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Abstract: When speaking out against the people of Zarahemla for their sins, Nephi
symbolically brought them to trial. He called ancient prophets against them as witnesses to
remind them that they had rejected the laws of God. This is an example of an ancient
practice called a “prophetic lawsuit.” Even though, in this case, Nephi had to stand alone
against the corruption that surrounded him, he used to scriptures to support him as he
stood as a witness for Christ.


http://bookofmormoncentral.com/

KnoWhy # 179
September 2, 2016 =415

2 Nephi 31 by Jorge Cocco

W@/ Did N efﬁt Affmf fo .So. Mm.ty Earlier
Testimonies of Christ?

A" 01’- our 1’-“’%\2"5, cven C!OWM "'O ﬂ‘;s_ ﬂme coe LQVQ "'QS"';]'-;QC! 01’- ’-!7\2 COM;Mq 01’- CLI’;S"',

44

auc' ane 'oo‘(ec‘ !-orwarc!, ﬂMC‘ [\ave reio;cec‘ " L;s. c‘avl wL?cL 1« to come.
Heloman 8:22

In trying to convince the people of Zarahemla to recti-
ty the wickedness of their laws, Nephi appealed to the
testimonies of those who long before had “testified of
the coming of Christ” (Helaman 8:22). By doing so, he
reminded the people of the laws of God. Corrupt judges
were attempting to have Nephi put on trial (Helaman
8:1), but Nephi turned the tables on them by symboli-
cally bringing them to trial instead.'

Because they had rejected the Law of Moses for their
own unjust laws, the first witness he brought against
them was Moses himself. After all, who could judge
better than Moses if his laws were being negated? Nephi
reminded them of the miracles Moses performed by the
power of God (Helaman 8:11) and then pointed them
toward the most important part of the Law of Moses:
Christ. “Yea, did he not bear record that the Son of God
should come? And as he lifted up the brazen serpent in
the wilderness, even so shall he be lifted up who should
come” (v. 14).2

Nephi then called his second witness, the Psalms, which
he quotes in Helaman 8:15 (emphasis added): “And as
many as should look upon that serpent should live, even
so as many as should look upon the Son of God with
faith, having a contrite spirit, might live, even unto that
life which is eternal” Here Nephi combined his com-
ments on Moses with an allusion to Psalm 34:18-19
(emphasis added), talking about how Christ saved the
people in the wilderness, and can still save them now:
“The Lord is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart;
and saveth such as be of a contrite spirit”?

His next witness was Abraham, the father of the cove-
nant between Jehovah and his people: “Yea, and behold,
Abraham saw of his coming, and was filled with glad-
ness and did rejoice” (Helaman 8:17). This statement
may have a common background with the version of
Genesis 15:2 found in the Joseph Smith Translation and
evidently on the plates of brass: “And it came to pass,
that Abram looked forth and saw the days of the Son



of Man, and was glad, and his soul found rest.* Nephi
then listed Zenos, Zenock, Ezias, Isaiah, and Jeremiah
in quick succession. This list gave him the symbolically
significant number of seven named witnesses from the
plates of brass to support his witness of Christ.’

Nephi then moved from the Old World to the New
World, using the very people in the audience as wit-
nesses against themselves: “Now we know that Jerusa-
lem was destroyed according to the words of Jeremiah.
O then why not the Son of God come, according to his
prophecy? And now will you dispute that Jerusalem was
destroyed? Will ye say that the sons of Zedekiah were
not slain, all except it were Mulek? Yea, and do ye not
behold that the seed of Zedekiah are with us, and they
were driven out of the land of Jerusalem?” (Helaman
8:20-22).5

Because some people in the audience were descendants
of Mulek, who left Jerusalem while it was being de-
stroyed, they provided living witnesses to the truthful-
ness of Jeremiah’s prophecy concerning the destruction
of Jerusalem (cf. Omni 1:15).” And if Jeremiah’s proph-
ecy about the destruction of Jerusalem was correct,
Nephi argued, surely his prophecy about the coming of
Christ was also correct.

Nephi continued drawing from New World prophets,
citing Lehi, Nephi, and those who followed them as
additional witnesses. Finally, he called the heavens and
the earth to witness what he had said. “In this ye have
sinned, for ye have rejected all these things, notwith-
standing so many evidences which ye have received; yea,
even ye have received all things, both things in heaven,
and all things which are in the earth, as a witness that
they are true” (Helaman 8:24, emphasis added). This
juridical move likely reflects the ancient Israelite prac-
tice manifest in Isaiah 1:2, “Hear, O heavens, and give
ear, O earth: for the Lord hath spoken, I have nourished
and brought up children, and they have rebelled against
me.”® Nephi’s indictment and calling of witnesses forms
a superb example of what has been identified by many

biblical scholars as a “prophetic lawsuit.™
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Helaman 8 begins with the people nearly bringing Ne-
phi to trial before local judges. But throughout this
chapter, Nephi successfully called higher witnesses to
testify against them before God instead. He formally

put the people on divine trial, and pronounced them
worthy of “everlasting destruction” but suspended the
judgment if they would repent (Helaman 8:26).

Nephi knew that “at the mouth of two witnesses, or
three witnesses, shall he that is worthy of death be put to
death” (Deuteronomy 17:6)."° But Nephi emphatically
called many more than the required number of witness-
es, urging the people to reject their flawed legal system
and return to the laws authorized by God. That law was
grounded in the scriptures, which he referenced so fre-
quently."

There are times in the Book of Mormon when prophets
needed to stand up and criticize negative trends they
saw around them. Sometimes, as in Nephi’s case, they
stood alone. Many people might find themselves in a
similar position in today’s world. But Nephi remind-
ed readers of the Book of Mormon that they are never
really alone in pushing back against corruption within
society. Modern readers can, like Nephi, appeal to the
scriptures and personal revelation in resisting any neg-
ative trends around them.
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1. The judges do not seem to be able to bring people to trial themselves. Because of the obvious conflict of interests
involved they likely needed to wait for the people to do this, but they could incite a mob to bring someone to trial,
as they seem to be attempting here. John W. Welch, The Legal Cases in the Book of Mormon (Provo, UT: BYU
Press and the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship, 2008), 325.

2. The use of a serpent as a symbol for Jesus appears in other parts of the Book of Mormon. See Book of Mormon
Central, “What Are The Nephite Articles Of Faith?(Alma 33:22),” KnoWhy 141 (July 12, 2016).

3. Although the Book of Mormon authors do not categorically reject kingship, they seem to have serious reser-
vations about it. Even though a text that some assumed was by David is cited here, David is not mentioned. The
Book of Mormon authors, like Samuel in 1 Samuel 8, seem to be very uncomfortable with kings, and that may be
part of the reason David’s name is not mentioned. See Jonathan Kaplan, “1 Samuel 8:11-18 as ‘A Mirror for Princ-
es,” Journal of Biblical Literature 131, no. 4 (2012): 637.

4. Robert J. Matthews. “The Joseph Smith Translation—Historical Source and Doctrinal Companion to the Doc-
trine & Covenants,” Ninth Annual Church Educational System Religious Educators’ Symposium (Salt Lake City,
UT: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1985), 22.

5. One should be very cautious in discussing sacred numbers in the Book of Mormon because the numbers often
end up having little significance. But occasionally the numbers do seem to be important. This may be one of those
cases. See Corbin Volluz, “A Study in Seven: Hebrew Numerology in the Book of Mormon,” BYU Studies Quarter-
ly 53, no. 2 (2014): 57-83.

6. It is important to note that Nephi is in Zarahemla at this point, as noted in Helaman 7:10, and that Zarahemla
is the city where the Mulekites originally settled as noted in Omni 1:14. Therefore, it is likely that many of these
people would be at least partially related to the Mulekites.

7. See Book of Mormon Central, “Has an Artifact That Relates to the Book of Mormon Been Found? (Mosiah
25:2)7 KnoWhy 103 (May 19, 2016).

8. It is possible that Nephi included one last witness from the plates of brass but that he quoted something not
found in the Old Testament. He told the people they were only seeking for treasures on earth “instead of laying up
for [themselves] treasures in heaven, where nothing doth corrupt” (Helaman 8:25). This is very similar to Matthew
6:20, which could mean that both Nephi and Jesus were quoting something that was on the plates of brass but that
is no longer available today.

9. See Kirsten Nielsen, Yahweh as Prosecutor and Judge (Sheffield, England: JSOT, 1978); John W. Welch, “Benja-
min’s Speech as a Prophetic Lawsuit,” in King Benjamin's Speech: “That Ye May Learn Wisdom”, ed. John W. Welch
and Stephen D. Ricks (Provo: FARMS, 1998), 225-32. Biblical passages regularly identified as utilizing the pro-
phetic lawsuit literary form include Isaiah 1:2-3, 18-20; Jeremiah 2:4-13; Micah 6:1-8; Hosea 4:1-3; and Malachi
3:5.

10. Welch, Legal Cases, 242.

11. See also 2 Nephi 27:14: “Wherefore, the Lord God will proceed to bring forth the words of the book; and in the
mouth of as many witnesses as seemeth him good will he establish his word; and wo be unto him that rejecteth the
word of God!” See Book of Mormon Central, “Why Is There a Need for the Testimony of Two Nations? (2 Nephi
29:8),” KnoWhy 56 (March 17, 2016).



