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WHY DO NEW TESTAMENT WORDS AND PHRASES SHOW UP 

IN THE BOOK OF MORMON? 

And that which shall be written by the fruit of thy loins, and also that which shall be 
written by the fruit of the loins of Judah, shall grow together, unto the confounding of 

false doctrines.  
2 Nephi 3:12 

This is the first in a series of KnoWhys looking at the 
question of “Why Do New Testament Words and 
Phrases Show Up in the Book of Mormon?”  

THE KNOW 
Readers of the Book of Mormon have, since it was first 
published, been aware of the existence of allusions to, 
echoes of, or quotations of biblical passages scattered 
throughout its text, including material from both the 
Old Testament and the New Testament. The 
appearance of some language from the Old Testament 
is readily understood and accepted in light of the fact 
that Lehi and his family left Jerusalem in Old 
Testament times and carried with them scriptures (on 
the plates of brass) that constituted a large part of what 
we now call the Old Testament (1 Nephi 5:10–13). 

However, in addition to the more obvious biblical 
writings that could have been present on the plates of 
brass, there is also a considerable amount of language 
in the Book of Mormon that would seem to have 
originated after the time when Lehi left Jerusalem, both 
from the Old Testament and also the New Testament. 
Much of this New Testament material appears in the 
book of 3 Nephi, where the resurrected Christ made a 
personal visit to the Book of Mormon peoples and 
shared many of the same teachings with them that He 
had previously taught during His mortal ministry in the 
Galilee and Judea.1  

Beyond 3 Nephi, however, many other parallels or 
similarities to New Testament passages can be found 
throughout the Book of Mormon, the presence of 
which may be more challenging to understand. 
According to some counts, approximately 850 phrases 
or passages from the Old Testament and 700 from the 
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New Testament can be found in the Book of 
Mormon.2 

How does one account for phrases like, for example, 
“repent ye, repent ye, for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand” found in Matthew 3:2, which shows up four 
times, in various forms, in the Book of Mormon?3 The 
appearance of biblical phrases, many of which match 
the language of the King James Bible, has led to the 
misleading and oft-repeated criticism that Joseph 
Smith must have mechanically and intentionally 
plagiarized large portions of the Bible when dictating 
the Book of Mormon.   

Although we do not know the exact reasons for sure, 
several explanations are possible for the extensive 
amount of biblical quotations and phrasing in the text. 
What explanation might best fit a given situation 
depends on many complex factors, including the 
authorship, date, and nature of the Book of Mormon 
text in which the biblical wording occurs. 

THE WHY 
The following points represent several of the possible 
reasons (beyond the fact that much of the Old 
Testament was likely available on the plates of brass) 
for why biblical phrases and passages may appear in the 
Book of Mormon. 

A. The resurrected Jesus as the source of some of these 
similarities: 

1. Jesus Christ’s teachings during His personal 
ministry among the Nephites can account for a 
substantial portion of the biblical quotations 
and phrases in the text. For example, it makes 
sense that Jesus would repeat, with some 
variation, His teachings from the Sermon on 
the Mount in the New Testament to the 
Nephites at the temple in Bountiful.4 Christ’s 
delivery of this sermon among the Nephites 
might also explain quotations or allusions to it 
found later on in the writings of Mormon and 
Moroni (see Matthew 5:22/3 Nephi 12:22 in 
Mormon 8:17).  

2. The presence of Old Testament texts like 
Isaiah 54 and Malachi 3–4 (found in 3 Nephi 
22 and 24–25) are also not hard to explain 
because they were quoted to the Nephites by 
Jesus Himself. As Christ explained, “These 
scriptures, which ye had not with you, the 
Father commanded that I should give unto 

you; for it was wisdom in him that they should 
be given unto future generations” (3 Nephi 
26:2).  

3. Even after His initial visitation among the 
Nephites, Jesus continued to meet with and 
talk to His disciples in the New World (see 3 
Nephi 26:13). It is likely that, similar to the 
Sermon on the Mount, Jesus delivered other 
teachings to them that He had taught during 
His ministry among the Jews in the Old World. 
In fact, Mormon said he could not record 
“even a hundredth part of the things which 
Jesus did truly teach unto the people” (3 Nephi 
26:6). In addition, it should be remembered 
that Jesus later revealed things directly to 
Mormon and Moroni.5 It is thus quite possible 
that many of Christ’s teachings found in the 
New Testament were also had among the 
Nephites, or were delivered directly to 
Mormon or Moroni, but simply were not 
recorded in Mormon’s account of Christ’s 
ministry.  

B. Similarities Due to a Common Ancient Source: 

1. Far more often than readers usually realize, 
many New Testament passages are quoting or 
paraphrasing earlier Old Testament or other 
ancient texts (such as a version of the Book of 
Enoch) that could have been available to the 
Nephites through the plates of brass or other 
sources (for example, Mosiah 16:7–8 and 1 
Corinthians 15:54–56 relate to Isaiah 25:8 and 
Hosea 13:14).6 

2. Some passages in the Book of Mormon have 
similarities to New Testament passages that 
themselves are quotations of or allusions to 
Old Testament texts that post-date Lehi’s 
depature from Jerusalem, making them 
presumably unavailable to the Nephites. It is 
possible, however, that these Old Testament 
expressions could themselves derive from a 
phase of Hebrew language and literature that 
dates to before Lehi left Jerusalem. This 
scenario would make them potentially available 
to have been included on the brass plates or 
otherwise passed on to Book of Mormon 
peoples.7  

C. Revelations to Nephite prophets as the source of 
the similarity: 
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1. Before the appearance of Jesus in the New
World, Jesus (or his Angel) spoke to Nephi,
Jacob, Abinadi, Benjamin, Alma, and others,
and they learned New Testament-type phrases
directly from him in these revelations (compare
Matthew 1:21, Luke 1:35 and Alma 7:9–10).
For example, Nephi was shown a vision of the
last days that he was told would later be
recorded by an apostle of the Lamb named
John (see 1 Nephi 14:18–27). It was even
revealed to Nephi that others had received the
same or similar vision of “all things” that
Nephi had received (v. 26).8

2. Revelations that were given in other ways to
Nephite prophets could also have revealed
doctrines and principles that would
subsequently also be taught or revealed in New
Testament Christianity (see Alma 32:38 and
Matthew 13:6).

D. Mormon and Moroni as the source of the similarity: 

1. As Mormon in the 4th-century AD abridged
the historical Nephite records, he could have
inserted words or phrases that Jesus had
introduced into Nephite usage (as discussed
above). Since the Nephite language or dialect
changed over the centuries to such an extent
that readers in Mormon’s day may not have
been able to understand some of the earlier
language, one may assume that, on occasion,
Mormon may have avoided literal copying and
used instead expressions more familiar to his
contemporaries (and more similar to New
Testament language) so that his readers could
better understand (see Matthew 6:25/3 Nephi
13:25 and Alma 31:37).

2. Hypothetically, it is possible that Mormon
did not simply append the Small Plates of
Nephi to the end of his Plates,9 but instead
copied the words of Nephi, Jacob, and others
from the Small Plates onto new plates that he
created. We do not know if this was the case,
but if it was, Mormon could have used later
(New Testament-type) phrases from his day to
make the early Nephite teachings more
understandable for a future audience that he
knew would have the Bible (see Mark 9:31/2
Nephi 25:13; Matthew 9:22/Enos 1:8; John
10:16/1 Nephi 22:25).

3. Some sections in the book of Ether were
written by Moroni in the late 4th-century AD
as his own editorial insertions, so it should not
be unexpected to find “Christian” language in
these sections (Matthew 25:28/Ether 12:35). It
is also possible that Moroni inserted Christian
language into other portions of Jaredite history
as he summarized, contextualized, and
interpreted its narratives.

E. The translation process as the source of the
similarity: 

1. Joseph Smith’s ordinary language likely
included some biblical expressions that were
common in the early 1800s. Under the theory
that he was responsible to express the ideas on
the plates using his own words and phrases, it
is possible that some of the biblical phrases
could have appeared in the translation without
his thinking about (maybe not even being
aware of) where they appeared in the New
Testament (as perhaps Galatians 5:1/Mosiah
23:13; Ephesians 6:4/Enos 1:1; Philippians
2:12/Mormon 9:27).

2. Joseph Smith may have memorized or
learned by heart some common New
Testament passages which the Spirit then
called up from his mind as they were then
woven into the translation because they made
good translational sense appropriate in that
context.

3. The idea that Joseph Smith opened a Bible,
located, and read from the Bible as he went
along seems completely unlikely, for several
reasons: (1) There is no evidence that he had
his own Bible before the end of 1829; (2) eye-
witnesses, such as Emma, said that he used no
books, notes, or Bible in dictating the English
words of the Book of Mormon; (3) no witness
or close associate involved in any way in the
coming forth of the Book of Mormon ever
claimed that Joseph had or used a Bible; (4) no
hostile observers ever report or suggest that
Joseph had a Bible while translating; (5) if
Joseph were using a King James Bible, he
would have to have done extensive study and
alteration of the text before dictating, due to
the complex composite quotations, blending of
texts, and sometimes extensive but precise
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modifications made to the quoted biblical 
texts.10 

4. Various lines of scriptural, linguistic, and
historical evidence suggest that Joseph Smith
was not responsible for the English language
of the translation, and that it was instead
revealed to him word for word.11 In this
scenario, it is possible that whatever divine
process was responsible for producing the
English translation was also responsible for
extensively integrating relevant New
Testament phrasing into the text. This
“revealed words” approach accounts well for
the fact that not only are there short phrases
from the New Testament found in the Book of
Mormon but also long verbatim quotes. The
complexity of how these longer quotes are
sometimes woven in and adapted to the Book
of Mormon narrative makes the idea that they
were coming from Joseph Smith’s memory
seem inadequate. Keeping in mind that Joseph
Smith was most likely not using a Bible during
the translation (as discussed above), the
presence and nature of these biblical
quotations can be seen to support this theory.

In sum, there may be many reasons why biblical words 
and phrases show up in the Book of Mormon. The text 
of the Book of Mormon, and its relationship to the 
Bible and to other ancient scriptural texts, is complex 
in many ways. Although we do not know for sure 
which of the above explanations, or combination of 
explanations, stands behind each of the many Old and 
New Testament phrases and expressions found in the 
Book of Mormon, it seems clear that several logically 
plausible sources may stand behind the writing and 
translation of its various passages.  

Above all, it is important to remember that although 
the Book of Mormon was written by ancient prophets, 
it was meant to be read by people in our time – people 
who often know the Bible, especially the New 
Testament, well and are accustomed to recognizing 
KJV literary styles as holy scripture. As such, finding 
biblical language in the Book of Mormon may very well 
be a fulfillment of the ancient prophet Nephi’s inspired 
words when he taught that God “speaketh unto men 
according to their language, unto their understanding” 
(2 Nephi 31:3; D&C 1:24). 
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NOTES 
1. For example, a modified version of the Sermon on the Mount 

appears in 3 Nephi 12–14. For an in-depth treatment of this
topic, see John W. Welch, Illuminating the Sermon at the 
Temple and the Sermon on the Mount: An Approach to 3
Nephi 11–18 and Matthew 5–7 (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1999).

2. BYU Professor Nick Frederick places the number of New
Testament phrases at approximately 600, not including the
lengthy parallel to Matthew 5–7 found in 3 Nephi 12–14. He
gives his list of likely interactions between the Book of
Mormon and New Testament here: Nicholas J. Frederick,
“The Book of Mormon and Its Redaction of the King James
New Testament: A Further Evaluation of the Interaction
between the New Testament and the Book of Mormon,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies, Vol. 27 (2018): 44–87.

3. See, for example, Alma 7:9; 9:25; 10:20; Helaman 5:32.
4. See Book of Mormon Central, “Why Did Jesus Deliver a

Version of the Sermon on the Mount at the Temple in
Bountiful? (3 Nephi 12:6),” KnoWhy 203 (October 6, 2016).

5. See, for example, 3 Nephi 28:36; Mormon 1:15; Ether 12:39.
6. For more on this topic, see David Larsen, “Death Being

Swallowed Up in Netzach in the Bible and the Book of
Mormon,” BYU Studies Quarterly 55, no. 4 (2016): 123-134.

7. For example, the allegory of the olive tree in the book of
Jacob contains many parallels to a similar allegory in Romans
11. Both possess similarities with passages in Ezekiel, where
the prophet speaks of problems with the top of a tree, taking
young, tender branches and planting them elsewhere (Ezekiel 
17). Ezekiel’s writings were recorded after Lehi had left
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Jerusalem. However, there are also parallels to Ezekiel’s 
allegory in pre-exilic writings such as Hosea 14, Isaiah 5, and 
Jeremiah 11. Scholars have argued that Zenos’s allegory in 
Jacob 5 may predate and serve as inspiration for all of these. 
See David Rolph Seely and John W. Welch, “Zenos and the 
Texts of the Old Testament,” in The Allegory of the Olive 
Tree: The Olive, the Bible, and Jacob 5, ed. Stephen D. Ricks 
and John W. Welch (Salt Lake City and Provo, UT: Deseret 
Book and FARMS, 1994), 322—346. 

8. For another possible example of shared or similar revelations, 
compare Alma 7:9–10 with Matthew 1:21 and Luke 1:35. 

9. It is not likely that Nephi’s plates were the same size as the 
plates that Mormon was working with, which may have 
necessitated copying them onto new plates.  

10. See, for example, the complex nature of the blending of 
words and phrases from Hebrews 6:18, James 1:17, 2 
Corinthians 6:17, Ephesians 5:14, Isaiah 52:1-2, Isaiah 54:2, 
and Exodus 34:24 into Moroni 10:30–31. Royal Skousen and 
Stanford Carmack, The History of the Text of the Book of 

Mormon, Part Three: The Nature of the Original 
Language (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2018), 1033–34; also, Nick 
Frederick, “’Full of grace, mercy, and truth’: Exploring the 
Complexities of the Presence of the New Testament within 
the Book of Mormon,” presentation given at the 2015 
Exploring the Complexities in the English Language of the 
Book of Mormon Conference, BYU, March 14, 2015. 

11. See, for example, Royal Skousen, “How Joseph Smith 
Translated the Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book of 
Mormon Studies, Vol. 7, No. 1 (1997); Royal Skousen and 
Stanford Carmack, The History of the Text of the Book of 
Mormon, Part Three: The Nature of the Original 
Language (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2018); Stanford Carmack, 
“Is the Book of Mormon a Pseudo-Archaic 
Text?” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture 28 
(2018): 177–232; Stanford Carmack, “Joseph Smith Read the 
Words,” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture 18 
(2016): 41–61.  
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