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Abstract: Nephi is the prototypical wise son of the Wisdom tradition. As Proverbs advocates that a wise man
cherishes the word of God, so Nephi cherishes the words of the wise. Nephi’s record begins with a declaration of
his upbringing in the Wisdom tradition and his authenticity and reliability as a wise son and scribe
(1 Nephi 1:1–3). His is a record of the learning of the Jews — a record of wisdom. If the Wisdom tradition is a
foundation for Nephi’s scribal capabilities and outlook, perhaps the principles and literary skills represented by
the scribal Wisdom tradition constitute the “learning of the Jews” that Nephi references so early in his account.
Thus, if Nephi’s is a record of the learning of the Jews — a record of wisdom — we would be wise to read it with
Wisdom — that is, through the lens of ancient Israelite and Middle Eastern Wisdom traditions.
“Wisdom cries out [from the dust]”
(Proverbs 1:20)
As he opens his account, Nephi states that his record is founded on the learning of the Jews:

Yea, I make a record in the language of my father, which consists of the learning of the Jews and the
language of the Egyptians. And I know that the record which I make is true; and I make it with mine
own hand; and I make it according to my knowledge. (1 Nephi 1:2–3, emphasis added)

[Page 280]And what might the learning of the Jews be? This paper explores the ancient Near Eastern scribal
Wisdom tradition1 and its related literature and themes as a potential backdrop for Nephi’s scribal skills, literary
capabilities, and thematic outlook.
When interpreting the phrase “learning of the Jews,” scholars of the Book of Mormon typically focus on either
Nephi’s writing ability or on his formal training2 in some type of ancient Israelite educational system.3 Given his
writing abilities, it seems that Nephi received training as a scribe,4 a viable and worthy professional occupation for
a fourth son [Page 281]with few prospects for receiving the family inheritance.5 Ancient Near Eastern scribal
schools trained students both in practical arts (the skill of reading and writing) as well as in cultural values,
typically expressed through pithy, proverbial statements that students repeatedly copied as writing exercises.6 That
is to say, scribes who were trained in reading and writing were fully immersed in the preserved texts of the Wisdom
tradition.7 To be a scribe was at the very least to have intellectually mastered the Wisdom tradition and, more
likely, have come to accept, live, and espouse the principles and ideas of the Wisdom tradition.
For Nephi, the learning of the Jews may also have meant a mastery of Hebraic learning that included chiasmus8 and
other scribal literary [Page 282]devices such as paronomasia (word-play and punning),9 whether expressed in
Egyptian or Hebrew characters or a mixture of those languages and scripts.10 Accordingly, one intriguing
possibility is that the learning of the Jews constituted the principles and themes expressed in the ancient Israelite
sapiential or Wisdom tradition.11 This tradition was passed down from a father or a king to a son or a prince or from
[Page 283]a scribal teacher to a new scribe.12 Thus Nephi’s scribal training would make him competent in the
ancient Israelite Wisdom tradition. Another connection between Nephi’s record and the Old Testament13 Wisdom
tradition is Nephi’s assertion that he has drawn upon “knowledge” in making his record (1 Nephi 1:3). The word
“knowledge,” or daat in Hebrew, is tied up in the Wisdom tradition. In fact, of the 89 instances of daat in the Old
Testament, 61 are found in Wisdom literature, nearly 70% of the total instances of this word in the Old Testament.
And of that total, 39 of 89 are found in the Book of Proverbs, constituting 44% of the overall total usages of the
word daat in the Old Testament.14 While Nephi upholds the learning of the Jews, which may be represented by the
Wisdom tradition, he rejects the manner of the Jews, perhaps represented by their culture and behaviors:

For I, Nephi, have not taught them many things concerning the manner of the Jews; for their works
were works of darkness, and their doings were doings of abominations. (2 Nephi 25:2)
If Nephi is influenced by the Wisdom tradition, then reading 1 Nephi 1:2–315 — indeed reading all of Nephi’s
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writings — through the lens of ancient Near Eastern Wisdom literature may open the records [Page 284]of the
Book of Mormon in new and fruitful ways.16 This article briefly discusses five ways in which Nephi’s writing may
reflect the wider Wisdom literature tradition and thus may be a lens for understanding what Nephi meant by
learning of the Jews.
Nephi reflects the wider Wisdom literature tradition by
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Listening to and recording the words of his wise father,
Valuing learning and education,
Embracing hard work,
Seeking understanding from the Lord despite suffering and trials, and
Demonstrating the difference between the wise man and the fool.

The Wisdom Tradition Advocates Listening to
and Recording the Words of a Wise Father
Proverbs, a representative repository of Wisdom literature in the Old Testament, advocates that a wise son cherish
the words of the father:

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. (Proverbs 7:1–3)

[Page 285]Nephi’s record begins with what may be a declaration of his upbringing in the Wisdom tradition and his
authenticity and reliability as a wise son and scribe:

Yea, I make a record in the language of my father, which consists of the learning of the Jews and the
language of the Egyptians. And I know that the record which I make is true; and I make it with mine
own hand; and I make it according to my knowledge. (1 Nephi 1:2–3)

Nephi appears to be the prototypical wise son of the Wisdom tradition and focuses much of his writing on
preserving the words of his father Lehi — the wise father, leader, or king:

But I shall make an account of my proceedings in my days. Behold, I make an abridgment of the
record of my father, upon plates which I have made with mine own hands; wherefore, after I have
abridged the record of my father then will I make an account of mine own life. (1 Nephi 1:17)

That Nephi’s original record consisted of the Book of Lehi demonstrates how deeply Nephi imbibed the sapiential
tradition that advocates that the wise son hear the words of his father, preserve those words, and share those words
with others:

My son, if thou wilt receive my words, and hide my commandments with thee; so that thou incline
thine ear unto wisdom, and apply thine heart to understanding; yea, if thou criest after knowledge, and
liftest up thy voice for understanding; if thou seekest her as silver, and searchest for her as for hid
treasures; then shalt thou understand the fear of the Lord, and find the knowledge of God. For the
Lord giveth wisdom: out of his mouth cometh knowledge and understanding. (Proverbs 2:1–6)
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Nephi fulfilled these proverbial expectations in several ways. First, as he explained, “having great desires to know
of the mysteries of God, wherefore, I did cry unto the Lord; and behold he did visit me, and did soften my heart that
I did believe all the words which had been spoken by my father” (1 Nephi 2:16). Furthermore, Nephi sought to
preserve and transmit the wisdom of his father across the generations:

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 [Page 286]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)

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:

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 Wisdom Tradition Values Learning and Education
Proverbs’ opening statement declares that to be wise is “To know wisdom and instruction; to perceive the words of
understanding” (Proverbs 1:2). Nephi states that he makes the record “according to [his] knowledge” (1 Nephi 1:3).
This aligns with Proverb’s thesis that “the fear [i.e., trust in and respect] of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge”
(Proverbs 1:7; 9:10).
Soon after Lehi’s vision, departure from Jerusalem, and wise counsel to Laman and Lemuel, these older brothers
rejected the words of their father, labeling them “foolish imaginations” (1 Nephi 2:11). Nephi, on the other hand,
sought after learning and knowledge.

And it came to pass that I, Nephi, being exceedingly young, nevertheless being large in stature, and
also having great desires to know of the mysteries of God, wherefore, I did cry unto the Lord; and
behold he did visit me, and did soften my heart that I did believe all the words which had been spoken
by my father; wherefore, I did not rebel against him like unto my brothers. And I spake unto Sam,
making known unto him the things which the Lord had manifested unto me by his Holy Spirit. And it
came to pass that he believed in my words. (1 Nephi 2:16–17)

Nephi understood the value of the education and learning that written records could provide. It was this logic,
including a reference to wisdom, that Nephi used as he attempted to encourage his brothers to return to Laban a
second time to request the Brass Plates.

[Page 287]And behold, it is wisdom in God that we should obtain these records, that we may preserve
unto our children the language of our fathers; and also that we may preserve unto them the words
which have been spoken by the mouth of all the holy prophets, which have been delivered unto them
by the Spirit and power of God, since the world began, even down unto this present time. And it came
to pass that after this manner of language did I persuade my brethren, that they might be faithful in
keeping the commandments of God. (1 Nephi 3:19–21, emphasis added)
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Without the records of the wise, learning and wisdom would wither, and the potential for a righteous civilization
would be jeopardized.

Behold the Lord slayeth the wicked to bring forth his righteous purposes. It is better that one man
should perish than that a nation should dwindle and perish in unbelief. And now, when I, Nephi, had
heard these words, I remembered the words of the Lord which he spake unto me in the wilderness,
saying that: Inasmuch as thy seed shall keep my commandments, they shall prosper in the land of
promise. Yea, and I also thought that they could not keep the commandments of the Lord according to
the law of Moses, save they should have the law. And I also knew that the law was engraven upon the
plates of brass. And again, I knew that the Lord had delivered Laban into my hands for this cause —
that I might obtain the records according to his commandments. (1 Nephi 4:13–17)

The Wisdom Tradition Teaches Hard Work
Similarly, just as the wise should labor to learn, they should also find benefit in hard work and avoid idle talk for
“in all toil there is profit: but mere talk leads only to poverty” (Proverbs 14:23, nrsv). We see this in the Book of
Mormon when Nephi immediately engages in the seemingly impossible and arduous task of building a boat:

And it came to pass that the Lord spake unto me, saying: Thou shalt construct a ship, after the manner
which I shall show thee, that I may carry thy people across these waters. And I said: Lord, whither
shall I go that I may find ore to molten, that I may make tools to construct the ship after the manner
which thou hast shown unto me? And it came to pass that the Lord told me whither I should go to find
ore, that I [Page 288]might make tools. And it came to pass that I, Nephi, did make a bellows
wherewith to blow the fire, of the skins of beasts; and after I had made a bellows, that I might have
wherewith to blow the fire, I did smite two stones together that I might make fire. (1 Nephi 17:8–11)

Even though Nephi is willing to labor with all his might, lazy Laman and Lemuel taunt Nephi for his lack of
wisdom (judgment); they speak of Lehi and Nephi, the wise men in the family, as fools:

And now it came to pass that I, Nephi, was exceedingly sorrowful because of the hardness of their
hearts; and now when they saw that I began to be sorrowful they were glad in their hearts, insomuch
that they did rejoice over me, saying: We knew that ye could not construct a ship, for we knew that ye
were lacking in judgment; wherefore, thou canst not accomplish so great a work. And thou art like
unto our father, led away by the foolish imaginations of his heart; yea, he hath led us out of the land
of Jerusalem, and we have wandered in the wilderness for these many years; and our women have
toiled, being big with child; and they have borne children in the wilderness and suffered all things,
save it were death; and it would have been better that they had died before they came out of Jerusalem
than to have suffered these afflictions. Behold, these many years we have suffered in the wilderness,
which time we might have enjoyed our possessions and the land of our inheritance; yea, and we might
have been happy. (1 Nephi 17:19–21)

The Wisdom tradition typically concluded that the righteous prosper and are happy; the wicked are fools who
suffer. In that light, Nephi repeats Wisdom-tradition-influenced statements to his brothers, saying that “he that is
righteous is favored of God” (1 Nephi 17:35). Considering the difficulties and suffering of the journey, Laman and
Lemuel might have felt justified in calling Nephi and Lehi fools who lacked judgment.
But just as Proverb describes “the talk of the lips tendeth only to penury” (Proverbs 14:23), Laman and Lemuel’s
foolish words and threats nearly brought down God’s wrath:
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In the name of the Almighty God, I command you that ye touch me not, for I am filled with the power
of God, even unto the consuming of my flesh; and whoso shall lay his hands upon me shall wither
even as a dried reed; and he shall be [Page 289]as naught before the power of God, for God shall
smite him. (1 Nephi 17:48)

Nephi’s reference to “a dried reed” likely came from his experience in the scribal tradition where clay tablets were
inscribed using dry reeds. Significantly, cane reeds were often equated in Mesopotamian Wisdom literature with
humans. For example, just as a cane reed will eventually fall and die, so too will humans.17 Once again, Nephi
appears to be invoking contextually appropriate themes from the ancient Near Eastern Wisdom tradition to address
his circumstances.

The Wisdom Tradition Instructs One to Seek Knowledge
from the Lord Despite Suffering
Like other prominent figures in Wisdom literature, Nephi seeks knowledge from the Lord despite the suffering he
personally experiences. Indeed, Nephi describes himself as “having seen many afflictions in the course of [his]
days” (1 Nephi 1:1). Like righteous Job, Nephi declares that notwithstanding his trials he still trusts (i.e., fears)18
the Lord. Thereby, Nephi considers himself “highly favored of the Lord in all [his] days” (1 Nephi 1:1) and affirms
that his afflictions led him to gain “a great knowledge of the goodness and the mysteries of God” (1 Nephi 1:1),
similar to Job.

For I know that my redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth: and
though after my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God: whom I shall see for
myself, and mine eyes shall behold, and not another; though my reins be consumed within me.
(Job 19:25–27)

This knowledge leads Nephi to trust in (fear) the Lord, a trust summarized in 1 Nephi 1:20 that likely serves as a
thesis statement for the rest of 1 Nephi:

I, Nephi, will show unto you that the tender mercies of the Lord are over all those whom he hath
chosen, because of [Page 290]their faith, to make them mighty even unto the power of deliverance.19

The Wisdom Tradition Clarifies the Difference
Between the Wise Man and the Fool
Proverbs contrasts the wise man with the fool, “A wise son maketh a glad father: but a foolish son is the heaviness
of his mother” (Proverbs 10:1). Nephi’s record provides characters that align with that proverbial contrast.
Immediately obvious are Laman and Lemuel, who never truly “hear” the wise words of their father. In the Book of
Mormon, they play the role of the fool,20 the foil to the wise Nephi. Unfortunately, the rebellious brothers may have
enacted, or attempted to enact, the seven abominations listed in Proverbs 6:16–19,

These six things doth the Lord hate: yea, seven are an abomination unto him: a proud look, a lying
tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, an heart that deviseth wicked imaginations, feet that be
swift in running to mischief, a false witness that speaketh lies, and he that soweth discord among
brethren.
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Another foolish figure in Nephi’s record, who beautifully plays into the sapiential drama expected of Wisdom
literature, is Laban. Likely by literary and paronomastic design, Laban’s name is an anagram of the Hebrew word
nabal,21 meaning “fool.”22 Like a true fool, Laban despises [Page 291]the word of God and fails to value the Brass
Plates in his possession, a direct contrast to Nephi:

Happy is the man that findeth wisdom, and the man that getteth understanding. For the merchandise
of it is better than the merchandise of silver, and the gain thereof than fine gold. She is more precious
than rubies: and all the things thou canst desire are not to be compared unto her. (Proverbs 3:13–15)

Like a fool who lusts for spoil, Laban seeks the property of Nephi’s family even though “the getting of treasures by
a lying tongue is a vanity tossed to and fro of them that seek death” (Proverbs 21:6). In contrast, wise Nephi is
willing to give away his most “valuable” earthly possessions in order to gain the pearl of great price — the wise
sayings of the Lord and his prophets as recorded on the Brass Plates.
A foolish man utters nonsense or speaks without thinking — with dire consequences for himself: “Rash words are
like sword thrusts, but the tongue of the wise brings healing” (nrsv Proverbs 12:18; see also Proverbs 6:12–15).
Laban is the thoughtless fool when he bears false witness against Laman, saying, “Thou art a robber, and I will slay
thee” (1 Nephi 3:13). Significantly, for the outsized influence that Laban seems to exert in the early narrative of the
Book of Mormon, this is the only direct statement uttered by him that Nephi records. With this false statement,
foolish Laban breaks the Mosaic Law to “not bear false witness against thy neighbour” (Exodus 20:16).
Consequently, according to Mosaic Law, whatever punishment the slanderer uttered against the slandered would
turn back against him:

If a false witness rise up against any man to testify against him that which is wrong; then both the
men, between whom the controversy is, shall stand before the Lord, before the priests and the judges,
which shall be in those days; and the judges shall make diligent inquisition: and, behold, if the
witness be a false witness, and hath testified falsely against his brother; then shall ye do unto him, as
he had thought to have done unto his brother: so shalt thou put the evil away from among you.
(Deuteronomy 19:16–19)
Hence, the killing of Laban may have been lawfully justified.23 In literary and legal irony, foolish Laban had
spoken his own demise. And [Page 292]in this utterance, he had confirmed what the Wisdom tradition says about
fools: they speak without thinking as “A false witness that speaketh lies, and he that soweth discord among
brethren” (Proverbs 6:19), their mouths utter slander like “He that hideth hatred with lying lips, and he that uttereth
a slander is a fool. … Excellent speech becometh not a fool: much less do lying lips a prince” (Proverbs 10:18;
17:7).
The greatest obstacle to the wise is the fool. And the greatest obstacle for the preservation of wise sayings is the
fool who does not understand the word of God or despises the word of God. Laban is the nabal, the fool who stands
in the way of God’s wisdom being transmitted through the ages. Hence, the wise man must kill the fool in order for
wisdom to thrive.24 And this is no ordinary death. The very head of the fool is removed so that his foolish thoughts
can no longer sprout, his foolish words can no longer be uttered, and his foolish plans can no longer be devised. For
Nephi and the Book of Mormon, this is but “the beginning of knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7).
And this is simply the beginning of the many ways that reading Nephi, indeed the entire Book of Mormon record,
through the lens of Wisdom literature can lead to expansive and fruitful new insights and meaning.
This article attempts to demonstrate that Nephi’s writings appear to be deeply influenced by Wisdom tradition
themes. There are many Wisdom themes connecting the Book of Mormon to the Old Testament, though this article
has only focused on five of those Wisdom themes that appear in 1 Nephi. Additional study will reveal many more
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connections between the Book of Mormon and the Wisdom literature tradition of ancient Israel.25 If the Wisdom
tradition is a foundation for Nephi’s [Page 293]scribal capabilities and outlook, perhaps the principles and literary
skills represented by the scribal Wisdom tradition constitute the “learning of the Jews” that Nephi references so
early in his record. Hence, if Nephi’s record is a record of the learning of the Jews — a record of wisdom — we
would be wise to read it with Wisdom.
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Righteous’: Instructional Wisdom in the Book of Mormon,” Occasional Papers: Number 5 (Provo, UT: Maxwell
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Journal of Cuneiform Studies, 66 (2014), 39–47, especially p. 40; Michael P. Streck, “Schilf” [= “Reed”] in
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18. I put fear in parentheses to remind readers that these terms are interchangeable in the Wisdom tradition.
Proverbs states, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7).

19. Noel B. Reynolds, “Nephi’s Outline,” in Book of Mormon Authorship: New Light on Ancient Origins, ed.
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20. Unfortunately, Lemuel was one of the great fools of the Book of Mormon because he chose to hearken to the
words of another fool, Laman, rather than the words of the wise, Nephi or Lehi. “It is better to hear the rebuke of
the wise, than for a man to hear the song of fools” (Ecclesiastes 7:5). “And it came to pass that Laman was angry
with me, and also with my father; and also was Lemuel, for he hearkened unto the words of Laman. Wherefore
Laman and Lemuel did speak many hard words unto us, their younger brothers, and they did smite us even with a
rod (1 Nephi 3:28).” In condemning Laman and Lemuel as fools, who spoke “many hard words,” we remember
that the Wisdom tradition teaches that “a fool’s voice is known by multitude of words” (Ecclesiastes 5:3).

21. For a Biblical story of paronomasia involving the name Nabal, see the story of David, Abigail, and Nabal in 1
Samuel 25.

22. See for example, Alan Goff, “Scratching the Surface of Book of Mormon Narratives,” FARMS Review of Books
12/2 (2000), esp. 18–19.

23. For another literary interpretation of Laban’s death, see Steven L. Olsen, “The Death of Laban: A Literary
Interpretation,” The FARMS Review 21/1 (2009), 179–195.

24. 1 Nephi 4:13–17 provides a justification for killing Laban that may evoke themes from the Wisdom tradition
(remember that Nephi is the wise man and Laban is the fool). See for example, Proverbs 1:24–32; 2:12–15, 22;
3:33–35; 4:19; 5:22–23; 6:12–15; 8:36; 11:3, 8, 19, 21, 28, 31; 12:6–7, 21; 13:9; 14:11; 15:10–11; 16:6; 19:9;
21:25, 28; 24:17–18; 28:10, 18.

25. Though what follows is a very limited list, Wisdom themes seem to prevail throughout the Book of Mormon. A
cursory review of the Book of Mormon seems to connect in these ways. Theme 1, listening to and recording the
words of his wise father; some potential passages to explore include: Jacob 1; Enos 1; Jarom 1; Omni 1; Mosiah 6;
Helaman 5; Alma 36–42; Mormon 1, Moroni 7. Theme 2, valuing learning and education: Enos 1; Mosiah 1;
Mosiah 2; Mormon 1. Theme 3, embracing hard work: Jacob 1; Enos 1; Jarom 1; Alma 43; Moroni 9. Theme 4,
seeking understanding from the Lord despite suffering and trials: Jacob 3, Enos 1; Record of Zeniff (Mosiah 9–22);
Alma 14; Moroni 9. Theme 5, demonstrating the difference between the wise man and the fool: Jacob 2–3; Mosiah
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the fool and Captain Moroni the wise man?” Another theme in Wisdom literature is the advice for the wise man to
avoid alluring women. How does Corianton represent the foolish son and his father the wise father? These and
many other Wisdom themes and questions should prove fruitful for Book of Mormon scholarship.
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