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Abstract: The prophet Jacob in the Book of Mormon harshly condemned those who seek
riches before seeking the Kingdom of God. What were the historical and social
circumstances among the Nephites that motived this condemnation and how do Jacob's
words in the Book of Mormon harmonize with the teachings of Jesus in the New
Testament? Read together, the Bible and the Book of Mormon teach powerful principles
about how to righteous attain and manage wealth and monetary resources.
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WHY DOES THE BOOK OF MORMON WARN AGAINST SEEKING
AFTER RICHES?
“But before ye seek for riches, seek ye for the kingdom of God.”

Jacob 2:18

THE KNOW

Jacob’s temple speech recorded in Jacob 2-3 is famous
for its unflinching condemnation of sexual immortality
and the abuse of women and children.! At the same
time, Jacob warned his people against pride and setting
their hearts on riches and wealth.

brethren because ye suppose that ye are better
than they. And now, my brethren, do ye
suppose that God justifieth you in this thing?
Behold, I say unto you, Nay. But he
condemneth you, and if ye persist in these
things his judgments must speedily come unto
you. (Jacob 2:12-14)

And now behold, my brethren, this is the word
which I declare unto you, that many of you
have begun to search for gold, and for silver,
and for all manner of precious ores, in the
which this land, which is aland of
promise unto you and to your seed, doth
abound most plentifully. And the hand of
providence hath smiled upon you most
pleasingly, that you have obtained many riches;
and because some of you have obtained more
abundantly than that of your brethren ye
are lifted up in the pride of your hearts, and
wear stiff necks and high heads because of the
costliness of your apparel, and persecute your

Brant Gardner has identified a plausible social context
for Jacob’s teachings in pre-Columbian America.” As
in most ancient economies, Mesoamerica used a barter
economy where “various commodities served as
currencies to ‘even out’ a bartered transaction.” These
commodities included precious stones and ore, carved
jewelry, cloth, salt, and even cacao beans.” In this
context, it is interesting that Jacob didn’t just mention
gold and silver but the accumulation of “all manner of
precious ores” and costly apparel as being a sign of
wealth for the early Nephites.

Elsewhere the Book of Mormon speaks of the
Nephites becoming rich from “precious things, and in



fine workmanship of wood” (Jarom 1:8), and from an
“abundance of flocks and herds . . . and also abundance
of grain . . . and abundance of silk and fine-twined
linen, and all manner of goodly cloth” (Alma 1:29).*
While the Nephites during the reign of judges did have
a system of weights for accounting measures of grain
(Alma 11), these and other passages seem to confirm
that ordinary people primarily became wealthy through
bartering material goods, not exchanging money.’

The kind of wealth the men in Jacob’s community were
seeking would likely have been not just gold and silver
ore, but also jade and semi-precious stones, the
feathers of exotic birds, and other material goods that
could be used to justify social segregation. In ancient
America, “one displayed wealth by wearing it

precisely Jacob’s complaint about some of his people,”
observed Gardner. “This visual display of wealth
highlighted differences among individual access to the
exotic trade goods and led to the social inequality that

lies behind Jacob’s condemnation.”’

Whatever the source of this economic inequality, the
men of the early Nephite community were apparently
being drawn away from their homes and families
emotionally and perhaps even physically in their quest
to accumulate wealth.” They were also carried away to
sexual immorality (including unauthorized polygamy
or concubinage (Jacob 2:27-30)) and the abuse and
neglect of their families (v. 35) [were usually] correlated
problems.

“Polygamy [was]| expensive, therefore wealth is often
necessary to support plural wives. . . . The increasing
wealth of the Nephites cause[d] problems both in the
social stratification that comes from pride, but also
from some of the other ‘trappings’ of the rich—a
household of plural wives.” It is likely, therefore, that
part of Jacob’s condemnation related to his people
treating human lives as if they were just another object
to be bought or bartered over with material wealth.
None of this sexual or material immorality or injustice
is consistent with doctrine, ethics, or morality.

THE WHY

As the Book of Mormon and the Bible make cleat, it is
not intrinsically immoral to own or possess material

wealth. Indeed, the righteous Lehi was a wealthy man
(1 Nephi 3:16), and he and other Nephite and biblical

prophets declared the voice of the Lord in repeating
the promise, “Inasmuch as ye shall keep my
commandments, ye shall prosper, and shall be led to a
land of promise” (1 Nephi 2:20; 2 Nephi 1:20; 2 Nephi
4:4; Mosiah 1:7; 2:28)."" As Jacob himself made
especially clear, the sin may lie both in how we
accumulate that wealth (honestly and fairly, or through
deceit and the exploitation of human life) and what we
do with it.

Think of your brethren [and sisters] like unto
yourselves, and be familiar with all and free
with your substance, that they may be rich like
unto you. But before ye seek for riches, seek ye
for the kingdom of God. And after ye have
obtained a hope in Christ ye shall obtain riches,
if ye seek them; and ye will seek them for the
intent to do good—to clothe the naked, and to
feed the hungty, and to liberate the captive, and
administer relief to the sick and the afflicted.
(Jacob 2:17-19)

Determining whether accumulating riches is good or
bad depends on why they are being sought and how
they are used. Using wealth to “clothe the naked, and
to feed the hungry, and to liberate the captive, and
administer relief to the sick and the afflicted” is good
and noble before the eyes of God. In contrast,
flaunting wealth “in the pride of your hearts,” wearing
“stiff necks and high heads because of the costliness of
your apparel,” and “persecute[ing] your brethren [and
sisters] because ye suppose that ye are better than they”
because of your wealth is sinful and immoral (Jacob
2:13; see also Mosiah 4:20).

The teachings of Jacob and other prophets in the Book
of Mormon are in harmony with Jesus’ many teachings
on wealth recorded in the New Testament."" In
numerous passages in the gospels, Jesus warned about
the danger of putting the pursuit of riches (especially
ill-gotten riches) before serving God in His kingdom.
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus instructed,

Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth,
where moth and rust doth corrupt, and where
thieves break through and steal: But lay up for
yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither
moth nor rust doth corrupt, and where thieves
do not break through nor steal: For where your



treasure is, there will your heart be also.
(Matthew 6:19-21)

The capstone to this teaching was, “No man
can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one,
and love the other; ot else he will hold to the one, and
despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon”
(Matthew 6:24; cf. Luke 16:9, 11, 13). What precisely
does the word mammon mean in this verse? As John W.
Welch comments,

Mammon signifies more than just money. The
word was used in Jewish texts to describe
ransom, tangible property, dishonest gains, or
bribes; mammon personifies the world of
materialistic powers and influences, and in
some cases “the idea of the impure, dishonest
and worldly is intrinsically bound up with the
word,” all of which may derive from the root

meaning “that in which one trusts.”!?

In another memorable instance, Jesus taught his
disciples with deliberate hyperbole, “It is easier for a
camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for
arichman to enter into the kingdom of God”
(Matthew 19:23-24). The context of this saying was a
rich young man——identified in Luke’s gospel as a
“ruler” (Luke 18:18)
riches and follow Jesus “for he had great possessions”
(Matthew 19:22). This context suggests Jesus’
hyperbole was in response to the unwillingness of the

who was remorseful to sell his

rich young man to put serving God and those in need
before his own monetary desires."

When all these scriptural passages are read together,
the teachings of the Book of Mormon and the Bible
consistently warn disciples that, if not kept within the
bounds the Lord has set, the pursuit of riches and
wealth can become a canker to the soul. When
individuals covet their neighbot’s property, make
mammon their master, and base human value on
wortldly wealth, they distance themselves from God
and risk His judgements. These powerful warnings are
fully in force today, just as they were anciently.
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NOTES

1. Some of Jacob’s people had wrongly used the examples of
David and Solomon in taking multiple wives and concubines,
but Lehi’s children had not been commanded by the Lord or
permitted by Lehi to do so. See Book of Mormon Central,
“What Does the Book of Mormon Sav About Polygamy?”
KnoWhy 64 (March 28, 2010).

2. Brant A. Gatdner, Second Witness: Analytical and Contextnal
Commentary on the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City, UT: Greg
Kofford Books, 2007), 2:487-494.

3. Gardner, Second Witness, 2:487-448.

4. On silk and linen in the Book of Mormon, see John L.
Sorenson, An  Ancient  American  Setting for the Book of
Mormon (Salt Lake City and Provo, Utah: Deseret Book and
FARMS, 1985), 232; Mormon’s Codex: An Ancient American
Book (Provo, UT: Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious
Scholarship, 2013), 346-347; “Silk and Linen in the New
World?”  Book of Mormon Research, online at
www.bookofmormonresearch.org.

5. See Book of Mormon Central, “Why You Should Care About
the Nephite Weights and Measures System,” KnolWhy 322
(June 5, 2017).

6. See further Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting for the Book
of Mormon, 232—233; Gardner, Second Witness, 2:489—490.

7. Gardner, Second Witness, 2:490.

8. Archaeologists have documented organized mining
operations for minerals and ores in ancient Mesoamerica,
although there are still significant gaps in the archaeological
record. Peter S. Dunham, “Minerals, Ores, and Mining,” in
Archaeology  of Ancient  Mexico and Central  America: An
Engyclopedia, ed. Susan Toby Evans and David L. Webster
(New York, NY: Garland Publishing, 2001), 470—-472. In
addition to the gold and silver mentioned in the text, Jacob
spoke also of “all manner of precious ores” (Jacob 2:12)
being sought after by the early Nephites. Basalt, copper, jade,
obsidian, cinnabar, turquoise, limestone, salt, and shell are
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12.

13.

among the other minerals and stones (“all manner of
precious ores”) that would likely have been available to
Jacob’s  people through organized mining/gathering
operations and trade networks. Andrew Sluyter and Maria
Tereza Cavazos Perez, “Geography and Climate,” in
Archaeology of Ancient Mexcico and Central America, 292. This may
provide context to Jacob condemning the Nephites for
“searching” for gold and other precious resources. Perhaps
they were physically neglecting their families with concerted
efforts to search out and extract these resources through
mining and other techniques.

Gardner, Second Witness, 2:492.

See Book of Mormon Central, “What does it Mean to
‘Prosper in the Land’?” KnolWhy 116 (June 7, 2016); “How Is
Prosperity Defined in Nephi’s Small Plates?” KnoWhy 383
(November 21, 2017). This concept is especially prominent
in the book of Deuteronomy.

For some interesting perspective on Jesus’ teachings about
wealth and material gain in a first century AD context, see
Runar M. Thorsteinsson, Jesus as Philosopher: The Moral Sage in
the Synoptic Gospels New York, N.Y.: Oxford University Press,
2018), 4651, 75-78, 134-143.

John W. Welch, The Sermon on the Mount in the Light of the Temple
(London: Ashgate, 2009), 152.

Various theories have been put forth to explain this passage,
including theories that Jesus was referring to a gate called the
“eye of the needle,” that he was speaking of a rope made of
camel hair, or that he was engaging in hyperbole. See John A.
Tvedtnes, “Can you give me some background on Matthew
19:24?” Ensign, March 1985, online at www.lds.org; Richard
Neitzel Holzapfel, Eric D. Huntsman, and Thomas A.
Wayment, Jesus Christ and the World of the New Testament (Salt
Lake City, UT: Deseret Book, 20006), 92. The theory that
Jesus was speaking of a small gate lacks any credible historical
or archacological evidence. While the second theory has
merit, most scholars prefer to see this as an instance of Jesus
engaging in hyperbole. Whatever the case, in the words of
Tvedtnes, “the idea is clear—riches can become a serious
stumbling block to a person seeking eternal life.” For
additional commentary, see Julie Smith, The Gospe! According
to Mark, Brigham Young University New Testament
Commentary (Provo, UT: BYU Studies, 2018) 564-576.
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