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HEBREW IDIOMS IN THE
BOOK OF MORMON

by Dr. Sidney B. Sperry
DIRECTOR OF GRADUATE STUDIES IN RELIGION 

BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

T
he  Engli sh  of the Book of Mor-
mon contains idioms that are im-
mediately recognizable by students 
of the ancient Near East as originat-

ing in that area. Notice this clause 
which says that Melchizedek .“did 
reign under his father.” (Alma 
13:18.) The average reader, if he 
does not pass it by completely, seldom 
asks himself the meaning of the 
clause. It is quite unlikely that it 
means that Melchizedek reigned un-
der the direction of his father, but if 
it does not mean that, what does it 
mean? More likely is the view that 
it is a Hebrew idiom (the Nephites 
wrote and spoke Hebrew) translated 
very literally by the Prophet Joseph 
Smith. The Hebrew Bible gives us 
every reason to believe that this view 
is the correct one. Here are some 
good examples:

And Bela died, and Jobab the son of 
Zerah of Bozrah reigned in his stead. 
(Italics literally “under him” in Hebrew.) 
(Gen. 36:33; similarly in verses 34-39.)

And Hiram king of Tyre sent his servants 
unto Solomon; for he had heard that they 
had anointed him king in the room of his 
father: . . . (Italics literally “under.”) 
(I Kings 5:1.)

And all the people of Judah took Azariah, 
which was sixteen years old, and made 
him king instead of his father Amaziah. 
(Italics literally “under.”) (II Kings 14:21.)

Thus according to common Hebrew 
usage for a man to reign “under” 
someone else is simply to reign in his 
stead. We may therefore assume 
with some confidence that when Mel-
chizedek “did reign under his father” 
the text simply means that the great 
high priest “did reign in his father’s 
stead.” (See also Jacob 1:11 and 
Mosiah 10:6.) Joseph Smith usually 
translated the idiom in the conven-
tional manner, but in this particular 
instance (Alma 13:18) he translated 
literally—to our interest and profit.

The use of compound Hebrew 
prepositions is very noticeable in the 
Book of Mormon where the prophet 
Joseph Smith renders them literally. 
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The use of beyadh, “by the hand of,” 
indicating agency or instrumentality, 
occurs forty-seven times in the 
Nephite record. This use has been 
noted before, either by the writer, 
or others, but let me give a few new 
examples:

Joseph . . . who was preserved by the 
hand of the Lord, . . . (Italics meaning 
“by” the Lord.) (1 Nephi 5:14.)

And after they go forth by the hand of 
the twelve apostles of the Lamb, . . . 
(Ibid., 13:26.)

. . . and they shall be afflicted by the 
hand of their enemies. (Mosiah 11:21.)

Similar cases are found in the Old 
Testament in Genesis 38:20; Exodus 
4.T3, etc.

From the Book of Mormon:
And they fled from before my presence; ... (1 Nephi 4:28.) 

From the Bible:
... the Lord God of Israel hath dispossessed the Amorites 
from before his people Israel. . . . (Judges 11:23.) (Italics 
author’s.)

The use of this compound in the 
plural should be noted here. Bidhe, 
“by the hands of,” occurs in the 
Book of Mormon eight times.

These are examples:

. . . they were brought into bondage by 
the hands of the Lamanites . . . (Italics 
meaning “by” or “through”). (Alma 5:5.)

. . . even by the hands of their own 
brethren? (Ibid., 9:10.)

There is one fairly clear instance 
of this usage in the Old Testament, 
but it will be necessary to translate' 
it literally in order to illustrate it:

Their judges have been thrown down 
by the hands of (i.e., by means of) the 
crag. . . . (See Psalm 141:6.)

The verse is obscure, but the idiom 
is there nevertheless.

There may be another instance in 

Lamentations 1:14, but the interpre-
tation is too much in doubt.

Still another compound preposition 
is mippene, from (literally “from be-
fore”). In the Book of Mormon it 
very often receives a literal trans-
lation. Notice a few illustrations:

. . . and they fled from before my pres-
ence; ... (1 Nephi 4:28.)
... for he had gone from before my 

presence. (Ibid., 11:12.)
. . . insomuch that they did fall back 

from before them. (3 Nephi 4:12; see also 
Mosiah 17:4; Alma 44:12; Mormon 4:20, 
etc.)

In the Old Testament part of the 
King James Version we find the idiom 
translated from (I Sam. 19:8; Isa.

31:8), “out of the presence of” (I 
Sam. 19:10), “from the presence of” 
(Gen. 3:8), “because of” (Ibid., 
7:7), “from the face of” (Ex. 2:15), 
by way of illustration, but it is also 
translated as in the Book of Mor-
mon:

. . . and Moses fled from before it. (Ex. 
4:3.)

. . . the Lord God of Israel hath dispos-
sessed the Amorites from before his peo-
ple Israel, . . . (Judges 11:23; see also 
I Chron. 11:13; Zech. 14:5.)

The compound, ba ‘abhùr, “on 
account of,” occurs a number of times 
in the Book of Mormon (Alma 13:4; 
15:3; 19:16, etc.), but because of the 
regular use of the translated com-
pound (phrasal preposition) in Eng-
lish it is difficult to make any special 
point of it other than the fact that 
it does occur. Numerous examples 

(Continued on page 728)
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H E B R E W  I DI O M S I N T H E  B O O K  O F  M O R M O N
( C o nti n u e d fr o m p a g e  7 0 3) 

o c c ur  i n t h e Ol d  T est a m e nt  t h o u g h 
t h e us u al tr a nsl ati o ns m a y  m a k e  it 
diffi c ult f or t h e a v er a g e r e a d er t o 
s p ot t h e m. ( G e n. 1 2: 1 3, 1 6; I S a m.  
2 3: 1 0,  et c.)

T h e  i di o m b e p hi, “ b y t h e m o ut h  
of, ” o c c urs i n t h e N e p hit e  r e c or d 
a b o ut fift e e n ti m es. H er e  ar e s o m e  
ill ustr ati o ns:

A n d  als o t h at w e  m a y  pr es er v e  u nt o  t h e m 
t h e w or ds  w hi c h  h a v e b e e n  s p o k e n b y t h e 
m o ut h  of all t h e h ol y pr o p h ets, ... ( 1 
N e p hi  3: 2 0; it ali cs a ut h or ’s.)

. . . a n d als o m a n y  pr o p h e ci es w hi c h  
h a v e b e e n s p o k e n b y t h e m o ut h  of J er e -
mi a h.  (I bi d., 5: 1 3.)

N o w  I, N e p hi,  d o s p e a k s o m e w h at c o n -
c er ni n g t h e w or ds  w hi c h  I h a v e writt e n,  
w hi c h  h a v e b e e n s p o k e n b y t h e m o ut h  of  
Is ai a h. ... ( 2 N e p hi  2 5: 1.)

T his  i di o m is c ert ai nl y f or ei g n t o 
o ur m a n n er  of s p e a ki n g, b ut is 
t y pi c all y N e p hit e,  t h at is t o s a y, 
H e br e w. N oti c e  t h es e ill ustr ati o ns 
fr o m t h e Ol d  T est a m e nt:

T o  f ulfil t h e w or d  of t h e L or d  b y t h e 
m o ut h  of  J er e mi a h, ... (II C hr o n.  3 6: 2 1.)

N o w  i n t h e first y e ar of C yr us  ki n g of  
P ersi a,  t h at t h e w or d  of t h e L or d  s p o k e n 
b y t h e m o ut h  of J er e mi a h mi g ht  b e a c-
c o m plis h e d, . . . (I bi d., 3 6: 2 2.)

A n ot h er  si mil ar c o m p o u n d, mi p pt,  
“ fr o m t h e m o ut h  of, ”  will  b e  f o u n d i n 
t h e B o o k  of  M or m o n  si x ti m es. T hr e e  
ill ustr ati o ns f oll o w:

. . . T h o u  h ast b e h el d t h at t h e b o o k  
pr o c e e d e d f ort h fr o m t h e m o ut h  of a 
J e w; a n d w h e n  it pr o c e e d e d f ort h fr o m 
t h e m o ut h  of  a J e w it c o nt ai n e d t h e pl ai n -
n ess  of  t h e g os p el  of  t h e L or d,  ... ( 1 N e p hi  
1 3: 2 4.)

A n d  n o w Li m hi  w as  a g ai n fill e d wit h  
j o y i n l e ar ni n g fr o m t h e m o ut h  of  A m m o n  
t h at ki n g  M osi a h  h a d  a gift  fr o m G o d,  . . . 
( M osi a h 2 1: 2 8.)

' H er e  ar e s o m e Ol d  T est a m e nt  e x-
a m pl es:

. . . a n d B ar u c h  wr ot e  fr o m t h e m o ut h  
of  J er e mi a h all t h e w or ds  of  t h e L or d,  . . . 
(J er e mi a h 3 6: 4; s e e als o vs. 3 2.)

. . . a n d h e ar k e n e d  n ot u nt o t h e w or ds  
of  N e c h o  fr o m t h e m o ut h  of  G o d,  ... (II 
C hr o n.  3 5: 2 2.)

T h e  c o m m o n H e br ai c  i di o m, “ t o 
o p e n  t h e m o ut h, ”  a p p e ars  i n t h e B o o k 
of M or m o n.  N oti c e  t h es e o c c ur -
r e n c es:

A n d  ki n g B e nj a mi n  a g ai n o p e n e d his  
m o ut h  a n d b e g a n  t o s p e a k u nt o  t h e m, . . . 
( M osi a h 4: 4.)

. . . ki n g L a m o ni  di d o p e n his m o ut h,  
a n d s ai d u nt o  hi m:  ... ( Al m a 1 8: 1 8.)
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T his  m a n n er  of writi n g  is s o m e-
w h at  f or ei g n t o us,  b ut  o c c urs  i n t h e 
Ol d  T est a m e nt  as t h es e e x a m pl es at -
t est:

Aft er  t his o p e n e d J o b his m o ut h  a n d  
c urs e d his  d a y. (J o b 3: 1.)

B e h ol d,  n o w I h a v e o p e n e d m y  m o ut h,  
m y  t o n g u e h at h s p o k e n i n m y  m o ut h.  
(I bi d., 3 3: 2.)

. . . t h e n I o p e n e d  m y  m o ut h,  a n d s p a k e, 
. . . ( D a ni el 1 0: 1 6.)

T h e  H e br e w  i di o m, “ m ulti pl y  e x -
c e e di n gl y, ”  w hi c h  is n ot  as str a n g e t o 
pr es e nt E n glis h  us a g e as t h e f or e-
g oi n g m a y  b e ill u str at e d b y t h es e 
t hr e e e x a m pl es fr o m t h e N e p hit e  
r e c or d:

A n d w e  m ulti pli e d  e x c e e di n gl y, a n d  
s pr e a d u p o n t h e f a c e of t h e l a n d, . . . 
(J ar o m 1: 8.)
... f or t h e y h a d m ulti pli e d  e x c e e di n gl y  

a n d w a x e d  gr e at  i n t h e l a n d. ( M osi a h 2: 2.)
A n d  t his c h ur c h di d  m ulti pl y  e x c e e di n gl y  

b e c a us e of i ni q uit y, ... ( 4 N e p hi  1: 2 8.)

T h es e  m a y  b e c o m p ar e d wit h  t h e 
f a mili ar e x a m pl es i n G e n esis:

A n d  I will  m a k e  m y  c o v e n a nt b et w e e n  
m e  a n d t h e e, a n d I will  m ulti pl y  t h e e e x -
c e e di n gl y. ( G e n. 1 7: 2;  s e e vs.  2 0.)

. . . a n d t h e y h a d  p oss essi o ns  t h er ei n, a n d  
gr e w, a n d m ulti pli e d  e x c e e di n gl y. ( G e n. 
4 7: 2 7.)

T h e  H e br e w  i di o m, “ t o stiff e n t h e 
n e c k, ” o c c urs a n u m b er  of ti m es i n 
t h e N e p hit e  r e c or d. T h es e  ill ustr a-
ti o ns will  s uffi c e:

. A n d aft er  t h e y h a v e  h ar d e n e d  t h eir h e arts  
a n d stiff e n e d t h eir n e c ks a g ai nst t h e H ol y  
O n e  of Isr a el, ... ( 2 N e p hi  6: 1 0.)

B ut  b e c a us e  of  pri est cr afts  a n d i ni q uiti es, 
t h e y at J er us al e m will  stiff e n t h eir n e c ks  
a g ai nst hi m, . . . (I bi d., 1 0: 5; s e e als o  
2 5: 1 2;  2 8: 1 4;  J a c o b 2: 1 3;  J ar o m 3;  H el a m a n  
9: 2 1.)

T h e  p ar all els i n t h e Ki n g  J a m es 
V ersi o n  of  t h e Ol d  T est a m e nt  us u al -
l y h a v e  t h e r e n d eri n g “ h ar d  of  n e c k, ”  
b ut  s o m e ar e r e n d er e d si mil ar t o t h e 
e x a m pl es i n t h e B o o k  of  M or m o n:

. . . w h o  h a d  m a d e  hi m  s w e ar b y  G o d:  
b ut  h e  stiff e n e d his  n e c k,  ... (II C hr o ni cl es  
3 6: 1 3.)

. . . b ut  m a d e  t h eir n e c k  stiff, t h at t h e y 
mi g ht  n ot  h e ar,  . . . (J er e mi a h 1 7: 2 3.)

T h e  H e br e w  h as  a n i di o m, “ t o lift 
u p t h e f a c e,” or “ disti n g uis h t h e 
f a c e,” t h at is us e d t o c o n v e y m e a n -
i n g wit h  r es p e ct t o or  s h o wi n g p ar -
ti alit y t o a p ers o n. F or  e x a m pl e i n 
L e viti c us  1 9: 1 5 w e  fi n d t h e f oll o w-
i n g i n t h e H e br e w  t e xt:

. . . t h o u s h alt n ot  lift u p t h e f a c es of 
t h e p o or.  . . .

T his  e x pr essi o n is r e n d er e d b y  t h e 
A ut h ori z e d  V ersi o n:

. . . t h o u s h alt n ot  r es p e ct t h e p ers o n  of  
t h e p o or, . . .

T h e  m e a ni n g  of t his is s h o w n b y  
t h e n e xt  cl a us e, “ n or  h o n or  t h e p er -
s o n of  t h e mi g ht y, ” . . . T h at  is t o 
s a y, n o p arti alit y  w as  t o b e s h o w n.

N oti c e  t his i n t h e H e br e w  t e xt of  
D e ut er o n o m y  1: 1 7:

Y e  s h all n ot disti n g uis h ( dis c er n) f a c es 
i n j u d g m e nt; . . .

T his  is r e n d er e d b y  t h e A ut h ori z e d  
V ersi o n:

Y e  s h all n ot r es p e ct p ers o ns i n j u d g-
m e nt;  . . . [ H er e, a g ai n, n o  p arti alit y  w as  
t o b e s h o w n.]

T h at  t h e N e p hit es  u n d erst o o d  t his 
i di o m m a y  b e r e as o n a bl y d e d u c e d  
fr o m t h es e r ef er e n c es:

. . . t h e y di d n ot s e n d a w a y a n y w h o  
w er e  n a k e d, or t h at w er e  h u n gr y, . . . 
w h et h er  o ut  of  t h e c h ur c h  or  i n t h e c h ur c h,  
h a vi n g n o r es p e ct [“ lifti n g u p, ” or “ dis -
ti n g uis hi n g” ] t o p ers o ns [“ f a c es” ] as t o 
t h os e w h o  st o o d i n n e e d. ( Al m a 1: 3 0.)

A n d  as m a n y  as w o ul d  h e ar  t h eir w or ds,  
u nt o t h e m t h e y di d i m p art t h e w or d  of  
G o d,  wit h o ut  a n y r es p e ct [“ lifti n g u p, ”  
or “ disti n g uis hi n g ” ] of p ers o ns [“ f a c es” ], 
c o nti n u all y. (I bi d., 1 6: 1 4.)
... if n ot s o, G o d  is a p arti al [“ lift er 

u p of f a c es” ] G o d,  a n d als o a c h a n g e a bl e  
G o d,  a n d a r es p e ct er t o p ers o ns; . . . 
( M or o ni 8: 1 2;  cf. A cts  1 0: 3 4.)

O n e  of m y  fri e n ds h as  n oti c e d  i n 
t h e B o o k  of M or m o n  a n a p p ar e nt  
H e br e w  i di o m, “ t o gi v e  u p  t h e g h ost, ”  
w hi c h  is us e d  t o e x pr ess t h e d e at h  of  
a p ers o n. L et  us l o o k at it f or a  
m o m e nt. T h e e x pr essi o n o c c urs  
t hr e e ti m es i n t h e B o o k  of  M or m o n:

A n d  it c a m e t o p ass t h at w h e n  h e h a d  
s ai d t h es e w or ds  h e  c o ul d s a y n o  m or e,  a n d  
h e  g a v e u p  t h e g h ost. (J a c o b 7: 2 0.)
... as h e  w as  a b o ut t o gi v e  u p  t h e g h o st,  

t h e y w er e  ast o nis h e d e x c e e di n gl y; . . . 
(I bi d., 7: 2 1.)

Y e a,  at t h e ti m e t h at h e [ C hrist] s h all 
yi el d u p t h e g h ost t h er e s h all b e t h u n d er- 
i n gs. . . . ( H el a m a n 1 4: 2 1.)

As  is w ell  k n o w n,  t h er e ar e p ar al -
l els t o t h es e i n b ot h  t h e Ol d  a n d  N e w  
T est a m e nts. L et  us  e x a mi n e t w o or  
t hr e e e x a m pl es fr o m t h e Ol d  T est a -
m e nt:

. . . s h e h at h  gi v e n  u p  t h e g h ost;  h er  s u n 
is g o n e d o w n. . . . (J er e mi a h 1 5: 9.)

T H E  I M P R O V E M E N T E R A



In this example the Hebrew of the 
words in italics reads literally: “She 
has breathed (or blown) out her soul 
[nephesh].” The same essential words 
(not used grammatically the same) 
will be found in Job 11:20.

But in other examples in the Old 
Testament there is a different usage 
of the Hebrew. Notice this one in 
Genesis 25:8:

Then Abraham gave up' the ghost, and 
died in a good old age, . . . (Authorized 
Version.)

Here the Hebrew original of the 
words in italics, wayyigwa, is com-
pletely different from those in Jere-
miah 15:9 given above. In contrast 
to the Authorized Version, this may 
be translated:

Then Abraham expired, and died in a 
good old age, . . .

It is highly probable that the 
Nephites used both Hebrew expres-
sions “breathe out the soul” and “ex-
pired” in referring to tjfie death of a 
person. To “give up the ghost” in 
old English simply means to “give up 
the spirit (gast),” that is, to die.

In this article have been presented 
but a few of the Hebrew idioms ob-
served in the Book of Mormon. At 
a later time others may be described.

It may be appropriate at this point 
to make a few observations concern-
ing the old problem of the original 
language of the Nephite record. 
These studies support the idea that 
the Book of Mormon was originally 
written in Hebrew. Most of the 
idioms in the book appear to be 
typically Hebrew idioms; there ap-
pear to be few which could be called 
Egyptian. To be sure there are 
Egyptian names in the Nephite rec-
ord and other evidences that point 
to the fact that the Nephite historians 
were acquainted with the language 
and customs of Egypt, but the text 
proper shows the strong influence of 
Hebrew.
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