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WHY DOES NEPHI BEGIN BY SAYING “I, NEPHI . . .”? 

“I, Nephi, having been born of goodly parents, . . . therefore I make a record of my 
proceedings in my days.” 

1 Nephi 1:1 

THE KNOW 
The best-known words in all of the Book of Mormon 
may very well be Nephi’s opening line: “I, Nephi, 
having been born of goodly parents…” (1 Nephi 1:1). 
While many Latter-day Saints know these words by 
heart, most people may not be aware that many 
ancient Near Eastern texts begin this same way, and 
these texts help explain why Nephi would start his 
record the same way.  

In fact, these words may have signaled his authority in 
writing as king and ruler over his people. A few of the 
best examples of inscriptions beginning this way 
come from a king named Barrakab, who put up three 
large monuments in ancient Syria commemorating his 
triumphs as king. 1 They all begin with the words, “I, 
Barrakab, son of Panammu…”2 Another inscription 

begins with the words, “I, Panammu, son of 
Qirel…”3 These all date to around 750 BC, from 
before the time of Lehi.4 And these are not the only 
inscriptions like this. There is one from Moab from 
835 BC,5 and three from Phoenicia from 820, 690, 
and the fifth century BC.6 Just like 1 Nephi 1:1, many 
of these texts, when translated literally, could be 
rendered as “I, (name), having been born of 
(reference to parentage).”7  

The wide distribution of these texts, both in time and 
place, suggest that this formula was a common way to 
begin monuments during the time of Lehi. First-
person usage is not completely unheard of in ancient 
texts, as appears periodically throughout the Book of 
Mormon, but this introductory formula is not the 
only similarity between 1 Nephi and these texts. 1 
Nephi 1:1 goes on to state, “having seen many 
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afflictions in the course of my days, nevertheless, 
having been highly favored of the Lord in all my 
days…” Some of the ancient Near Eastern 
inscriptions also continue, immediately after the 
introductory formula, to discuss their afflictions and 
the mercy and blessings of their god upon them, just 
like 1 Nephi does.  

One stela, written by King Mesha of Moab around 
835 BC, is a good example of this.8 It begins with the 
words “I, Mesha, son of Chemosh-yatti …” and 
quickly transitions to a discussion of the afflictions he 
and his people had suffered, and how his god 
Chemosh saved his people from their oppressors.9 
The inscription by Panammu similarly states that the 
people suffered “devastation” but that the gods 
“restored” the land.10 Even the use of the phrase, “in 
my days,” in 1 Nephi 1:1 resonates with these 
inscriptions. Four of these inscriptions use this exact 
phrase to talk about the writer’s own life, as Nephi 
did.11   

THE WHY 
Writing a book introduction that was similar to the 
introduction on a monumental inscription might 
seem strange at first. What connection could Nephi’s 
record possibly have to these inscriptions?12 Yet when 
both 1 Nephi and the inscriptions are viewed in their 
context, this connection makes sense.13 These 
monumental inscriptions were often put up to 
commemorate the victory of the king over his 
enemies.14  

Nephi was a king as well. The title of 1 Nephi 
specifically mentions this: “The First Book of Nephi, 
His Reign and Ministry.” Like the kings who created 
the monuments, Nephi spent much of his life dealing 
with challenges. He had to achieve victory over many 
opponents, first over Laban, and then over his 
brothers. So, writing something commemorating 
these victories would be a reasonable thing for him to 
do. 

Moreover, these inscriptions also contain an 
important element that may have attracted Nephi: 
they attribute their victories to the gods. Nephi knew 
that he owed all his victories to the true God, and that 
He was the one who had helped him through all his 
trials. He expresses this clearly in 1 Nephi 1:1, 

“having had a great knowledge of the goodness and 
the mysteries of God…” 

Another possible consideration for Nephi when 
writing his introduction this way was the opportunity 
for Nephi to show is appreciation to his parents. The 
other inscriptions all mention the king’s father, but it 
is interesting that Nephi mentions his “parents” 
rather than just his father. This sign of appreciation 
for both his father and his mother is significant by its 
contrast to the standard for that just mentions the 
king’s father.   

There may also have been one final thing that could 
have attracted Nephi to this style of introduction: its 
ability to communicate to future generations. 
Monumental inscriptions were carved on stone so 
they would be permanent, telling future generations 
about the king’s struggles and the role of the deities in 
overcoming those struggles. One of them even stated, 
“What I, Matiel, have written will serve as a reminder 
to my son and to my grandson who come after me.”15 
Nephi likely wanted his record to serve the same 
purpose: to tell future generations of his struggles and 
triumphs, and the role God played in helping him 
through all his trials.  

The permanence of both stone monuments and metal 
plates can remind us of the importance of preserving 
records for the next generation, just as the Church is 
careful to do today. By beginning the way it does, 
Nephi’s account can remind all its readers that God 
can help us overcome our challenges in life, and that 
our stories can likewise be told in a way that can bring 
hope to others. 

FURTHER READING 
Book of Mormon Central, “Why Did Book of 
Mormon Authors Use Colophons?” (1 Nephi 
1:3),” KnoWhy 443 (June 21, 2018). 

John A. Tvedtnes and David E. Bokovoy, 
“Colophons and Superscripts,” in Testaments: Links 
Between the Book of Mormon and the Hebrew Bible (Toelle, 
UT: Heritage Press, 2003), 107–116. 

John A. Tvedtnes, “Colophons in the Book of 
Mormon,” in Reexploring the Book of Mormon: A Decade 
of New Research, ed. John W. Welch (Salt Lake City and 
Provo, UT: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1992), 13–16. 
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NOTES 
1. See John Gibson, Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 3 vols. (Oxford,

UK: Oxford University Press, 1975), 2:89, 92, 93.
2. Gibson, Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 2:89, 92, 93.
3. Gibson, Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 2:64.
4. See Gibson, Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 2:61, 87, 92, 93.
5. See K. A. D. Smelik, “The Inscription of King Mesha,”

in The Context of Scripture, 3 vols., ed. William W. Halo
(Leiden: Brill, 2003), 2:137.

6. See K. Lawson Younger, “The Kulamuwa Inscription,”
in The Context of Scripture, 3 vols., ed. William W. Halo
(Leiden: Brill, 2003), 2:147; K. Lawson Younger, “The
Azatiwada Inscription,” in Context of Scripture, 2:149;
Stanislav Segert, “The Inscription of King Yehawmilk,” in
Context of Scripture, 2:151.

7. See Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (2018), s.v., “Br.” Online
at cal.huc.edu.

8. See Smelik, “The Inscription of King Mesha,” 2:137.
9. Smelik, “The Inscription of King Mesha,” 2:137.
10. K. Lawson Younger, “The Hadad Inscription,” in Context of

Scripture, 2:156.

11. See Smelik, “The Inscription of King Mesha,” 2:137;
Younger, “The Kulamuwa Inscription,” 2:148; “The
Azatiwada Inscription,” 2:149; “The Hadad Inscription,”
2:156. Other similar examples could be mentioned. For
instance, The prologue of the laws of Lipit-Ishtar reads “I,
Lipit-Ishtar, son of the god Enlil . . .” and other “I, Lipit-
Ishtar” or first-person expressions. And the prologue and
epilogue of the Laws of Hammurabi contain first-person
affirmations, “I am Hammurabi, Enlil’s chosen shepherd . .
. .” These texts, too, state the problems and suffering that
had existed in the land before these kings enacted their laws.

12. It is likely that Nephi intentionally alluded to this, as he
likely knew about this way of making inscriptions through
his scribal training. See Book of Mormon Central, “Why Is
It Good to Seek Both Spiritual and Secular Learning? (1
Nephi 19:4),” KnoWhy 444 (June 9, 2017). 

13. See Book of Mormon Central, “How is the Phrase ‘Make a
Record’ an Evidence for the Book of Mormon? (1 Nephi
1:1),” KnoWhy 324 (June 26, 2018). 

14. See Smelik, “The Inscription of King Mesha,” 2:137;
Younger, “The Kulamuwa Inscription,” 2:148; “The
Azatiwada Inscription,” 2:149; “The Hadad Inscription,”
2:156.

15. This inscription comes from the md 8th century. See
Gibson, Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 2:19, 33.
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