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Abstract: Zoram, the servant of Laban, is a character from the Book of Mormon who is only mentioned a few times
and on whom little information is given. This article analyzes what information is given in the Book of Mormon and
contextualizes its historical background, all coupled with the observations of Latter-day Saint Church leaders and
scholars. Insight is provided concerning Zoram’s Hebraic descent in the tribe of Manasseh and his working duties
under Laban’s command, along with how all this affected his role in assisting Lehi’s family. The meaning of his
name in Hebrew and possible correlations to the meaning of his life’s events are explained. The oath between
Nephi and Zoram is discussed, and the debate regarding whether Zoram was a slave or servant is addressed, to
show that he was likely a free servant.
Zoram, the servant of Laban, is a minor character introduced early in the Book of Mormon but mentioned only by
name seven times in the text (1 Nephi 4:35; 4:37; 16:7; 2 Nephi 1:30; 5:6; Alma 54:23). Very little information is
given about him, yet he is still an important figure. An entire nation rises from his seed. His assistance to Nephi
was crucial in obtaining the brass plates, which taught the gospel to all Lehi’s descendants. He also became an
example of loyalty and trust. By examining what information we have about Zoram in the scriptures along with
academic research dealing with his time, we can draw many additional conclusions about Zoram as an individual.
This paper explores reasonable possibilities pertaining to Zoram’s lineage, occupational duties, degree of servitude,
and his relationship with Lehi’s family.

Zoram as a Hebrew
[Page 12]Understanding whether or not Zoram belonged to the House of Israel is vital in determining more about
his life. Zoram lived in Jerusalem, an Israelite city. He also appears to observed the Law of Moses,1 which
conclusion can be assumed, based on the implications of the verses about his marriage. In 1 Nephi 16:7, “Zoram
took the eldest daughter of Ishmael to wife.” This selection was most likely made according to the Law of Moses
because it was commanded by the Lord (1 Nephi 7:2) and because the members of Lehi’s party “would have
followed the Law of Moses.”2 According to the law, intermarriage with non-Israelites was condemned
(Deuteronomy 7:3; cf. Genesis 24:3; Judges 14:3; Malachi 2:11).3 Thus it may be assumed that this family would
not allow the Hebrew daughter of Ishmael to marry Zoram unless he was an Israelite. The idea of Zoram as a
convert to Judaism is improbable; there is currently no evidence of pre-exilic conversions to Judaism.4

Zoram as Part of the Tribe of Manasseh
[Page 13]Arguments pointing toward the possibility of Zoram belonging to a particular tribe of Israel also
strengthens the theory that Zoram was a Hebrew. Joseph Smith explained that the Book of Mormon specifically
exhibits the presence of just three tribes in the Promised Land: Manasseh, Ephraim, and Judah.5
There are arguments for Zoram’s belonging to each of those tribes,6 but the most convincing evidence leads toward
Zoram being from the tribe of Manasseh.7 Laban, a descendant of Joseph, was likely related to Lehi, given that both
their lineages are written on the plates of brass (1 Nephi 5:16).8 Since we know Lehi was from the tribe of
Manasseh (Alma 10:3), some may tentatively assume that Laban was also from the tribe of Manasseh.9 This
information may relate to Zoram: “Elder Orson Pratt thought that, from Zoram’s being worthy to hold the keys of
the treasury and of the sacred brass plates, he was probably of the same tribe as Laban,”10 which makes Zoram also
from the tribe of [Page 14]Manasseh. Studies have also noted that nepotism was widely practiced in the
Ancient Near East, showing that preference was given to family members in appointments to political power.11 To
fortify this argument, it would make sense that Laban would employ relatives, perhaps close relatives, to Zoram’s
position, because it was a post that would require considerable trust and loyalty.12
This argument is written by Erastus Snow, which he claimed to have learned from Joseph Smith. Elder Snow
taught that the marriages unifying the families of Lehi and Ishmael were a completion of a prophecy by Jacob upon
Ephraim and Manasseh: “and let my name be named on them, and the name of my fathers Abraham and Isaac; and
let them grow into a multitude in the midst of the earth” (Genesis 48:16). Elder Snow reported that Joseph Smith
taught,
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thus these descendants of Manasseh and Ephraim grew together upon this American continent, with a
sprinkling from the house of Judah, from Mulek descended, who left Jerusalem eleven years after
Lehi, and founded the colony afterwards known as Zarahemla and found by Mosiah — thus making a
combination, an intermixture of Ephraim and Manasseh with the remnants of Judah, and for aught we
know, the remnants of some other tribes that might have accompanied Mulek.13

If Elder Snow is correct, his claim that the tribe of Judah came to the Americas only through Mulek would rule out
theories that Zoram may have been from the tribe of Judah. It has already been established that [Page 15]Zoram’s
descendants would have the blood of Ephraim in them through their mother, but there is not sufficient evidence to
infer that Zoram was from the tribe of Ephraim. We can at best conclude that Zoram was from the tribe of
Manasseh.

Zoram’s Occupation under Laban’s Command
To understand more about Zoram’s occupation, we should first develop Laban’s character. Laban was a powerful
man politically and religiously, with military background, and was possibly even “military governor of [the] whole
region” or was closely associated with this position,14 since he was able to “command fifty” (1 Nephi 3:31), wore
armor, had a sword (1 Nephi 4:19), and was custodian of the brass plates (1 Nephi 3:13; 3:25). He was also
probably a prominent political and religious figure, since he spent his last evening with the “elders of the Jews”
(1 Nephi 4:22), the religious leaders of Jerusalem, who also held the higher positions in the social and political
hierarchy and were “leading community members.”15 If Laban was meeting with these elders, he likely held an
influential position in Jerusalem, especially when his treasury, which included the brass plates, is considered. This
would be a great sign of his wealth and political power as well as his ancestry. The brass plates would be a sign of
influence because the genealogy inscribed upon them may have “served several royal purposes.”16 The brass plates
were also current, since they contained the words of Jeremiah (1 Nephi 5:13), who was held in prison during the
time of Lehi’s departure (1 Nephi 7:14).
With this understanding of Laban in mind, let us consider how this aids our understanding of Zoram. Since Laban
was a military leader, perhaps Zoram himself had a military background or was even a military leader under
Laban’s command.17 Zoram was most likely unmarried at the time he left Jerusalem, since “men became eligible
for military [Page 16]service at age 20,”18 but men typically married many years later, typically closer to 30 years
old.19
If Zoram were a military leader, one might wonder how Nephi was able to overcome him (1 Nephi 4:31). We know
that Nephi was large in stature but still much younger than Zoram and had no similar military training. One
possible explanation is that God bestowed sufficient “strength of the Lord” on Nephi to take control of the situation
(1 Nephi 4:31). Also to consider is that to “seize upon” can also simply mean to “take hold of”; it does not
necessarily signify that Nephi immobilized Zoram.20 Nephi’s strength simply allowed him to keep Zoram from
running away by taking hold of him. Additionally, military training does not always equate with physical strength.
Nephi, although not military trained, could still be physically stronger than a military leader like Zoram. This
strength, combined with Nephi’s zeal and Zoram’s surprise, could have allowed Nephi to overcome Zoram.
As Laban’s servant, Zoram may have held other potential responsibilities during his time. Having access to the
brass plates in Laban’s treasury, he himself may have been the scribe that kept the brass plates current.21 This also
coincides with how “the term [treasury] often denoted what we would today call a library.”22 Because the brass
plates [Page 17]were kept current,23 and Zoram “was responsible for the treasury and its contents”,24 perhaps Laban
would bring Zoram to hear Jeremiah’s teachings.25 Zoram could then keep record of what that prophet taught.
Laban surely kept other valuables inside his treasury; possibly all his gold and money were located in a personal
financial center. If this is the case, Zoram may have held other duties along with being a scribe, such as librarian,
financial clerk, or accountant.26
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Zoram: Slave or Servant?
Throughout the Book of Mormon, Zoram is given the title of “servant.” However, there appears to be an even
divide among scholars concerning Zoram’s position: half calling him a “servant,”27 the other half a “slave.”28 Such
a division of opinion may spark many questions pertaining to forms of servitude and whether Zoram was indeed a
servant or a slave. For example, the term ebed in Hebrew, the language used by the Jews, can be translated as both
“servant” and “slave.” Also, many people interpret 1 Nephi 4:33 to mean that Nephi was liberating Zoram, “that he
should be a free man like unto us,” as if he were not a free man to begin with. In this section, I review these
arguments.
If Zoram were a Hebrew, we can all but eliminate the idea that he was a slave. Hebrews were prohibited from
holding other Hebrews as slaves. The only possible exception is that Hebrews could work as debt servants if they
could not repay a debt. This servitude was only for a space of seven years unless the slave desired to stay with the
master in order to remain with his own family — if the slave had formed a family during [Page 18]those seven
years (Exodus 21:2?6). This is unlikely if we assume that Zoram was single during his time as Laban’s servant.
Another option for Israelites who had “waxen poor” was to become a “hired servant … unto the year of jubilee,”
but this term is specifically contrasted in these verses with the title “bondservant” (Leviticus 25:39–4 3).29
In light of Zoram’s responsibilities under Laban’s command, Hugh Nibley was convinced that Zoram was “no
mere slave.”30 No Hebrew bond-slave could attain to such a position in fewer than seven years of employment. The
term ebed, aside from meaning “slave,” has several other interpretations. “Ebed means “slave” in the Bible, except
where it is used to signify a servant of the king, i.e., a royal officer.”31 Ebed might also mean “adjutant,” a military
officer who acts as an administrative assistant to a senior officer.32 These translations appear to coincide better with
the positions Zoram held in Laban’s employment, especially the latter, given that Laban had a military background,
and Zoram likely did also.
Also, if we examine Nephi’s oath, it becomes apparent that he may not have implied a previous state of bondage.
Nephi promises “that he need not fear; that he should be a free man like unto [Nephi and his family]”
(1 Nephi 4:33). Zoram’s vision would have been weakened by the nighttime darkness (1Nephi 4:5), so he may have
thought Nephi and his brothers were Babylonians or members of another foreign group. We know the Babylonians
took Jerusalem captive shortly after Nephi’s departure, so Zoram easily could have been concerned that he would
[Page 19]become enslaved to them.33 In this light, Nephi does not promise to liberate Zoram from preexisting
bondage, rather to free Zoram from entering bondage to Nephi himself.
A final and simple reason to believe that Zoram was likely a servant and not a slave pertains to the translation
process of the Book of Mormon by Joseph Smith. If the Hebraic word can be translated to mean both “slave” and
“servant,” should we assume that Joseph Smith chose at random which term to use when the word came up in
translation? The term slave appears five times in the Book of Mormon (Mosiah 2:13; 7:15; Alma 27:8; 27:9;
3 Nephi 3:7), showing that Joseph Smith could differentiate two different meanings while translating.
Understanding that the Book of Mormon was translated by the power of God, we can assume that when Zoram is
referred to as a “servant,” he is just that. If he were a slave, the Book of Mormon would call him a slave. Slave and
servant had different meanings at the time of Joseph Smith,34 but these two terms may not have a meaningful
difference in antiquity, which is a counterargument worth taking into account.35

Zoram’s Role in Lehi’s Family
Given Zoram’s occupation under Laban’s command and the skill set he likely held, Zoram must have played an
important role in Nephite society. Because there were few people in Lehi’s party, they likely took advantage of all
Zoram’s occupational capabilities in developing their new society. We know Nephi was skilled in working with
metals and was familiar with the process of melting and forging metals,36 but Zoram may have assisted him in
forming the plates of Nephi and may have taught Nephi metal engraving based on his personal experience as scribe
of the brass [Page 20]plates. Brant Gardner and Neal Rappleye suggest that Nephi had been trained as a scribe in
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Jerusalem, an idea worth exploring. If Zoram had a military background, he probably assisted Nephi in forming
weaponry and military defenses as well. If Zoram was indeed a financial worker in the treasury of Laban, he may
have been the one to teach the Nephites about the monetary system and help them establish one.38

Etymology of the Name “Zoram”
All names from ancient scripture have a meaning or special interpretation. There are three possibilities as to the
etymology of the name Zoram in Hebrew. The first interpretation is that Zoram means “flowing water or rain,” or
“refreshing rain,” whereas the second interpretation suggests it could mean “rock,” “their rock,” or “rock of the
people.”39 The third suggested meaning is “the one who is high/exalted” or “he of the exalted one.”40 All three
interpretations are plausible and may shed greater light on Zoram’s character.
If Zoram’s name means “flowing water,” it may be a reference to Zoram’s faithfulness. When Lehi and his family
first left Jerusalem, he saw a river and named the river Laman. Lehi uses this river to teach Laman that he should
“be like unto this river, continually running into the fountain of all righteousness” (1 Nephi 2:9). Just as Lehi
named the river after Laman in hopes of influencing Laman to pursue righteousness, Zoram may have been named
to characterize the “running” or “flowing” of a river to represent his own righteousness.
[Page 21]With reference to the second interpretation, some41 believe that Zoram’s name means “rock of the
people,” an allusion to the oath Zoram kept with Nephi. This is entirely plausible, because his name is not
mentioned in the Book of Mormon until that oath is taken. “Since rock imagery can convey the idea of
steadfastness, faithfulness, or reliability, it may be meant to convey his [Zoram’s] faithful commitment to the oath
he was making.”42 Because Zoram was taken from Jerusalem with nothing, it is truly remarkable that there is no
evidence of Zoram’s murmuring during the journey, and he also remained faithful to the very end
(2 Nephi 1:30–31). Zoram may have even received this name at the moment he accepted the oath, the same way
Abraham and Israel received new names when they received new covenants and blessings in the Old Testament
(Genesis 17:5; 35:10).43
A new explanation regarding this interpretation may refer to Zoram’s role in helping Nephi obtain the scriptures. It
may have been only Zoram’s help that permitted Nephi to obtain the plates. Zoram held the keys to the depository
where the plates were kept, perhaps the only person other than Laban who knew the location of the plates within
the treasury. Without the plates, the Nephite nation would “dwindle and perish in unbelief” (1 Nephi 4:13), for they
“could not keep the commandments of the Lord according to the law of Moses save they should have the law …
[which] was engraven upon the plates of brass” (1 Nephi 4:15–16) and which contained both the law and the
gospel. We are taught to “build upon my rock, which is my gospel” (D&C 11:24), which can be done only as we
study the scriptures. Just as the Old Testament names of prophets and leaders signified events or blessings they had
received, interpreting the name Zoram as “the rock” may signify this provision of the scriptures. Zoram was, in a
way, the man who provided the “rock” to the Nephite people.
The third interpretation, “the one who is high/exalted” or “he of the exalted one,” is the most recent proposal, made
by Matthew Bowen. His argument focuses on the Zoramites’ being “lifted up in pride” as well as the reference and
parallels to the Zoramite Rameumpton. While this argument strongly connects with the Zoramites, Zoram himself
shows submissive characteristics rather than pride, making this meaning [Page 22]less likely. This argument is also
made difficult because the Zoramites were named after a contemporary leader of theirs named Zoram, not the
Zoram who joined Lehi’s family. However, Bowen does suggest, “Perhaps [Zoram’s] name came to connote “the
one lifted up” out of bondage.”44 Many names and terms used in the scriptures hold such a double meaning.45
Interestingly, this correlates with how Nephi “grants him [Zoram] his status as a free man [even ‘lifted up’ out of
bondage], and he becomes known by his own name.”46
Regardless of which of the above translations is correct, each can relate to Zoram’s experiences as described in
1 Nephi 4. These strong correlations may suggest the name Zoram was given him in the process of metonymic
naming “used by Mormon, Moroni, or others” in the Book of Mormon.47 Since the name Zoram is found on the
small plates in the Book of Mormon, Nephi probably initiated the metonymic naming of Zoram. Mormon appears
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to have continued to take advantage of the rhetorical use of Zoram’s name, especially if Matthew Bowen’s
interpretation is correct, which connects Zoram with the Zoramites throughout the rest of The Book of Mormon.
Although the “rock” interpretation is the most inspiring and uplifting, Matt Bowen’s interpretation is likely the
most accurate etymology, given that its theme can be applied throughout the entire Book of Mormon.

The Oath between Nephi and Zoram
When Zoram followed Nephi outside the walls of Jerusalem, the moment came when Zoram realized that Nephi
was not Laban. Overcome by fear, Zoram was about to run back to Jerusalem until Nephi overcame him and
offered him the chance to take an oath. The oath Nephi offered, which Zoram accepted, held both temporal and
eternal importance.
Here is an analysis of the promises kept on both sides through the oath. Nephi first promised Zoram he “would
spare his life” (1 Nephi 4:32). Zoram could have thought Nephi and his brothers were savages or enemies, there to
steal the plates at all costs. Nephi, sensing that fear, [Page 23]made this promise to help Zoram understand that he
and his brothers meant him no harm. For that same reason, Nephi promised that Zoram “should be a free man like
unto [them]” (1 Nephi 4:33). Enslavement was another possible way to treat Zoram if he took the plates of brass to
any group other than Lehi’s family. One of the most significant promises to Zoram was that Nephi’s “father shal[l]
have place for [him]” (1 Nephi 4:34). Robert Lund believes that “Nephi promises Zoram full adoption as a son of
Lehi.”48 This practice of adult adoption was allowed by Near Eastern law, and “Israel certainly knew the custom” of
adult adoption.49
Zoram received an inheritance and blessing from Lehi in 2 Nephi 1:30–32, which stands as evidence that an
adoption did take place.50 Although Zoram “may have been older than all of Lehi’s sons,” he was still not
considered the firstborn son after his adoption into Lehi’s family.51 That title was given to Laman (2 Nephi 4:3).
Inheritance as an adopted son was both temporal and spiritual because of Zoram’s faithfulness in keeping his oath.
Zoram was promised ownership of the land as long as he remained faithful, and by his obedience to the
commandments, the land was promised to become “consecrated … for the security of [Zoram’s] seed with the seed
of [Nephi].”52 Zoram’s people lived righteously with the Nephites through most of the Book of Mormon (Jacob
1:13; 4 Nephi 1:36–3 7; Mormon 1:8). Lund also suggests that “the more important blessing was the eternal
inheritance in the land Zoram would receive, … [that] he would receive eternal life and have a plot of celestial land
on this earth” for his obedience and faithfulness.53
[Page 24]Zoram, in return, promises Nephi that “he would go down in the wilderness with [the party]”
(1 Nephi 4:33) and “tarry with [them] from that time forth” (1 Nephi 4:35), and he appears loyal to this promise,
for he seems to stay with the Nephites during his lifetime. He could have escaped or left the traveling family at any
time during the journey, but he chose not to. He could have stayed with Laman and Lemuel when the Nephites
separated themselves from them. Instead, Zoram accepted the adoption and put forth effort to create a positive
relationship with Lehi’s family. Lehi called Zoram “a true friend unto [his] son, Nephi, forever” (2 Nephi 1:30). It
is evident that Zoram kept his part of the oath until Lehi’s death and likely throughout his entire life.
Oaths during this time were powerful due to their binding nature. The oath between Nephi and Zoram would have
to be strong for their worries to cease so suddenly (1 Nephi 4:35,37). The vocabulary in the oath is crucial to
understanding the binding nature of the oath. For an oath “to be most binding and solemn an oath should be by the
life of something. … The only oath more awful than that ‘by my life’ … is the wa hayat Allah ‘by the life of God,’
or ‘as the Lord Liveth’.”54 Nephi’s promise was “the one oath that no man would dream of breaking, the most
solemn of all oaths to the Semite,”55 because he swore both “as the Lord liveth, and as I live” (1 Nephi 4:32). These
powerful words alone make it easier to understand why the oath was fulfilled with such loyalty and why there was
no concern it would be broken from the instant it was accepted.
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Zoram’s Legacy
Long after Zoram’s death, his name continues on throughout the Book of Mormon. The Zoramites become a
numerous tribe counted among both the Nephites and Lamanites at different times. Zoram’s name also held deep
importance to all Lehi’s descendants. Ammoron, a Nephite traitor and declared Lamanite, claims his direct lineage
from Zoram as a way to show authority and power over the Nephites (Alma 54:23). For this declaration to hold
weight, Zoram had to be an important figure in Nephite communities. Two other people in the Book of Mormon
are named Zoram: a Nephite chief captain and a Nephite apostate (Alma 16:5; Alma 31:1). Both were influential.
Perhaps these individuals also used their names to spark support from others. This pattern is similar to how
Mormon named his son Moroni, following the example [Page 25]of Captain Moroni,56 and Helaman named his
children Nephi and Lehi (Helaman 5:6) — a reflection of how high an honor Zoram, servant of Laban, enjoyed in
the Promised Land.
However, part of his legacy was skewed by Lamanite influence. Ammoron taught that Nephi and his family
“pressed and brought [Zoram] out of Jerusalem” (Alma 54:23). “Pressed” at the time of Joseph Smith meant “urged
by force or weight; constrained; distressed.”57 Ammoron taught the story of Zoram as if Zoram were given no
option but was taken against his will, when in reality, he was given an option. Ammoron’s use of this variation of
the legacy of Zoram in a letter to Moroni is an example of how the Lamanites may have used the story of Zoram to
fuel their hatred of the Nephites.

Conclusion
When Mormon abridged all the records into the Book of Mormon, he was divinely instructed on what to include
(see 3 Nephi 28:25).58 Thus, inclusion of Zoram’s story in The Book of Mormon indicates that there is value to the
reader in understanding his character. “God intended to bring Zoram to the promised land and allowed him to take
part in Lehi’s inheritance.”59 Although a minor character, we can learn much from Zoram if we take time to
examine his social background, heritage, name etymology, and other aspects of his life. Even though most of
Zoram’s life remains conjectural, careful analysis sheds light on his possible background. Viewing Zoram as a
Hebrew and from the tribe of Manasseh, working as a free servant of Laban with a military background working in
several duties to protect and maintain the treasury of Laban, can be fruitful in making sense of Zoram’s character
and potential contributions. We may never know many details of Zoram’s life, but this article provides, I hope, a
more comprehensive depiction of Zoram.[Page 26]
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