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Abstract: The importance of the priesthood is firmly demonstrated throughout the Book of 
Mormon. For Book of Mormon authors, this divine authority was necessary to preach the 
gospel, to organize and establish the Lord’s church, and to perform sacred priesthood 
ordinances. Better than any other body of scripture, the Book of Mormon shows how the 
priesthood was organized and how it functioned in a former dispensation. By carefully 
studying it and comparing it to the current dispensation, readers can better understand 
which aspects of the priesthood are adaptable for different times and circumstances, and 
which are enduring and unchanging.
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What Does the Book of Mormon 
Teach about the Priesthood?

“And it came to pass that none received authority to preach or to 
teach except it were by him from God. Therefore he consecrated all 
their priests and all their teachers; and none were consecrated 

except they were just men.” Mosiah 23:17

Principle 
The importance of the priesthood is firmly demon-
strated throughout the Book of Mormon. For Book of 
Mormon authors, this divine authority was necessary to 
preach the gospel, to organize and establish the Lord’s 
church, and to perform sacred priesthood ordinances. 

Early in the Book of Mormon, Nephi declared that “the 
Holy Ghost giveth authority that I should speak these 
things, and deny them not” (1 Nephi 10:22). The sons 
of Mosiah “taught with power and authority of God” 
(Alma 17:3).  Mormon taught his people with “bold-
ness, having authority from God” (Moroni 8:16). And 
Moroni challenged skeptical readers: “if I have no au-
thority for these things, judge ye; for ye shall know that I 
have authority when ye shall see me, and we shall stand 
before God at the last day” (Ether 5:6). These are just a 
few examples which demonstrate that divine authority 
to speak the mind and will of the Lord is a key doctrine 
in the Book of Mormon.  

Book of Mormon prophets clearly linked priesthood au-
thority with the establishment of Christ’s church.1 Alma 
the Elder, who established a congregation of Christian 
believers at the Waters of Mormon, was a “high priest, 
he being the founder of their church” (Mosiah 23:16). 
As the presiding high priest, Alma “consecrated all their 
priests and all their teachers,” and “none received au-
thority to preach or to teach except it were by him from 
God” (v. 17).2 Similarly, when Jesus visited the people at 
Bountiful, He gave “power and authority” to twelve dis-
ciples, admonishing the people to “give heed unto the 
words of these twelve whom I have chosen from among 
you” (3 Nephi 12:1).   

The Book of Mormon shows that authority was also 
necessary to perform saving priesthood ordinances. 
King Limhi and his people had to wait before they could 
be baptized because “there was none in the land that 
had authority from God” (Mosiah 21:33). When Alma 
baptized at the Waters of Mormon, he made sure to 
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declare that he did so “having authority from the Al-
mighty God” (Mosiah 18:13). Similarly, Jesus explicitly 
and publicly gave his disciples power to baptize (see 3 
Nephi 12:1) and also to “give the Holy Ghost” (3 Nephi 
18:37).  

Concerning priesthood procedures, Alma the Young-
er taught that priesthood holders themselves must be 
“called with a holy calling, and ordained with a holy or-
dinance” (Alma 13:8), which ordinance he demonstrat-
ed “by laying on his hands” (Alma 6:1). Likely noticing 
that Christ’s instructions about how to baptize were al-
ready recorded in 3 Nephi 11:22–28, Moroni made sure 
to include, in his final farewell, the words and proce-
dures for giving the gift of the Holy Ghost,3 ordaining 
men to priesthood offices,4 and administering the sac-
rament.5 That such details were purposefully inserted in 
the final chapters of the text only solidifies the impor-
tance of the priesthood and priesthood ordinances in 
the Book of Mormon.6 

Application 
Elder Russell M. Nelson has explained that “[p]riest-
hood authority has existed in many dispensations” and 
that our dispensation “will host a whole, complete, and 
perfect union, welding together dispensations, keys, 
powers, and glories from the days of Adam even to the 
present time.”7 Studying the priesthood in the Book 
of Mormon can therefore help give clarity and under-
standing to priesthood keys and authority in the cur-
rent dispensation.  

The priesthood today is necessary to preside over the 
Lord’s church and to declare the will of the Lord, as it 
was in the Book of Mormon. It likewise has specific 
priesthood offices or responsibilities, is conferred by 
the laying on of hands of those in authority, and is nec-
essary for performing saving ordinances, just as it was 
in Book of Mormon times. These shared features seem 
to be fundamental and enduring aspects of the priest-
hood.8 

There are differences, of course, between the circum-
stances, needs, and practices of one dispensation of 
the gospel and the next, and those differences are in-
structive as well. It appears that the Nephites only op-
erated under the Melchizedek Priesthood,9 and for a 
good portion of their history, they functioned under 
the Law of Moses.10 Thus the structure and function of 

their priesthood offices, such as teacher and priest, were 
likely somewhat different than those familiar to mod-
ern Latter-day Saints.11 The specific words used for their 
priesthood ordinances sometimes differed slightly than 
those given in the present dispensation.12 And in today’s 
dispensation, there are added priesthood keys and tem-
ple ordinances that either were not always present or 
were not explicitly recorded in the Book of Mormon 
(see Doctrine and Covenants 110:11–16).13  

Although each dispensation of priesthood authority 
shares essential key features, the organizational struc-
tures, offices, keys, and sacred words have been tai-
lored for the varying circumstances and time periods 
in which each was given.14 The prophet Joseph Smith 
explained that the “government of heaven” is conducted 
by “revelation adapted to the circumstances in which 
the children of the Kingdom are placed.”15 

Better than any other body of scripture, the Book of 
Mormon shows how the priesthood was organized 
and how it functioned in a former dispensation. Thus 
by carefully studying it and comparing it to the current 
dispensation, readers can better understand which as-
pects of the priesthood are adaptable for different times 
and circumstances,16 and which are “without beginning 
of days or end of years, being prepared from eternity to 
all eternity” (Alma 13:7). 
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