  It is 
interesting to compare their reaction to that of the children of Israel who asked 
Moses, “hast thou taken us away to die in the wilderness? wherefore hast thou 
dealt thus with us, to carry us forth out of Egypt?” (Exodus 14:11)7 
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Laman and Lemuel received their first rebuke from God at this time.  Verse 14 
states that “their frames did shake” as Lehi spoke to them because he was so 
filled with the Spirit of God.  This was enough to get them to go along for now but 
they would need additional rebukes from God later. 
 
Lehi Dwells in a Tent (2:15) 
 
With the announcement that his “father dwelt in a tent” (verse 15), Nephi serves 
notice that Lehi had assumed the desert way of life.8  It was obviously a very im-
portant point as Nephi records it four times (1 Nephi 2:15, 9:1, 10:16, 16:6).  As 
the leader of the expedition, Lehi’s tent served as the headquarters for all activi-
ties, discussion and decisions (see 1 Nephi 3:1, 4:38, 5:7, 7:5, 7:21-22, 15:1, 
16:10).9 
 
Nephi Seeks the Lord Diligently (2:16 – 2:24) 
 
Having a great desire to know of the mysteries of God, Nephi cried unto the Lord, 
and the Holy Spirit convinced him that the things his father said were true.  Nephi 
related this to his brothers, but only Sam believed him.  Being grieved because of 
his brothers’ unbelief, Nephi cried unto the Lord on their behalf.  The Lord re-
vealed unto him that they would be led to a land that was choice above all other 
lands.  The Lord promised that they would prosper if they kept His command-
ments.  The Lord further told Nephi that as long as he kept His commandments 
he would be made a ruler and teacher over his brothers, and that they would 
have no power over his seed, "except they shall rebel against me also."  Sadly, 
we read in 4 Nephi verse 45, "both the people of Nephi and the Lamanites had 
become exceedingly wicked."  In Mormon 8:7 we read, "Behold, the Lamanites 
have hunted my people, the Nephites down from city to city and from place to 
place, even until they are no more; and great has been their fall."  This occurred 
about 400 years after the coming of Christ.  
 
 
CHAPTER 3 
 
Lehi Sends Sons Back to Jerusalem to Obtain Plates of Brass (3:1 – 3:8) 
 
After speaking with the Lord, Nephi returned to his father's tent.  Lehi told him 
that the Lord had commanded him in a dream to send he and his brothers back 
to Jerusalem.  They were to go to the home of Laban and obtain the brass plates 
that contained the record of the Jews and the genealogy of their forefathers. 
 
Nephi’s brothers (assumedly Laman and Lemuel) murmured at this request, but 
Nephi said, "I will go and do the things which the Lord hath commanded, for I 
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know that the Lord giveth no commandments unto the children of men, save he 
shall prepare a way for them that they may accomplish the thing which he com-
mandeth them" (verse 7). 
 
First Attempt at Obtaining the Plates of Brass from Laban (3:9 – 3:14) 
 
When the brothers returned to Jerusalem, they cast lots to see who should ask 
Laban for the records.  It fell upon Laman.  [The practice of casting lots for mak-
ing decisions was common in biblical days.  In Acts 1:23-26 the Apostles chose 
Matthias to take Judas' place by casting lots.]  Laman went into Laban’s house 
and asked for the plates but his request angered Laban insomuch that he thrust 
him out and threatened to slay him.  At this point, Nephi’s brothers were ready to 
return empty-handed to Lehi in the wilderness. 
 
Second Attempt at Obtaining the Plates of Brass from Laban (3:15 – 3:27) 
 
Nephi was able to persuade his brothers to return to the home of their father and 
take their gold, silver and riches, and offer them to Laban in exchange for the 
plates of brass.  In verses 19-20, Nephi explained to his brothers the importance 
of obtaining the plates.  They were needed to preserve the language of their fa-
thers and the words of the prophets for their children.  Read Omni verses 14-19 
for reference to the consequences of a people who brought no records with them 
when they came to this land.  They were descendants of Mulek who was one of 
the sons of King Zedekiah. (Helaman 6:10)  The Mulekites were led out of Jeru-
salem eleven years after Lehi and his family.  This was the same time that King 
Zedekiah was carried away captive into Babylon.  Read Helaman 8:21-22 and 
Jeremiah 39:1-7. 
 
When the brothers brought their considerable property to Laban, he took it away 
from them without giving them the brass plates.  Instead, he thrust them from his 
house and sent his servants to slay them.  Leaving their riches behind, they fled 
into the wilderness and hid from Laban's servants in a cave (the cavity of a rock). 
 
Laman and Lemuel Smite Nephi with a Rod (3:28 – 3:31) 
 
Laman and Lemuel were angry with Nephi.  Their lives had been threatened  
Perhaps they were more angry because they had lost their riches.  They began 
striking Nephi (and Sam) with a rod.   
 
In the culture of that time, men often asserted their authority over inferiors by 
beating them with a stick, perhaps their walking sticks.  Government officials, su-
perior officers, tax collectors and schoolmasters would use a short rod to threat-
en (or if necessary to beat) their inferiors.10  It can be inferred that Laman and 
Lemuel were trying to assert their authority as the older brothers through this 
beating from the description in verse 28: “Laman and Lemuel did speak many 
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hard words unto us, their younger brothers, and they did smite us even with a 
rod”.  
 
However, an angel appeared before Laman and Lemuel, stopped the beating, 
and said, "Why do you smite your younger brother with a rod?  Know ye not that 
the Lord hath chosen him to be a ruler over you,...because of your iniquities?” 
(verse 29)11 
 
The angel then told the brothers, “...go up to Jerusalem again, and the Lord will 
deliver Laban into your hands." (verse 29)  Even with this marvelous experience 
of seeing an angel, Laman and Lemuel still murmured and didn't believe that La-
ban would be delivered into their hands. 
 
 
CHAPTER 4 
 
Nephi Convinces his Brothers to Try Again for the Plates (4:1 – 4:4) 
 
Nephi convinced Laman and Lemuel to return to Jerusalem and reminded them 
of how the might of God through Moses had divided the Red Sea (see Exodus 
14:15-16, 21-22) and how the armies of Pharaoh that had tried to destroy the 
people of Israel were drowned (see Exodus 14:23-31).  Nephi also reminded 
them that the angel had told them directly that Laban would be delivered into 
their hands. 
 
Nephi Kills Drunken Laban (4:5 – 4:18) 
 
Nephi crept into the city toward the house of Laban and saw a man on the 
ground drunken with wine.  He discovered the man to be Laban.  He took La-
ban's sword from the sheath and "was constrained by the Spirit that [he] should 
kill Laban" (verse 10).  Nephi had never shed the blood of man before and 
shrank from the order.  The Spirit continued to speak to Nephi, finally saying, "It 
is better that one man should perish than that a nation should dwindle and perish 
in unbelief" (verse 13).  Nephi came to the realization that his seed could not 
prosper in the land of promise if they did not keep the commandments of God 
according to the law of Moses (which was engraven upon these plates of brass).  
(Refer to Mosiah 1:3-5 and Omni verses 14-17 for the consequences of having 
no records.)  Finally, Nephi "did obey the voice of the Spirit,...and…smote off his 
head" (verse 18). 
 
This is not the only instance in scripture where the concept of “It is better that one 
man should perish than that a nation should…perish” is invoked.  In 2 Samuel 
chapter 20, King David sought the life of Sheba, a rebel guilty of treason.  When 
Sheba took refuge in the city of Abel, Joab, the leader of David’s army, de-
manded that Sheba be released to him.  The people of Abel beheaded Sheba 
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instead, and Joab withdrew the army.  This episode became an important legal 
precedent justifying the killing of one person in order to preserve an entire 
group.12  According to Jewish tradition, this precedent was invoked to justify the 
execution of evil King Jehoiakim (see also Jeremiah 22:18-19 and 2 Chronicles 
36:6). This incident occurred less than a year before Lehi and his family left Jeru-
salem.13  It can be assumed that Nephi would have been familiar with this epi-
sode so hearing the Spirit speak the words, “It is better that one man should per-
ish than that a nation should…perish”, would have been enough to convince him 
that killing Laban was in accordance with God’s plan.  Years later, the same con-
cept was invoked by Alma when dealing with Korihor (Alma 30:47) and it was al-
so used, in concept, by Caiaphas to convince the council of chief priests and 
Pharisees that they should seek to put Jesus to death (John 11:49-51).14  
 
Nephi Obtains the Brass Plates from the Servant of Laban (4:19 – 4:30) 
 
Disguising himself as Laban by wearing the dead man's clothes and speaking in 
his voice, Nephi was able to convince Laban’s servant to retrieve the brass 
plates from the treasury.  Nephi instructed the servant to carry the plates to his 
“elder brethren” beyond the city walls.  The servant thought that Nephi was refer-
ring to the brethren of the church, and complied with the request accordingly.  
When Nephi’s brothers saw them coming, they began to flee, thinking that Nephi 
had been killed and that Laban was coming for them.  However, Nephi called out 
to them (presumably in his own voice) so his brothers would recognize him.  Of 
course, Laban’s servant then realized the position he was in and prepared to flee 
himself. 
 
Zoram Agrees to Accompany Nephi and his Brothers (4:31 – 4:38) 
 
Nephi, being large in stature, was able to seize the servant and prevent him from 
fleeing.  Nephi then made a solemn oath to the servant, whose name was Zo-
ram, that he would spare his life and make him a free man if he would agree to 
go down into the wilderness with them.  Why was this oath so effective in con-
vincing Zoram to trust Nephi?  This was a time when a man would rather die than 
break a solemn oath.  To be binding and solemn, an oath needed to be by the life 
of something.  Thus, an oath declared “by my life” would carry a lot of credence.  
In fact, the only oath stronger than that was one declared “by the life of God” or 
“as the Lord liveth”. The only way that Nephi could possibly have pacified the 
struggling Zoram in an instant was to utter the one oath that no man would 
dream of breaking, the most solemn of all oaths: “as the Lord liveth, and as I live” 
(verse 32).15   
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Zoram, in turn, made an oath “that he would tarry with [them] from that time forth” 
(verse 35).  Zoram proved true to his oath.  Years later, Lehi referred to Zoram as 
“a true friend unto my son, Nephi, forever” (2 Nephi 1:30). 
 
Their mission now accomplished, Nephi and his brothers departed once again for 
the wilderness, together with Zoram and the plates of brass. 
 
 
CHAPTER 5 
 
Nephi and his Brothers Return to their Parents (5:1 – 5:9) 
 
Upon the return of Nephi and his brothers, Lehi and Sariah were filled with joy.  
Sariah had been troubled during their long absence and had complained to Lehi, 
calling him a “visionary man” that had sent their sons to perish.  She was com-
forted when her sons returned and acknowledged that the Lord had protected 
them and given them power to accomplish what He had commanded them. 
 
Verse 9 states that the family “did offer sacrifice and burnt offerings unto the 
Lord” at this time.  As mentioned earlier in this book (1 Nephi chapter 2), the sac-
rifice was to give thanks to God while burnt offerings were used to make atone-
ment for sin (see Leviticus 1:2-4).  What sin was being atoned for?  Since the 
sins of any member of the party would affect the entire group, this burnt offering 
could have been to atone for any or all of the following: Sariah’s lack of faith and 
complaining against Lehi, Laman and Lemuel beating their brothers with a rod, or 
even the killing of Laban by Nephi.  Unwilling to take any chances that the rela-
tionship between his family and God had not been securely reconciled, Lehi of-
fered burnt offerings, exactly the right sacrifice for the occasion.16 
 
 
Lehi Studies the Plates of Brass (5:10 – 5:16) 
 
Lehi searched the records that were engraven on the brass plates and learned 
that they contained the following: 
 
� The five books of Moses (Genesis through Deuteronomy) 
� A record of the Jews, including prophecies, down to the reign of King Zede-

kiah 
� Many of the prophecies of Jeremiah (who was still alive at that time) 
� The genealogy of Lehi (which indicated that he was a descendant of Joseph, 

the son of Jacob, and that Laban also was a descendant of Joseph) 
 
The Plates of Brass Will Never Perish (5:17 – 5:22) 
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Being filled with the Spirit, Lehi prophesied that these plates would never perish, 
and that they will ultimately go forth unto all of his seed. 
 
We should note here that the brass plates contained other books that are not in 
our Old Testament.  In 1 Nephi 19:10, Nephi makes reference to the words of the 
prophets Zenock, Neum, and Zenos.  Their writings were on the plates of brass 
and contained things that pertained to the Nephites.  Also see 2 Nephi Chapters 
3 and 4 for reference to the prophecies of Joseph, who was carried into Egypt.  
See Alma 46:24-25 and 3 Nephi 10:17 for reference to the prophecies of Jacob, 
the father of Joseph.  None of these writings appear in the Bible as we know it.  1 
Nephi 13:23-29 makes reference to the contents of the Bible that we have today.  
These verses explain why certain plain and precious portions of scripture were 
removed.  In 1 Nephi 13:23, the angel tells Nephi that the book possessed by the 
Gentiles will contain many of the prophecies and “is a record like unto the en-
gravings which are upon the plates of brass, save there are not so many; never-
theless, they contain the covenants of the Lord...wherefore, they are of great 
worth unto the Gentiles."  Note: A Gentile is defined as a person who is not of the 
house of Israel.  Therefore, everyone is either a Gentile or an Israelite. 
 
Just as was prophesied by Lehi, the plates of brass were preserved and handed 
down through the generations. Mosiah 28:20 tells us that all of the records and 
the interpreters were conferred upon Alma, the son of Alma, by King Mosiah, 
who commanded, "that he should keep and preserve them...handing them down 
from one generation to another, even as they had been ...from the time that Lehi 
left Jerusalem."  Also read Alma 37:3-5 and 3 Nephi 1:2.  The plates of brass 
were eventually hidden in the earth by Mormon, along with the other plates that 
were entrusted to him (see Mormon 6:6). 
 
Much of the information on the plates of brass has already come forth but 1 Ne-
phi 5:18-19 would seem to indicate that all of the information on these plates will 
eventually come forth in the future, undimmed by time, according to the prophecy 
of Lehi. 


