
Book of Mormon Central 
http://bookofmormoncentral.org/ 

Chapter LIX
Author(s): George Reynolds 
Source: The Story of the Book of Mormon 
Published: Salt Lake City; Joseph Hyrum Parry, 1888 
Pages: 324-330

Abstract: Science and Literature Among the Nephites—Their Astronomy and Geography
—The Learning of Egypt

Type: Book Chapter

http://bookofmormoncentral.org/


324 STORY OF THE BOOK OF :\IOR)IO�. 

and became skilled in the pursnits of industry. As an 
exa111ple, we read, in the days of the J udges, of 111any 
of these people j oining the people of An11non (their 
fonner brethren), when they did begin to labor exceed
ingly, tilling the gronnd, raising all 111anner of grain, 
and flocks and herds of eyery kind. 

CHAPTER LIX. 

SCIE�CE .-\�D LITERAT-CRE A:\IO:NG THE �El'HITES-THEIR 
ASTROKO:\IY AND GEOGRAPHY - THE LE.-\.R�I�G OF 
EGYPT. 

THE NEPHITES were unusually happy in having, 
as the founders of their nation, 1ne11 who were not 

only ,vise in the ways of the Lord, but also learned in 
the knowledge of the world. l\Iost races that haYe 
made a 111ark in history have had to grope their way 
for centuries fro111 darkness to light, fro111 ignorance to 
knowledge. Little by little such races haYe ad,·anced 
in the path of civilization, falling into 1nanifold errors, 
and connuitting grievous blunders. \\Tith Lehi aud 
his posterity it was not so. They were taken fro111 the 
111idst of a people who were snrronnded by the 111ost 
powerful and refined nations of antiquity, with whose 
wisdo111 and learning Lehi was undoubtedly well 
acq uain tcd. \Ve can readily concei \'C that the Lord, in 
planting this 111ighty and Yigorous offshoot of the house 
of Joseph, 011 the richest and 111ost fa yo red land of all 
the world, would not only choose one of his most faith-
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ful, but also · one of  his most intelligent servants, to 
co111111ence the work. Indeed, 011 the ,·ery first page of . 
the Book of 1[onuon, Nephi incidentally refers to the 
learning of his father ; which learning, we infer fron1 
many passages in the sacred record, was obtained by 
Lehi in Egypt, as well as in Palestine, the associations 
between the inhabitants of these two countries being, 
in his day, very close, and the inter-connnunication 
very frequent. 

As the foundation of their l iterature, Lehi and his 
colony carried with the111 a copy of the sacred scrip
tlues, which contained not only an account of God's 
dealings with 111ankind, fro111 the creation to the age of 
Jeremiah, but also the only co111plete history in exist
ence of the people who lived before the deluge. The 
Egyptians, Chaldeans and other nations had n1angled, • 
n1ythic and ju1nbled-up accounts of 111an's history 
fron1 the creation to the flood ; but the Nephites pos
sessed the details of this epoch in much greater c0111-
pleteness than even Chdstendon1 does to-day. These 
5criptures -historical and doctrinal- being nt1111er
ous1y reproduced and scattered ·a111ong the people, 
fonned the basis of Nephite ljterature, gi,·ing the111 the 
i111mense adYantage over all other people of possessing 
the unpo11uteGl word of God in every age then past, 
snpple111ented by a correct and undisputed history of 
the results, to the world, of 111an's obedience or dis
obedience to these heavenly 111essages. How 111uch 
111ore complete these scriptures were than the Bible of 
Christend0111, is shown by the nn111erous references to 
the lives, and quotations fro111 the teachings, of ancient 
worthies, T\Ielchizedek, Jacob, Joseph and others ; to 
the acts and infan1ies of . Cain, etc., not found in the 
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Bible, as well as by lengthy quotations fro111 ancient 
prophets, whose nan1es-Zenos, Zenoch, �eu1111 Ezias 
-are not e\ ·en 1nentioned in its pages. How 11111ch 
111odern Christianity has lost by these 0111issions 111ay 
be partially inferred from the beauty. and grandeur of 
the extracts gi,·en in the Book of :\Iormon, front the 
writings and prophecies of Zenos alone. Take, as a 
single instance, his inspired parable of the wild and 
taine oli\'e trees, given in the Book of J acob; no 111ore 
important, no 111ore subli1ne prophecy can be found in 
the whole contents of the holy scriptures. 

The connection of Lehi with Egypt, whose lan
guage he appears to ha,·e adopted, doubtless gave hi1n 
a practical knowledge of the condition of the whole 
ci,·ilized world in his day, when the glories of Chaldea 
had departed, and those of Assyria and Egypt were 
passing away ; when Babylon was at the zenith of 
its power, and the growing strengtl� of Persia and 
Greece was as yet scarcely felt. To this personal 
infonnation he, like T\Ioses, added an acquaintance 
with the learning of the Egyptians, a people wise 
aboye all other uninspired races in the nu111erous 
branches of science and art in which they excelled. 
\Vith this knowledge, con1bined with the infonnation 
of in1111easnrable Yalue contained on the sacred plates, 
the foundation was laid for a stable civilization, guided 
hy past revelation and present inspiration; to which was 
added the experience of other nations, as beacon
lights to warn the Nephites of the dangers to which all 
co111111unities are subject, and to guide the111 to havens 
of governmental and political safety. 

'l'he Ncphites, then, fr0111 their earliest day had 
at least all the important historical and geographical 
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knowledge possessed by the 1110st favored con1munities 
of the eastern he111isphere, with as 1nuch 111ore as it 
pleased heaven to reveal. They had oue advantage 
oyer the peoples they had left -they were well ac
quainted with the111 and their condition ; but of the 
Nephites the dwellers in the old world knew nothing. 
\Vith regard to the knowledge received through re\·e1a
tion, it is evident, fro111 seYeral incidental expressions 
scattered through the record, that the Lord did give to 
his faithful servants infonuation with regard to histor
ical and geographical 1natters. \Ve will cite one in
stance : Jacob, the brother of :Nephi, in one of his i1npres
sive exhortations, while encouraging his brethren 
(often son1ewhat downcast on account of their lonely 
condition, so far fro111 the rest of 1uankind), re111arks : 
\Ve have been led to a better land, for the Lord has 
111ade the sea our path, and we are upon an isle of the 
sea. But great are the pro111ises of the Lord unto they 
who are upon the isles of the sea;. therefore, as it says 
isles, there 1nust needs be 111ore than this, and they are 
inhabited also by our brethren. 

How could J acob ha,·e known, except by revela
tion, that the vast continent which the Kephites 
inhabited was entirely surrounded by the waters of 
the great oceans ? He and his co1npanio11s had, but a 
few short years before, first landed on its shores, and 
had now explored but a very sn1all portion of its 
wide extent, and there were no others in co111111unica
tion with then1 who could supply the iufonnation that 
North and South A1nerica were one innnense island. 
Evidently the Lord had re,·ealed this facl: to the111 . 
And, by the way, this si1nple staten1ent is strong testi-
111011y of the divine authenticity of the Book of 
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l\lormon. At the ti111e that this portion of the sacred 
plates was translated (A. D. 182 7-8) , or e\·en when the 
whole boo'k. was published and the Church of Jesus 
Christ was organized ( A. D. 1 830) , it was not known 
to 111odern science that the A111erican continent ,vas 
indeed au is laud. Joseph S1nith could not ha Ye received 
knowledge of this fact, so unhesitatingly affinned, 
fron1 any learned geographer or practical navigator. 
The hope of centuries, i n  Europe, had been to discoyer 
a northwest passage to India, but to that date all 
atten1pts had 111et with disastrous failure, so far as the 
chief object was concerned. Little or nothing was 
then known of the North A111erican coast, ,Yest of 
Hudson's Bay. It  was not until after repeated expedi
tions, that in 11ay, 1847, the truth of the staten1ent of 
Jacob could be affinned, fro111 actual knowledge of the 
geographical features of the country, as at that date 
the explorations and surveys by land and sea, fron1 
east and west, were brought sufficiently near to leaye 
the n1atter without a doubt. It was not until 
1854 that the first ship's crew (that of Captain 
l\IcClure) ,  which ever sailed across the Arctic Ocean 
fron1 the Pacific to the Atlantic, along the northern 
coast of America, returned fr0111 their perilous voyage. 
vVe thi1s find that hun1a11 geographical knowledge 
could not have aided the prophet Joseph S111ith iu 
111aki11g this statement, had it originated with him and 
not with the son of Lehi. 

"\Vhile ancient Creek an,d other philosophers \\·ere 
groping a111011g the fallacies of the absurd syste111 of 
astro110111y given to the world by Ptole111y, a11d teach
ing that the snn with all the stars re\·o1ved around the 
earth, the Nephites were in possessiou of the true 
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knowledge with regard �o the heavenly bodies, etc. 
Possibly they were the only people of their age blessed 
with a co111prehensio11 of these sublin1e truths. It is 
altogether probable that an1011g their scriptures were 
copies of the Book of Abraham, from which they could 
acgnaint the111sel\'es with the beauties and hanuonies 
of celestial 111echanism. They undoubtedly had the 
writings of Joseph the son of Jacob, as these are 
quoted in the Book of l\Ionuon ; and, as the prophet 
Joseph Sn1ith found the writings of Abrahan1 and 
Joseph together in the Egyptian 1nun1111ies, it is far 
fron1 in1probable that the Nephites, as well as the early 
Egyptians, possessed both. To show the astronomical 
knowledge possessed by the Nephites, we will draw 
attention to the words of two of their prophets. The 
first extract is fro111 the reply of Alina to Korihor, 
the Anti-Christ (B. C. 7 5), when the latter asked for a 
sign to prove the existence of a God. His words are : 
Thou hast had signs enough; will ye te111pt your God? 
Will ye say, Show unto 1ne a sign, when ye have the 
testi1110ny of all these thy brethren, and a1so all, the 
ho1y prophets? The scriptures are laid before thee, 
yea, and all things denote there is a God ; yea, even the 
earth, and all things that are upon the face of it, yea, 
and its 111otion ; yea, and also all the planets which 
move in their regular fonn, doth witness that there is a 
Supreme Creator. The next quotation is fro111 the 
reflections of oue of the servants of God (probably 
1lonuon) inserted into the Nephite history of about sev-
enty years later. The writer is speaking of the great
ness and goodness of God, and aiuong other things 
declares : Yea, by the power of his voice doth the 
whole earth shake;  yea, by the power of his , ·oice doth 
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the fon ndations rock, even to the \'ery center; yea, and 
if he say unto the earth, 1110\·e, it is 1110\'ed; yea, if 
he  say unto the earth, thou shalt go back, that it 
lengthen out the day for 111a11y hours, it is done; and 
thus according to his word, the earth goeth back, and 
it appearetl1 unto 111an that the sun standeth still; yea, 
and behold, this is so ; for sure it 1s the earth that 
moveth, and not the sun. Thus we find that in these 
points, the astronon1ical knowledge of the Nephites 
was, at least, equal to that of ·the 111oderns. 

CHAPTER LX. 
THE ART OF \\".\R ,DIOXG THE XEPHITES-THEIR \\"E:\l'O:\"S, 

AR:\IOR AXD FORTIFICATIO�S-:\IOROXI'S LIXE OF DE
FEXSE. 

NO sooner had the separation taken place between 
1 the fa111ilies of Nephi and Lan1a11, and the founda
tion been laid for the two nations that for a thousand 
years contested for the supremancy on this continent, 
than Nephi ,  to protecl: his people fron1 the threatened 
attacks of the Lmnanites, found it necessary to prepare 
for war. He took the sword of Laban, and, using it 
as a pattern, fashioned many others, which he distrib-

.. uted among his snbj ecl:s as a 1nca11s of defense. 'fhese 
swords, with ci111cters, spears, ja\'clins, darts, bows and 
arrows, slings and stones, appear to ha\'e been the 
principal weapons of war used by the Nephites 
throughout their e11tirc national existence, thongh 




