
Why Did the People Fall Down at the Feet of Jesus?
And they did fall down at the feet of Jesus, and did worship him.

3 Nephi 11:17

The Know
When Jesus Christ declared His true identity to 
the people of Nephi who were gathered around 
the temple in the land of Bountiful, “the whole 
multitude fell to the earth; for they remembered 
that it had been prophesied among them that 
Christ should show himself unto them” (3 Ne-
phi 11:12). Similarly, after they had all gone forth 
and touched the wounds in His hands, feet, and 
side, they “did fall down at the feet of Jesus, and 
did worship him” (v. 17). And when Jesus com-
manded Nephi to come forth, He “bowed him-
self before the Lord and did kiss his feet” (v. 19, 
emphasis added for all verses).

The act of falling at the feet of a ruler and even 
kissing the ground or his feet was a well-known 
form of worship in the ancient world called 
proskynesis.1 In an ancient Near Eastern letter, 
for example, a vassal showed respect to a Lord 
through phrases such as “[I am] your slave” and 
“the dust at your feet” and “I prostrate; at the feet 
of my king, my lord I fall.”2 An ancient Egyptian 
liturgical text similarly declared, “As I kiss the 
ground, even so do I embrace Geb.”3 According 
to Matthew L. Bowen, this text “prescribes pro-

hjh
skynesis, including a ritual embrace of a god 
(Geb, the earth), as part of a ritualized theophany 
in a temple setting.”4

Proskynesis was also known to the ancient Israel-
ites.5 For instance, in Joseph’s dreams, his broth-
ers’ sheaves and also the sun, moon, and stars 
paid homage to him. This prompted his father 
to ask, “Shall I and thy mother and thy brethren 
indeed come to bow down ourselves to thee to 
the earth?” (Genesis 37:10).6 Psalm 95:6 reads “O 
come, let us worship and bow down: let us kneel 
before the Lord our maker.” 

New Testament texts—such as Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, and Revelation—abundantly demonstrate 
that the early apostles and followers of Jesus 
viewed proskynesis as an appropriate mode of 
worshipping Jesus Christ both before and after 
His resurrection.7

Furthermore, demonstrations of falling to the 
earth in ritual prostration are evident in several 
Book of Mormon settings (in addition to 3 Ne-
phi 11).8 In Lehi’s dream of the tree of life, those 
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who pressed forward and held to the rod of iron 
eventually “came forth and fell down and par-
took of the fruit of the tree” (1 Nephi 8:30, em-
phasis added). Bowen remarked, “The people of 
this third group are the true worshipers, and the 
tree of which they partake is functionally the true 
God, Jesus Christ.”9

When King Benjamin reported the words “deliv-
ered unto him by the angel,” he looked upon the 
multitude and saw that the people “had fallen to 
the earth .… And they had viewed themselves 
in their own carnal state, even less than the dust 
of the earth” (Mosiah 4:1–2). Hugh Nibley com-
mented,

This was the kind of proskynesis at which Ben-
jamin aimed! The proskynesis was the falling 
to the earth (literally, “kissing the ground”) in 
the presence of the king by which all the hu-
man race on the day of the coronation dem-
onstrated its submission to divine authority; 
it was an unfailing part of the Old World New 
Year’s rites as of any royal audience.10

The Why
Exploring the meaning of proskynesis in both its 
Old World and Book of Mormon contexts can 
help readers better understand what this ritual 
demonstration meant to those who worshiped 
Jesus Christ at the temple in the land of Bounti-
ful.

For example, the phrase “[I am] … the dust at 
your feet” from the ancient Egyptian letter paral-
lels the response of the people who, after hear-
ing King Benjamin’s speech, fell to the earth and 
considered themselves as “even less than the 
dust of the earth” (Mosiah 4:2).11 Bowen rhetori-
cally asked,

What is the lesson here? Since, as King Benja-
min says, we “cannot say that [we] are even as 
much as the dust of the earth” (Mosiah 2:25), 
we are to “get down there and realize what 
[we] are,” as Nibley puts it. King Benjamin re-
vives the lessons from the biblical account of 
the fall and its nameplay on Adam: the man 
(ha-’ad adām, “humanity”) was taken from ha-
’adadāmāh (“earth,” “ground,” “soil,” Genesis 
2:7; 3:19).12

Thus by falling to the ground, those who wor-
shiped Christ at Bountiful ritually signified that 
their bodies were created from the dust of the 
earth, that they were mortal and fallen, and that 
they were willingly humbling themselves in the 
presence of their Creator.13

From a story in the New Testament, readers learn 
of a woman who washed the feet of Jesus with 
her tears, and “kissed his feet, and anointed them 
with the ointment” (Luke 7:38). Bowen explained, 
“Her physical proskynesis in kissing the feet of Je-
sus was a profound demonstration of the love of 
God and literally fulfilled the injunction of Psalm 
2 to ‘kiss the Son’ or even (in an emended read-
ing) to ‘kiss his [Yahweh’s] feet.’”14

Likewise, when Nephi (who may well have been 
familiar with such language found in many of the 
Psalms) “bowed himself before the Lord and did 
kiss his feet” at the temple in Bountiful (3 Nephi 
11:19), it can be seen as a prescribed act of devo-
tion for Him whose feet had “trodden the wine-
press alone,”15 and whose feet bore the “prints 
of nails” of crucifixion,16 and whose beautiful feet 
“bringeth good tidings of good.”17

In what can be seen as an act of proskynesis to 
His Father, Jesus Christ Himself submissively “fell 
on his face, and prayed” while suffering the ago-
nies of the atonement in Gethsemane (Matthew 
26:39). He also washed the feet of His apostles in 
an act of humility and service (see John 13:4–16). 
Those who fall at the feet of Him who “descend-
ed below all things”18 and “kiss his feet … [and] 
bathe his feet with their tears,”19 show their will-
ingness to follow His example of service, humil-
ity, and obedience.

Worshipful prostration is an enduring symbol of 
love and devotion for deity. Nephi taught that 
the “right way is to believe in Christ … wherefore 
ye must bow down before him, and worship him 
with all your might” (2 Nephi 25:29). In 3 Nephi 
19, Jesus again went a little ways away from the 
large assembly that had gathered on His second 
day at the Temple of Bountiful, “and bowed him-
self to the earth,” expressing profound gratitude 
to the Father (3 Nephi 19:19). Joseph Smith and 
Sidney Rigdon learned that before the throne of 
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God “all things bow in humble reverence, and 
give him glory forever and ever” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 76:93).

Therefore, from the examples of those who wor-
shipped Jesus Christ at the temple in Bountiful, 
readers can learn how to appropriately show rev-
erence for the Lord when they eventually meet 
Him in person and behold His resurrected body. 
Of the eternal importance of bowing before our 
Lord and Master, Elder Neil L. Andersen has un-
ambiguously testified, “I witness that Jesus Christ 
is the Savior of the world. He suffered and died 
for our sins and rose the third day. He is resur-
rected. In a future day, every knee will bow and 
every tongue confess that He is the Christ.”20

Elder Neal A. Maxwell has beautifully taught that, 
while Christ rejoices in our genuine goodness 
and achievements, “any assessment of where we 
stand in relation to Him tells us that we do not 
stand at all! We kneel!” and soon “all flesh shall 
see Him together. All knees shall bow in His pres-
ence, and all tongues confess His name. Knees 
which never before have assumed that posture 
for that purpose will do so then—and promptly.”21
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