KnoWhy # 262
January 16, 2017

Image by Jerry Thompson via lds.org

Why Did Nephi Work So Hard to Preserve
the Wisdom He Had Received?
“Wherefore, the things which are pleasing unto the world I do not write, but the things
which are pleasing unto God and unto those who are not of the world. Wherefore, I shall
give commandment unto my seed, that they shall not occupy these plates with things
which are not of worth unto the children of men.” 1 Nephi 6:5–6

The Know

Nephi began his record by praising his parents and
noting that he had been “taught somewhat in all the
learning of my father” (1 Nephi 1:1). He further stated
that his record was made “in the language of my father,
which consists of the learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians … and I make it according to my
knowledge” (1 Nephi 1:2–3).

LDS scholar Taylor Halverson noted, “Proverbs, a representative repository of Wisdom literature in the Old
Testament, advocates that a wise son cherish the words
of the father.”2 Halverson then cited Proverbs 7:1–3:
My son, keep my words, and lay up my commandments with thee. Keep my commandments, and
live; and my law as the apple of thine eye. Bind
them upon thy fingers, write them upon the table
of thine heart.

Several scholars have noted the similarity between Nephi’s emphasis on the teachings of his parents, and specifically on that of his father, and the parallel emphasis found in a genre of ancient Near Eastern writings Nephi frequently made comments that demonstrated
known as “Wisdom literature.” According to BYU pro- his dedication to obtaining, preserving, and passing on
wisdom or knowledge.
fessor Daniel C. Peterson:
Biblical scholars recognize a genre of writing,
found both in the standard, canonical scriptures
(e.g., Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Solomon) and outside the canon, that they term “wisdom literature.” Among the characteristics of this
type of writing, not surprisingly, is frequent use
of the term wisdom. There is … a strong emphasis on the teachings of parents, and especially on
instruction by fathers.1
1

And we had obtained the records which the Lord
had commanded us, and searched them and
found that they were desirable; yea, even of great
worth unto us, insomuch that we could preserve
the commandments of the Lord unto our children. Wherefore, it was wisdom in the Lord that
we should carry them with us, as we journeyed
in the wilderness towards the land of promise. (1
Nephi 5:21–22)

Dr. Halverson observed: “The fact that the Book of
Mormon is with us today is, in part, a fulfillment of the
Wisdom tradition to preserve the sayings of the wise,”
citing 1 Nephi 6:5–6.3

hard to preserve it, as can be seen by his dedication to
making and keeping his own sacred records. He also
gives strict commands to those to whom he passes that
responsibility. The Wisdom tradition emphasized the
need for learning, for knowledge, for holding fast to the
Nephi’s reaction to his father’s dream of the Tree of Life way of righteousness.
is another example of how faithfully he lived the admonition to search for wisdom “as for hid treasures.”4 Un- Nephi knew the importance of these things. The way
like his brothers, who failed to seek God’s help to under- that Nephi lived his life, as recorded in his personal restand their father’s vision because they were convinced cord, provides evidence that he was a student of this anthat “the Lord maketh no such thing known unto us,” cient tradition. As it says in Proverbs 3:13–15:
Nephi decided to “ask [God] in faith, believing” that he
would “receive” (1 Nephi 15:9, 11).
Happy is the man that findeth wisdom, and the
man that getteth understanding. For the merIn Wisdom literature, such as Proverbs, the wise man
chandise of it is better than the merchandise of
is often contrasted with proverbial foolish man: “A wise
silver, and the gain thereof than fine gold. She is
son maketh a glad father: but a foolish son is the heavimore precious than rubies: and all the things thou
ness of his mother” (Proverbs 10:1). A striking example
canst desire are not to be compared unto her.
of this type of construct is the story of Nephi (the wise
man) being guided by the Spirit to find and slay Laban The fact that Nephi so closely resembles the archetypal
(the foolish man) so that Nephi could obtain the plates wise man and employs the Wisdom traditions of the anof brass. As Dr. Halverson argued, the name Laban may cient world supports the notion that the Book of Morbe an anagram of the Hebrew word nabal, which means mon should be read as an ancient text.
“fool.” “Like a true fool,” Halverson commented, “Laban
despises the word of God and fails to value the Brass As Taylor Halverson has noted, “If the Wisdom tradiPlates in his possession, a direct contrast to Nephi.”5
tion is a foundation for Nephi’s scribal capabilities and
outlook, perhaps the principles and literary skills repLDS author Kevin Christensen, drawing on the work of resented by the scribal Wisdom tradition constitute the
biblical scholar Margaret Barker, noted that the bibli- ‘learning of the Jews’ that Nephi references so early in
cal figures of Daniel and Joseph were prototypical wise his record.”7 Readers can better appreciate and compremen, in that they predict the future, interpret dreams, hend Nephi as an author and as a person, and better
deal with heavenly beings, and are depicted in a royal internalize his message, by seeking to understand the
setting, among other attributes. Nephi depicted himself ancient Wisdom traditions that can be found in both
similarly. Nephi accepted a kingly role (2 Nephi 5:18), the Bible and the Book of Mormon.
interpreted dreams and predicts the future (1 Nephi
11–15), and spoke with angels (1 Nephi 3:29–30, etc.). Furthermore, the value of possessing true wisdom
“Adding to his stature as a quintessential man of wis- should not be lost on the modern reader who is aware
dom,” Christensen noted, “Nephi demonstrates knowl- that technology floods our world with easily accessiedge of writing (1 Nephi 1:2) and possesses appropri- ble information. However, learning information is not
ate wisdom in relation to mining and metalworking (1 the same as gaining wisdom and spiritual knowledge.
Nephi 17:9–10), shipbuilding (1 Nephi 17:8–9; 18:1–8), Wisdom is arguably more valuable than information
navigation (1 Nephi 18:12–13, 22–23), and the arts of because wisdom provides guidance in applying that
war (2 Nephi 5:14, 34),” all of which are seen as attri- knowledge ethically and prudently. For example, young
butes of wise men in the Wisdom tradition.6
people today are inundated with information that
could influence them to disbelieve truths taught by the
Church. However, no amount of scattered information
can replace the power of wisdom in discerning between
Nephi can be seen to be particularly concerned with ob- correct and false information. Only careful study with
taining wisdom, whether it be from sacred records or the heart and mind, and prayerful confirmation of the
directly from God, the source of all wisdom. He worked Spirit, can engender wisdom for discerning truth.
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