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CHAPTER LXI. 

'fHE LA \\·S OF THE XEPHITES-THE RO)IAX .-\XD XEPIIITE 
CIVILIZ.\TIOXS- TIIE LAWS l');'DER THE KINGS-POSI­
TIOX OF THE PRIESTHOOD-SLAVER.Y-CRDIIXAL OF­
FEXSES. 

I
F THE existence of wise, just and liberal laws, 

ad111inistered in righteousness, be the rn1e by which 
we can judge of the true greatness of a nation and of 
the happiness and prosperity of its citizens, then the 
Nephites were a far happier and 111ore prosperous peo­
ple than were their conte1nporaries on the eastern con­
tinent. If this be not so, then we ha Ye not read history 
aright. 

The l\ephite nation was co-existent with the great 
Ro1na11 power that for so long triu1nphed oYer and 
crushed the surrounding people in Europe, Asia and 
Africa. True, R0111e was founded n1ore than a century 
before Lehi left J erusa1em,* but at the time of his 
exodus its growing power had scarcely begun to be felt 
outside of Italy. At the time that �Ioroni's record 
closed, the Nephites, as a nation, had beco111e extincl:, 
and the glory of the 111istress of the world was rapidly 
fading away. Ron1e had been sacked by barbarians, 
the c111pire had been diYicled into t"·o govennents, the 
legs of Nebnc11adnezzar1s great image were fanning ; 
people and nations were rebelling and throwing off the 
iron yoke, and the idea of 1111iYersal e111pire had become 
a thing of the past:l· Bnt how different the theory 

""'The gc11crally nccepkd clat<' for tl1c fo11wbtio11 of R.tllllC is i5,, B. C. 
tThc en!'>tcrn and western l"lllpircs \\Crc <li\·idccl A. I>. ,'95• Alaric, 

the Coth, sackc.:cl Ro1m: A.  D . .  po. Britaiu broke nway from the empire :\. 
I>. ,p8. Gnul, Spain a111l Africa were soon aftcrwnnls lt 1!-ol. 
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and genius of the two nations ! The Nephite rulers 
governed by the power of just laws, the Ro1nans by 
the n1ight of the unsheathed sword. A111011g the 
fonner, every 111an was a free 111an, with his rights 
as a citizen guaranteed and protected by just laws. 
A1uong the latter, few could assert, as did the Apostle 
Paul, C11 11's I?omanus Sum -I a111 a Ron1n11 citizen. 
The vast n1ajority of the 111illions who fonned its peo­
ple were either abject allies, Yanquished enen1ies or 
degraded slaves.J Neither of these had 1uany rights 
that the Roman citizen felt hi1uself called upon to 
respect. \Ve are apt to be awed by the grand. 111ili­
tary exploits of the Run1an generals, and to be dazzled 
with the 111agni:ficence of Rome in art aud architecture, 
but we 11111st recollecl: that the history of that city is 
the history of tyranny. It? power, during the greater 
portion of its continuance, was in the hands of the few, 
who used it for the interest of their class. The masses 
of the population were the subjects of oppression and 
violence. 

No language could so well describe the spirit of 
Ro111an aggrandize111ent as that used by the prophet 
Daniel when interpreting to the Babylonish king the 
i111port of the terrible image he had seen in his dream. 
These are his words : And the fourth kingdo111 shall be 
strong as iron : forasn1nch as iron breaketh in pieces 
and subdueth all things : and as iron that breaketh all 
these, shall it break in pieces and bruise. (Daniel ii. 
40.) And thus did Ro111e rule the eastern world as ,vith 
a rod of iron. \Ve need not refer to the other nations 
that existed on the eastern continent, for the people 

tin Sicily alone, goaded by ill treatment, the sla\·es rehcllccl. Their 
army numbered 200,000 (TI. C. 134-132). 
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that Ro1ne neither conq_uered nor destroyed were bar­
barians, who, dnring the existence of the Xephites, 
filled but a s111all page in the world's history. 

These facts are presented as worthy of the consid­
eration of all ,vho study the social and political con­
dition of the great and highly-fa,·ored pe0ple , ... ·ho 
flourished �n this continent for so 111any centuries; and 
we i111agine the student cannot fail to be i111pressed 
with the thought that they were at least a thousand 
years i11 ad,·ance of their fello"· 111en in the science of 
true govern111ent ;  and in their polity find a type of 
the 1u6st advanced and n1ost liberal fonns of gover11-
111ent of the present age. That this should be so, will 
not surprise us when ,ve consider that they were a 
branch of the house of Israel, a people who enjoyed 
n1ore political liberty ( until their own follies had cut 
the111 off therefr0111) than any of the other nations of 
antiquity, and that to the law of :\Ioses they had added 
the divine teachings of the everlasting gospel, which in 
themselves are a perfect law of liberty. Further, it is 
a noteworthy fact which stares us in the face fro111 the 
beginning to the end of the Book of }lformo11, that 
when the people departed fro111 gospel principles, it 
was then and then only that they fell into bondage, of 
whatever natnre that bondage 111ight be. 

The political history of the Nephites 1nay be con­
sistently divided into fi,·e epochs :  

First.-\ \Then they were goyerned by kiugs. 
Seconcl.- :rhC" republic, when they were ruled by 

judges and goYernors. 
Third.-A short period of anarchy when they 

were di\'ided into numerous independent tribes. 
Fonrth.-Thc :\Iessianic dispensation, when they 
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were controlled entirely by the higher law of the holy 
priesthood. 

Fifth.-The chaotic state of internecine war which 
preceded their final extincl:ion as a nation and as a race. 

The first portion of the history of the Nephites 
when they were go\ ·erned · by kings, covers aln1ost 
exactly one half of their national existence, or fro111 
the ti111e of the landing of the colony 011 the coast of 
Chili to 509 years after the departure of Lehi from 
J ernsale1n. Of the laws by which the people were gov­
erned during this period, which, however, we are told 
were exceedingly stricl:, we haYe few details, for the rea­
son that the plates fro111 which the greater portion of 
the Book of 1Iormon which relates to this period was 
taken contain the records of their prophets rather than 
the annals of their kings. "\Vith regard to these kings, 
they of whose lives we have any particulars, Yiz : 
Nephi, the first king, and �Iosiah I., Benjmnin and 
1Iosiah I I. ,  the three last, were en1inently virtuous, 
just and merciful n1e11, "·ho reigned as all 111onarchs 
should, but few do-with an eye single to the good of 
their subjects. Of their kings in general the prophet 
J arom, about 400 years before Christ, ren1arks : Our 
kings and our leaders were 111ighty 1nen in the faith of 
the Lord : and they taught the people the ways of the 
Lord. Indeed, we recollect no i11ti111ation, in any place in 
the sacred record, of tyranny on the part of those who 
reigned over the 111ai11 body of the nation. The gov­
ernn1ent 111ay, we think, be just1y considered to approx­
imate nearest to a lin1ited monarchy, in which, as in 
ancient Israel, the prophet often exercised 1nore power 
than the king. Though this is true of the central 
gover11 1nent, it unfortunately cannot be so stated of the 

2I 
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colony which returned to the land of Nephi in the days 
of King Benja111in; that people suffered beyond des­
cription fro111 the tyranny and wickedness, aud the con­
sequences resulting therefrom, of their second king, 
Xoah, the 111urd�rer of the servants of the true and 
living God. 

Of the life and character of the first king of the 
N ephites, the father of his people, N" ephi, the son of 
Lehi, we need say nothing- here. History affords no 
better 111odel of the true prince. So thought his peo­
ple, and they, to retain in re1ne111 brance his nmne, and 
to perpetuate the recollection of his Yirtues, called his 
successors, second Nephi, third Nephi, etc., no 111atter 
what their original na111e n1ight have been. 

The right of choosing his successor appears to 
have been vested in the reigning sovereign. \\Then 
Nephi became old, and saw that he 111ust soon die, he 
anointed a 1nan to be a king and a ruler o,·er his peo­
ple. King Benj a111i11 chose his son I'.Iosiah to reign in 
his stead, and then gathered the people to receiYe his 
last charge and ratify his seleclion. l\Iosiah gaye the 
people yet greater liberty, and instead of no111i11ating 
his successor direcled them to n1ake their own choice. 
The people highly appreciated this act of grace 011 the 
part of their beloved king, an<l selected Aaron his son. 
Aaron, whose heart was set upon the sah·atio11 of the 
La111anites, decli11ed the kingly authority, when :\Iosiah 
very wisely advised his subjects not to select another to 
fill the thro11e, lest it give rise, i11 the fntnre, to blood­
shed and conte11 tio11, but to elect judges to be their 
rnlers, instead of kings, which proposition they ac­
cepted with great joy. 

\Vith regard to the Nephite laws i11 the days of 
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the kings, and the 111an11er of their execution, we can 
learn 111ost from the parting addresses of kings Benja• 
111in and l\Iosiah II .  to their sn bjects. vVe are fre• 
quently told by the sacred writers, fron1 Nephi, the 
founder, to Nephi, the disciple, that the people observed 
the law of l\Ioses, 111odified, we judge, in  so111e of its 
details to suit the altered circ111nstances of the Nephites 
fro111 those of their brethren in the land of Palestine. 
As an instance we draw attention to the fact that, as 
there were none of the tribe of Levi in the colony that 
accompained Lehi fro1n J ndea, the priestly office n1ust 
necessarily have been filled and the required sacrifices 
and burnt offerings offered by s0111e of the 1ne1nbers 
of the tribes who were with then1. Nephi (doubtless 
by the direction of the Lord) appointed his brothers 
Jacob and Joseph to be the priests for the people, they 
being of the tribe of l\Ianasseh, and the care of the 
sacred records remained with the descendants of the 
first nained for several generations. The 111embers of 
the various orders of the priesthood, when not actually 
engaged in  the work of the 111inistry, in the duties of 
the te111ple, or the service of the sanctuary, were required 
to labor for their own support, that they 111ight not 
prove burdenson1e to the people. A 111ercifnl proYision 
was, howeyer, 111ade for the sustenance of 111em bers of 
the priesthood in  cases of sickness or when in 11111ch 
\\·ant. 

Though the laws were strict, they were mercifully 
and equitably administered, which gave 111nch greater 
stability to the gover11111ent and respect for the law than 
if they had been adjudged loosely, and with partiality 
towards classes or persons. It has been wisely obsen ·ed 
that it is not the se,·erity of the law but the sureness 
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of the punish1nent that deters the eYil doer, and in this 
respect the Nephite nation had cause for thankfulness. 
All men were alike before the law, there were no priYi­
leged classes as in Rome, or in feudal Europe in later 
years. ;\Iosiah says, \VhosoeYer has co111111itted iniquity, 
hin1 have I punished according to the law which has 
been giYen to us by our fathers. 

Fr0111 the charge of king Benja1ni11 to his son 
::\losiah we learn that slavery ,,·as forbidden. All the 
inhabitants of the continent being . of the house of 
Israel, they conld not obserYe the law of ::\Ioses and 
enslave their brethren. 

�Iurder, robbery, theft, adultery and other sexual 
abon1i11ations ,,·ere punished by law, as also was lying 
or bearing false witness. 

::\Ionuon states that in king Benja111in's days the 
false Christs, etc. , were punished according to their 
cri111es ; but we are not iufonned if those crimes con­
sisted in false personation, etc., or in fo111enting, aiding 
and abetting treason and rebellion, as was ahnost uni­
versally the habit of those who apostatized fro111 the 
gospel and sought to establish false religions in its 
place. King Benja1ni11 also states that he had not per-
111itted the people to be confined in dungeons ;  but we 
are uncertain whether to infer fron1 this remark that 
the king intended his hearers to nnderstand that he had 
not done this, as so 111a11y tyrants do, "·ithont cause and 
without trial, or that some other 111ore effectual 111ca11s 
had been found of punishing those transgressors 11ot 
dee111ed worthy of death. \Ve incline to the former 
op1111011. 

vVhen th e Nephite ki11gclo111 was first establ ished 
the peopl e were so few that they could not possibly 
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sustain the expenses incidental to royalty. Thus it 
becan1e the rule for the kings to sustain then1selves. 
This unique, though 111ost excellent cnst01n continued 
as long as the n1011archy lasted, even when the nation 
had grown rich and 11 11111erous. King Benjamin 
re111inds his subjects that he had labored with his own 
hauds that they n1ight not be laden · with taxes. Of 
l\Iosiah, his successor, it is written that he had not 
exacted riches of the people and that he had granted 
unto his people that they should be delivered fron1 all 
n1anner of bondage. 

vVe 11n1st not forget that, in connection with the 
cidl law, the law of the gospel was altnost nnceasingly 
proclain1ed during · the whole period of the 111011archy. 
Various false Christs and false prophets had arisen at 
different tin1es, but the power of the priesthood had 
ren1ain�d, ministering in holy things, rebuking iniquity 
and aiding i n  the suppression of vice. The kings of 
the Nephites, as we before observed, ·.vere, as a rule, 
111e11 of God, holding the priesthood, and were often 
prophets and seers as well as temporal rulers. To thi� 
happy circun1stance we must attribute greatly the 
peace and good order that so genera11y  prevailed ; the 
respect for the law that was so widespread ; the large 
a1nou11t of l iberty accorded to the people and the few 
abuses they 111ade of that freedo111. To use the idea of 
the prophet Joseph Smith, for long years, they were 
taught correct principles, and they (to a great extent) 
governed then1sel \·es. 

In the course of the centuries, as the people 
increased and spread far and wide oyer the land, they 
appear to have introduced local custo111s to snit their 
differing circumstances, or in some cases their whi111s 
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and notions. Thus, until king }lfosiah II. established 
unifonnity by law, nearly every generation and each 
section of the country had its own 1noneys, weights, 
n1easnres, etc., ,vhich were altered fro1n ti111 e to ti111e 
according to the 111i11ds and circumstances of the people. 
This custo111 naturally caused confusion, annoyance 
and distrust, and to obYiate these, and possibly greater 
evils, }lfosiah consented to newly arrange the affairs of 
the people ;  and, if we may so express it, to codify the 
law. This code became the constitution of the nation 
under the rule of the Judges, which 1in1ited the powers 
of the officials and guaranteed the rights of the people. 
This con1pilatio11 was acknowledged by the people, 
whereupon the historian remarks, Therefore they were 
obliged to abide by the laws which he had 111ade. And 
fro111 that ti111e they became supreme throughout the 
nation. It is stated in  another place that this cha,uge 
,vas made by the direct co1111na11d of J ehoYah. 




