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Introduction

 Though they serve vastly different religions and cultures of the world, almost all the books of scripture used by those religions share certain areas of commonality. For example, almost all sacred ancient writings contain a version of the story of the great flood. Many books offer similar accounts of the creation of this earth and its inhabitants. Almost all have Adam and Eve figures as well as a war in heaven scenario. They may adapt the names and particular details to more comfortably fit their ethnic or nationalistic identities and certainly, over time, some stories take on a purely local setting but the essence of the stories convey the same message. 

The books of scripture for the three great religious movements of Judaism, Islam and Christianity share an even closer bond. The Torah, Koran and Bible are products of people known as “Shemites” or descendants of Shem, the most blessed of Noah’s three sons. Known as the “Great High Priest,” Shem’s descendants are now known as “Semites” and they include such great people as the Arabs, Hebrews, Phoenicians, Syrians, Assyrians and the Babylonians. It would stand to reason that if these people did indeed share a common ancestry they would also share a related history. And so it is that the early patriarchs from Adam through Noah and on to Abraham appear in one form or another in their scriptures. Abraham, in particular, figures prominently in all three aforementioned books, as it was thru his sons Isaac and Ishmael that the Arab nations and the Hebrews evolved. Not only do the Torah, Koran and Old Testament all recognize these figures but so, also, do the vast majority of ancient documents, which have come to light in the last 150 years of archeological exploration in the Middle East. We now have, for example, “Enoch” texts from Ethiopia, Greece, the Slavic regions, Syria, the Hebrews and, most recently, the Dead Sea Scrolls, as well as our own Joseph Smith “Enoch” text as found in Moses 6 and 7 in the Pearl of Great Price. While details vary, the underlying theme remains constant among them all. 

    It should come as no surprise, therefore, that the Book of Mormon also contains references to these same people and the details it provides illuminate rather than confuse the already expansive body of scripture extant in the world.

    What is surprising and unique about the Book of Mormon, however, is that it is the only book of scripture that directly quotes passages from another book of scripture. Within the pages of the Book of Mormon we find 26 chapters of Isaiah, 3 chapters of Matthew and 2 Chapters of Malachi cited in their entirety (Some might call this plagiarism however the quotes are fully attributed to their original authors). This citing of a more ancient scripture firmly and unequivocally ties the Book of Mormon to the people of the Old Testament and establishes a bond between the two civilizations.

    The way we, as students of the Book of Mormon, recognize these passages is very easy; each chapter so cited begins with “compare Isaiah…” The first example is found in 1 Nephi 20 in which we are instructed to “compare Isaiah 48.” All too often we are tempted to skip over these chapters because they’re not really Book of Mormon history and, after all, isn’t that what we are studying? Those who do go ahead and read the Isaiah passages often do so for the sake of saying they have read every word of the Book of Mormon. However, seldom do we lay open the Bible side by side with the Book of Mormon and actually do as the chapter heading directs and compare the two. This is unfortunate for, contrary to popular belief, the Isaiah, Malachi and Matthew passages are not copied verbatim from one or another versions of the Bible! Joseph Smith did not skip over these passages nor did he take the text from the Bible as an easy way around the difficult process of translating. Rather, he continued doing what he had been doing, that is, he translated every word from the golden plates as it came to him. As a result, though the passages are remarkably similar, they, nevertheless, show unique and sometimes crucial differences. 

    I have found studying these differences to be most educational and enlightening and it is my hope, in the following pages, to bring to life, for the reader, a portion of the Book of Mormon that has all to often lain “hidden in plain sight” while at the same time clarifying why even the Savior said “...great are the words of Isaiah.”
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Chapter 1

“Not a Hundredth Part”

  As the Book of Mormon begins Nephi declares to us that he is writing his record according to “…the learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians.”
 Latter day scholars tell us that the “Reformed Egyptian” used by Nephi was probably a form now known as Meroitic
 Egyptian which was essentially a type of shorthand developed by Egyptians in the 7th century B.C. and used throughout their kingdom, (which at that time included Jerusalem). Discoveries made since the publication of the Book of Mormon reveal that regular Egyptian is significantly more efficient to write than Hebrew, and the new shorthand developed far up the Nile was even more compact and easy to work with than Egyptian. It would make sense that Nephi, and the prophets who followed him, would seek the most efficient method of writing as they all noted the great difficulty they faced as they struggled to adequately write their history.

  “And now, behold, we have written this record according to our knowledge, in the characters which are called among us reformed Egyptian, being handed down and altered by us according to our manner of speech.

  “And if our plates had been sufficiently large we should have written in Hebrew; but the Hebrew hath been altered by us also; and if we could have written in Hebrew, behold ye would have no imperfection in our record.”

  Limited space on the plates and difficulty in writing required that only the most important information should be written down. Nephi expressed this almost immediately in his record:

  “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.”

  Mormon, likewise, states;

“And now there cannot be written in this book even a hundredth part of the things which Jesus did truly teach unto the people;”

  Jacob and Moroni also express the difficulty with which they struggled to record the works of their people. It stands to reason therefore that no extraneous or superfluous words should ever occupy the pages of the Book of Mormon, and yet, within the first 100 pages we have no less than 25 pages devoted to quoting Isaiah. This seems grossly inefficient and redundant. After all, the Nephites had most of the portions of the Old Testament up to Jeremiah with them as they trekked across the desert and across the sea to their new home on the American continents. Why, then, would Book of Mormon authors commit so much effort and valuable space to words already recorded and available on other documents? Perhaps the best way to answer that question is to learn why they were valuable to the people in the first place.

  It is not insignificant that the first real story of the Book of Mormon concerns the efforts of Nephi and his brothers to acquire, from Laban, the plates of brass, which contained a record of the genealogy of their forefathers and a history of the Jews. This record was apparently so valuable to Lehi’s family that Nephi and his brothers risked their lives and all of their family fortune to secure it. Eventually, Nephi was moved upon by the Spirit to slay Laban in order to get the records, for as the Spirit told him;

  “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.”

   It is clear that the Lord knew that entire cultures could perish without records that would transmit their history, genealogy and perhaps most importantly, a knowledge of the covenants and the law, as given to their fathers. We see evidence of this early in the Book of Mormon as we read the sad tale of the Mulekites
 who left Jerusalem shortly after Lehi’s group. They did not bring with them any records and in a very few generations they had lost all connection with their ancestors, their cultural roots and even their language! The value of the records that Nephi and his brothers recovered reveals itself when Nephi teaches his people from these same ancient scriptures. He begins by teaching the words of all the ancient prophets concerning the doings of the Lord with regard to his people, while at the same time foreshadowing the importance of the Book of Mormon to our own generation today. He states;

  “Now it came to pass that I, Nephi, did teach my brethren these things; and it came to pass that I did read many things to them, which were engraven upon the plates of brass, that they might know concerning the doings of the Lord in other lands, among people of old.’
 (Emphasis added)

  If ancient records of people in other lands were of great value to the Nephites, it stands to reason that the records of the Nephites, though they be other people in other times and in other lands, might be of great worth to us. Nephi shows the way this is accomplished as he continues.

  “…but that I might more fully persuade them to believe in the Lord their Redeemer I did read unto them that which was written by the prophet Isaiah; for I did liken all scriptures unto us, that it might be for our profit and learning.”

  Nephi clearly understood that the value of scriptures was in their applicability to the times and circumstances of those who heard or read them rather than in their purely historical content. It only follows that he used that criteria to decide what accounts and teachings he would include in his own records. While he undoubtedly read many more old scriptures to his people than is recorded, he only wrote words that could be likened to the days and circumstances of the people who would read his account. 1,000 years later Mormon would imply the very same thing as he compiled and abridged the massive quantity of records that fell under his stewardship. 

  As Mormon made his narrative it must be remembered that no Nephite eyes would ever see the words he painstakingly engraved on the golden plates. All his statements, pleas and admonitions were directed particularly and solely to us in these latter days. The direction he was given by the Lord was to assemble a record of his own fallen people with such details and accounts as would show unto the people of much later generations, how and why his people were destroyed so that we might not fall under the same bondage and suffer the same fate. To that end the Lord gave Mormon a grand vision of our day and showed unto him all our weaknesses and problems so that he might more wisely mold his record to our special needs. He writes;

  “Behold, I speak unto you as if you were present, and yet ye are not. But behold, Jesus Christ hath shown you unto me, and I know your doing.”

  Moroni continues this thought and closes with the following humble plea;

  “Behold, I speak unto you as though I spake from the dead; for I know that ye shall have my words. Condemn me not because of mine imperfection, neither My father, because of his imperfection, neither them who have written before him; but rather give thanks unto God that he hath made manifest unto you our imperfections, that ye may learn to be more wise than we have been.”

  How somber it must have been for men like Nephi, Mormon and Moroni to ponder the visions they saw of our day and attempt to engrave, on metal plates, fitting words of warning and caution that we might possibly avoid the very things that brought down their people. All these things only reinforce the notion that nothing was going onto the plates save it had great value to the people of our own generations here in the latter days. This gives all the more reason to marvel that fully one quarter of the early pages of their record are devoted to the words of Isaiah. 

Why Isaiah?

  While many other prophets (Zenos, Zenock and Neum, to name a few) are referenced by Book of Mormon authors, it is Isaiah who is first quoted, verbatim, in an entire chapter. In fact, Isaiah is the source of over 85% of the biblical scriptures in the Book of Mormon. To understand why this is so requires an examination of who the man Isaiah was, as well as an understanding of his mission.

  In citing Isaiah more than any other biblical prophet, the Book of Mormon is only following the example of the New Testament. Researchers and scholars who study such things have found that Isaiah is the most quoted biblical prophet in the scriptures. He is quoted more often than Paul, Peter or John. Remarkably, he is even quoted more than Jesus! In the account of the Savior’s visit to the Nephites we see an occasion where Jesus quotes the entire 54th chapter of Isaiah and then expounds upon it to the people and gives them the following endorsement and charge;


“And now, behold, I say unto you, that ye ought to search these things. Yea, a commandment I give unto you that ye search these things diligently; for great are the words of Isaiah.”

  Isaiah was a prophet in Jerusalem for a period of 40 years, from 740 B.C. – 701 B.C., during which time he served as the chief advisor to King Hezekiah. This put him about 100 years before Nephi and means he was, to Nephi, as Lorenzo Snow would be to us today. In other words, he was a “modern” prophet in Nephi’s day. It can be reasonably assumed that his words were relative fresh and accessible to the people of 600 B.C. 

  Certainly, most biblical prophets taught of the coming Messiah, however, many focused their particular ministries on the specific events of their day. Often they would foresee victory over a certain enemy or their job would be to constantly remind the people of the sanctity of the Law of Moses. Many times Old Testament prophets dealt with issues specific to the House of Israel and the turmoil within at that time. It seems the preservation of the tribes of Israel in olden times was a primary focus. Just keeping the House of Israel together was a full time (and ultimately futile) job.

  A close scrutiny of Isaiah’s teachings shows that his mission was more far reaching than most other prophets. Isaiah seems to have been a sort of Old Testament John the Baptist. That is, He acted as a herald for the coming Savior. The angelic messenger who proclaimed the Savior’s birth seemed to be quoting Isaiah 9 when he declared “for unto you is born this day, in the city of David, a Savior which is Christ the Lord.”
 Likewise, when Moroni appeared to Joseph Smith in September 1823 he quoted from the 11th chapter of Isaiah and proclaimed that the time was at hand for his words to be fulfilled. 

  The majority of Isaiah’s teaching fell into two categories. The first category dealt with everything about the Savior and his mission. He joyed in foretelling the coming of the Savior both as a mortal at the meridian of time as well as the glorious God of Israel returning at the last day. Many of Isaiah’s prophecies reveal the events that will ultimately lead to the Savior’s return and he clearly shows the state of the people who will receive him. In conjunction with his prophesies about the fate of the house of Israel, Isaiah foretold the coming forth of the Book of Mormon. It was he who prophesied that the Nephites would be destroyed, and that their record would come forth out of the ground in the form of a sealed book;

  “And thou shalt be brought down, and shall speak out of the ground, and thy speech shall be low out of the dust, and thy voice shall be, as of one that hath a familiar spirit, out of the ground, and thy speech shall whisper out of the dust.”

“And the vision of all is become unto you as the words of a book that is sealed, which men deliver to one that is learned, saying, Read this, I pray thee: and he saith, I cannot, for it is sealed:

  And the book is delivered to him that is not learned, Saying, Read this I pray thee: and he saith I am not learned.”

 Isaiah also had a very specific message, which became a recurring theme throughout his entire ministry. He constantly taught that God requires righteousness from his people and unless they obey him they will be smitten and scattered by their enemies and will be brought down as far as is necessary, until they are humbled. The Lord will do this because righteousness is required of those who would stand in his presence at the last day. This part of his ministry was simple and straightforward – “and inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments, ye shall prosper.”
 

   Isaiah taught according to the manner of speech common to Semitic people in which all messages were a balance of positive and negative messages. All Isaiah’s warnings and admonitions were balanced by a message of hope which, in the case of the Israelites, was that in the last days Israel will be restored and established in the land of their inheritance and the Lord will dwell in the midst of his people, who will be called Zion.

 This Messianic thrust in Isaiah’s teachings, along with his obvious familiarity with the coming forth of the Book of Mormon, make him the ideal source for Nephi and subsequent Book of Mormon prophets to quote. As justification for Nephi to quote Isaiah he stated that the Lord;

  “ did show unto the prophets of old all things concerning them; and also he did show unto many concerning us; wherefore, it must needs be that we know concerning them for they are written upon the plates of brass.”

  Nephi proceeds to once again exhort the people to consider the words of the prophets, including Isaiah, and liken them unto themselves. This is a recurring theme for Nephi in particular, as he seems to have a clear vision of how prophetic words are universal in their applicability. It is only logical that Nephi would feel this way and that this would have been a primary motivator for him in keeping his own record. It must be recognized, and constantly remembered by any student of the Book of Mormon, that the prophets who made this record knew that their voices would, “whisper out of the dust.” It is interesting that they used the metaphor of dust rather than saying, “our voices ring out from the past” or “our voices declare with the sound of trumpets through the ages.” No such bold expression was used. Rather, they acknowledged that their people would be brought down, in humility, to the dust. Neither would their voices ring loud and clear but rather, “from the dust” they would “whisper.” One must have compassion for such men as these who knew that their mission to save their own people would ultimately fail but who saw, in the future, another audience who might, through the sad accounts in the Book of Mormon, learn the lessons therein and save their own generation. 

  As latter day possessors and caretakers of the Book of Mormon we must constantly remind ourselves that there is nothing joyful about the Book of Mormon. It is a sad tale of a fallen people whose cycles of righteousness and wickedness ultimately led to their complete and utter destruction. Its people cry unto us saying, “Do not do as we have done. Learn from our mistakes and save yourselves!” 

    It is remarkable to note how closely the prophecies of Isaiah parallel the hopes that all the Nephite prophets held for their people. Well before Lehi left Jerusalem, the House of Israel had been split into two different kingdoms. The one we know as the Lost Ten Tribes is commonly called the kingdom of Israel and was lost to the common knowledge of man almost immediately. The other, called the kingdom of Judah, was comprised of the tribe of Judah and a smattering of remnants from the other tribes, including Joseph, who remained in Jerusalem and the land of Judea. They were destined to be driven from their homes and scattered to the winds. Indeed, this was the reason Lehi fled with his family into the desert in the first place. As the various Book of Mormon prophets recorded their history they recognized that the splitting of their family into the Nephites and the Lamanites was a similitude of the House of Israel. It only follows then that the words of Isaiah would have been powerful reminders of the fate and the responsibilities that awaited them. No other Old Testament prophet had so concisely spoken to their condition as had Isaiah. It is no wonder that he was their strongest link to their ancestral home and the larger family of Israel. As we come to understand this we see more clearly why Isaiah’s words are so abundantly provided throughout the Book of Mormon.
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